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ABSTRACT 
 

Cybercultural Ecologies examines the interpenetrating relationships between nature, 

virtuality, and narrative. Operating at the interface between ecocriticism and cyberculture, its 

approach is narrative-based and thematic, focusing on texts (literary, cinematic, and new 

media) which depict varying conceptions of technology, virtuality, and their effects. 

Understanding these effects is ecologically crucial, because technovirtual interfaces 

profoundly alter one’s experience of nature, corporeality, and relationships. Even the most 

basic sense of what counts as an environment in the first place depends on the interfaces 

one uses.  

The Introduction examines the ambiguities surrounding the terms of its own 

investigation: cyberculture, ecology, interface, nature, virtuality. Drawing from Jacques Derrida and 

Marshall McLuhan, it responds to the “interface anxiety” evinced by environmental writers 

and ecocritics by arguing that nostalgia for an “authentic,” supplement-free mode of 

“contact” is itself a pastoral fiction. 

Chapter I examines virtuality’s relationship with nature in both virtual reality and mixed 

reality paradigms, beginning with nineteenth-century decadence and aestheticism—

Huysmans’ A Rebours (1884) and Morris’ News from Nowhere (1890)—before moving to 

Cronenberg’s eXistenZ (1999), Gibson’s Spook Country (2007), and Vinge’s Synthetic Serendipity 

(2004). 



 v

Chapter II questions the attempt to evade virtuality and machinery in order to 

reclaim “unmediated contact” through the “natural” body in Forster’s “The Machine Stops” 

(1909) and Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928). 

Chapter III looks at the liberation offered by the virtual body, as well as its liabilities, 

in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759), Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), and Danielewski’s 

House of Leaves (2000). 

Chapter IV scrutinizes the authenticity of virtual relationships in Bioy Casares’ The 

Invention of Morel (1940) and Herzog’s Grizzly Man (2005).   

Chapter V inquires into how a virtual sense of place is evoked in Dickens’ mid-

nineteenth century railway sketches and in 21st-century digital interactive narratives.  

The Conclusion examines the film Avatar (2009) and explores the possibilities (and 

problems) that arise in attempting to make audiences “see” with ecological vision through 

the lenses of virtuality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
  Imagine, if you can, a young girl frolicking in a color-drenched world. She spins 

wildly, face smeared in sunlight. She rolls gleefully down a green hillock. Peeking through the 

blades of grass, she spies a flower and eagerly plucks it. Hopping gingerly stone-to-stone, she 

crosses a gurgling brook. She stalks after a doe bedded down inside a thicket. She blows on 

the delicate seeds of a dandelion, which scatter wildly. Climbing a streamside tree trunk to 

chase after a butterfly, she slips, falls, plunges, finds herself blissfully submerged in pristine 

blue water. She has been baptized by nature.  

  Or, maybe not. 

  Does this girl see the surveillance cameras that have been tracking her every move? 

Does she notice that, moments after she leaves the thicket, the doe has been surreptitiously 

evacuated from the scene with a mechanical jerk? Does she realize that, moments after she 

picks her flower, another one sprouts in its place, identical? What she does grasp is the stark 

Twilight Zone-quality reversal that ultimately cuts off her pastoral bliss. The sunlight dims and 

the sky goes out. Nature, in effect, “shuts down.” The little girl trudges dejectedly out of 

what is now revealed to have been a gorgeous simulation conducted inside a vast warehouse 

of synthetic space. As the girl makes her dismal exit, she passes a line of other children 

eagerly awaiting their own opportunity to spend a few precious moments inside virtual 

nature, nature which presumably no longer exists anywhere else in the world. The next child 

excitedly plunges forward into the warming blaze of artificial sunlight. What had seemed like 

nature turned out to be nothing more than a high-tech carnival ride. 
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  These scenes from the music video Respire, by the French rock group Mickey 3D, I 

take as a parable of our cybercultural condition (Mickey 3D). We fear more than just the loss 

of nature. We fear the technologically induced loss of an authentic experience of nature, and 

anxiety ensues. Even as the mildly eco-apocalyptic lyrics of the song (in French) suggest that 

humans have defiled nature, the video’s imagery depicts just the opposite, namely, everything 

to which “nature-connectedness” might aspire. The most straightforward reading of Respire 

might thus go something like this: if we continue our headlong plunge into a hypermediated 

future, heedless of our ecological impacts on the planet, then the only nature left for our 

grandchildren will be the one we manufacture ourselves. In short, technology alienates us 

from nature, and if we are not careful, it will substitute for it. 

  Or, maybe not. 

  If the intent of Respire is to make viewers actually feel this “loss of nature,” we should 

take a moment to scrutinize “nature” as it is actually represented in the video. Did I mention 

that the video is done entirely with glossy computer generated imagery? Or that, in addition 

to idyllic pastures, fluffy clouds, and flowers just waiting to be plucked, we see this little girl 

not only chasing the wildlife, but actually reclining on an exceedingly Bambified deer, which 

plays pillow with no thought of resistance and who gazes back in reciprocating adoration? 

Or that the surveillance cameras are used to trigger pre-scripted events and thereby “story” 

this pastoral enclosure in accord with the participant’s actions? Like the pastoral form 

generally, Respire offers us virtualized nature as if it were nature itself: in this instance, a 

version of cyberpastoral. Baudrillard’s precession of simulacra culminates by detaching the 

ultimate referent, nature, from actuality. It would seem that we have already lost sight of the 

Earth so completely that the only nature we are able to revive is a hyperreal fusion of Disney 

and The Truman Show. 
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  Just as The Matrix delights in the visual possibilities of bullet-time even as its 

characters decry the falsity of simulated reality, Respire revels in the very thing it laments. Its 

nostalgia for a “nature that never was” is rendered, seemingly irony-free, in full-color, high-

definition computer-generated imagery. The medium is the message, and a peculiar one: 

Respire’s CGI nature represents not the desert of the real, but the Eden of the virtual—a 

cybercultural ecology in extremis. In Respire, our yearning to return to nature is never realized 

but only hyperrealized, manifested through a desire manufactured by the very technologies 

that supplant nature in the first place.  

  Or, maybe not. 

 
Cybercultural Ecologies 

 
Cybercultural Ecologies examines texts that, like Respire, represent the interpenetrating 

relationships between nature, virtuality, and narrative. It does so with a predilection for the 

vexing ambiguities and ambivalences these relationships invoke, and with an awareness of 

the problematic nature of the very terms of its own investigation: cyberculture, ecology, interface, 

nature, virtual. By cyberculture, for instance, I mean not only today’s data-suffused society of 

networking and digitally mediated representation, but also the shared general experience of 

living in push-button, mechanized “interface culture,” which is precisely how the term was 

used when coined by Alice Hilton in her 1963 book Logic, Computing Machines, and Automation:  

What can we expect of the cybercultural revolution? What effect is it likely to have 
on man’s nature? Could human beings become truly civilized if we could live in a 
world free of human drudgery, a world where the jungle no longer threatens to 
swallow us, where we need no longer be afraid that the slightest slip will send us 
tumbling into slimy swamps, where no-one needs to swing a whip over the backs of 
others to keep them pulling the plow because he is afraid he might have to pull the 
plow himself, if he relaxes his watchfulness. In the era of cyberculture, all the plows 
pull themselves and the fried chickens fly right onto our plates. (xvi) 

 
Hilton’s characterization is especially pertinent because it construes cyberculture not only as 
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“push-button” but as quintessentially “post-nature,” one of the many conceptions of the 

technovirtual that I question in the following chapters. The very notion of what counts as 

“nature” or “culture” in the first place has become particularly hard to delimit meaningfully. 

Although ecology in its classic sense refers to the study of the relationships of organisms to 

their environment, in the emerging 21st century, culture by and large continues to morph into 

cyberculture. As a result, humanity’s environment becomes ever more dominated by 

mechanized modes of transport and digital interfaces. Virtual landscapes in turn vie to 

become every bit as “present” and “inhabitable,” phenomenologically speaking, as 

geographic terrain—if not more so. Understood along such lines, cybercultural ecologies might 

best be understood as “ecocriticism plus cyberculture,” which is to say that it examines the 

broad ecology of cybercultural relations through textual representations, specifically 

literature, film, and new media.  

  Many of the texts I explore here predate digital technology. I examine these texts 

because they demonstrate how the cybercultural impulse towards artifice and virtuality is 

anything but new. Literary texts have in fact wrestled with the problem of the virtual and its 

relationship with nature and “actuality” for thousands of years. Where Plato condemned art 

as counterfeit reality in the Republic twenty-four centuries ago, in the late nineteenth century 

Oscar Wilde disdained nature as merely “bad art” and urged that one instead “be as artificial 

as possible” (Wilde, “Phrases and Philosophies” 1205). A century before William Gibson’s 

cyberspace or Neal Stephenson’s metaverse, J.-K. Huysmans and William Morris raised questions 

surrounding the authenticity of virtual inhabitation in their self-created worlds of art. 

Laurence Sterne’s early novel Tristram Shandy (1759), Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray 

(1891), and Adolfo Bioy Casares’ The Invention of Morel (1940) likewise raise questions about 

virtual embodiment which are as pertinent to “avatar identity” and “virtual relationships” as 
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those encountered by present-day Facebook users, players of massively multiplayer online 

games like World of Warcraft, and inhabitants of online worlds like Second Life. Charles 

Dickens’ Victorian-era literary sketchings in turn provide an early glimpse into how a novel 

technological interface like the railway can effectively virtualize one’s experience of the 

physical landscape, creating a sense of combined alienation and enchantment. E.M. Forster’s 

1909 story “The Machine Stops” is in turn uncannily prescient and darker in tone, 

anticipating as it does the potentially disembodying effects of Internet culture and the 

potentially dehumanizing effects of the machine interface more generally. In response to the 

perceived threats of such extreme technological mediation, both Forster’s story and D.H. 

Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover represent the attempted flight away from machine-

interfaced society back to the “natural” or technologically unpenetrated body—a highly 

problematic move, critically speaking. 

  To highlight the cybercultural relevance of these early texts, I link them with more 

recent textual counterparts in a critical “call and response” which yields strange and 

serendipitous connections. Dickens’ landscapes in “A Flight” (1851) become virtualized 

precisely because of the combined speed and the passivity of the railway traveler. 

Conversely, in computer-mediated interactive narratives, digital terrain begins to feel real 

because of the engaged response and “performance” required of the interactor within that 

virtual world. The self-enclosed aesthetic domain of Huysmans’ A Rebours (“Against 

Nature,” 1884) is echoed a century later in the cyberpunk technoscapes of William Gibson’s 

novel Neuromancer (1984), where the virtual becomes so pervasive that nature ultimately 

disappears: prosthetic limbs fuse technology with the body and the allure of cyberspace 

substitutes for fleshly interaction. William Morris’ physical, open-air hybridizing of nature 

and the virtual in the novel News From Nowhere (1890) anticipates recent visions of location-
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based digital art in William Gibson’s Spook Country (2007) and Vernor Vinge’s Synthetic 

Serendipity (2004). In these texts, digital visuals are overlaid onto everyday physical life, 

turning cyberspace inside-out and effectively transforming virtual reality (VR) into mixed or 

augmented reality (MR/AR), an example of what Bruce Sterling calls “the Internet of 

Things” (92).  

 The fusion of nature, body, and art envisioned by William Morris’ earthly strain of 

aestheticism in turn finds a surprising carnal apotheosis in David Cronenberg’s film eXistenZ 

(1999), which opens up enticing and terrifying new orifices for the technologically interfaced 

body. Forster’s body-reviving and nature-revering solution to the dystopian technological 

nightmare of “The Machine Stops” finds an equally unexpected response in Werner 

Herzog’s film Grizzly Man (2004): instead of forsaking technological interfaces in an attempt 

to “return to nature,” Timothy Treadwell combines digital video technology with the 

pastoral in hopes of peaceably uniting humanity and wild nature (with fatal consequences). 

Treadwell’s attempt to forge kinship with wild grizzlies through technological framing in 

Grizzly Man also revisits the manipulations performed in Bioy Casares’ The Invention of Morel 

(1940), in which a projector is used to unite temporally distant realities and thereby create 

virtual liaisons with disinterested lovers. Like Sterne’s wildly digressive Tristram Shandy 

(1759), Mark Danielewski’s experimental postmodern novel House of Leaves (2000) in turn not 

only brings attention to itself as a hypermediated novelistic interface, but its surplus of 

interlocking narrative frames underlines how dependent identity and our experience of 

“reality” are upon technologies of fictive enclosure. Finally, in a fascinating irony, James 

Cameron’s Avatar (2009) returns humans to an intimate sensuous relationship with nature, 

but only through the intercession of a digitally linked avatar body. And like Respire, Cameron 

represents nature entirely through computer-generated imagery, another cybernetic Eden of 
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our own creation. 

  As these many examples suggest, rather than just yielding technical effects, 

technological interfaces function as modes of poiesis, ways of bringing forth artfully 

constructed worlds—cybercultural ecologies. The effects of these technologically evoked 

realities on our experience of nature, place, the body, and otherness make up my focus in the 

chapters that follow. 

 
Some Versions of Cyberpastoral: Ecocriticism and Cyberculture 

I was the shadow of the waxwing slain 
By the false azure in the windowpane; 
I was the smudge of ashen fluff – and I 
Lived on, flew on, in the reflected sky. 

—Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire (33) 

In these lines from Pale Fire, John Shade’s windowpane represents both the threat 

and the luminous possibility of the virtual. It also represents the liminal zone where actuality 

and virtuality themselves collide. The windowpane, treacherously and alluringly doubling the 

sky, ends the waxwing’s natural existence with a cruel smash—even as it shadows forth from 

the “ashen fluff” a phoenix-like, virtualized afterlife. While ecocritics and transhumanists 

make faces at each other from opposite sides of Nabokov’s window glass,1 other theorists 

debate how the interface of nature and virtuality ought to be conceptualized in the first 

place. In Narrative as Virtual Reality, Marie-Laure Ryan contends that virtuality has “two (and 

a thousand) faces” (25). The two most discernable of these faces are first, that of virtuality as 

fake or defective imitation, an enormously influential model deriving from mimesis in Plato’s 

Republic, and second, the model of virtuality as possibility, as liberation from the constraints 

of the given, whose more vocal proponents include Sir Philip Sidney, the decadents, avant-

garde Futurism, and Gilles Deleuze. Where Baudrillard laments the loss of the real from the 

precession of simulacra and the collapse of image and referent into the hyperreal, Deleuze 
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feels no lack, only liberation, in the proliferating play of images that become the new reality.2 

In Remediation, Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin argue that “The excess of media 

becomes an authentic experience, not in the sense that it corresponds to an external reality, 

but rather precisely because it does not feel compelled to refer to anything beyond itself” 

(53). Mark C. Taylor likewise sees virtual reality as multivalenced and far more than just a 

technological question: 

For some, virtual reality is a nightmare in which isolated subjects sit in front of 
computer terminals, alienated from their bodies, other people, and the environment. 
For others, virtual reality creates the possibility of escaping the limitations of time 
and space, and holds the promise of realizing the ancient dream of global unity and 
harmony. It should be clear by now that these antithetical assessments of virtual 
reality share mistaken assumptions and presuppositions […] [B]y failing to 
contextualize their analyses, supporters as well as critics make the mistake of 
representing virtual reality as a technology rather than an effective figure of the 
postmodern condition. (301) 
 
Virtuality’s opportunities and threats often meet with responses that strive to inhabit 

one pole of the “actual/virtual” binary exclusively, and when they do so, the integrity of the 

interface as “wholly actual” or “wholly virtual” starts to break down. Attempts to escape into 

a virtual world mediated entirely by art and technology find themselves haunted by the 

corporeal body and the threat of something always already “given.” In turn, the virtual 

invariably finds itself constrained by some bodily actuality. As a result, the urge to escape 

human culture, technology, and ideological constructs to “return to nature” finds itself 

unable to evade virtuality: anxiety results because either simulated nature becomes 

indistinguishable from the “authentic,” or attempts to make “unmediated contact” find 

themselves irrevocably mediated and representational. This is to say that, under scrutiny, the 

pastoral reveals itself as always already synthesized, even if not always so overtly as in 

Respire.3  
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The relationship between the “actual” and the “virtual” is further complicated by the 

interface of body and technology in what director David Cronenberg calls “the New Flesh” 

(Cronenberg, Videodrome), both embodied in the literal human-machine hybrid (as the 

cyborg) and disembodied in cyberspace (as the digital avatar), raising questions about what 

role the carnal body plays in the virtual. Finally, in the emerging world of ubiquitous 

computing and augmented or “mixed” reality, virtuality and physical reality become 

integrated in what William Gibson calls the “everting of cyberspace” (qtd. in Gwinn) and 

Manuel Castells dubs “real virtuality” (Bell 77). Sherry Turkle sums up the unsteady 

cybercultural condition in her analysis of cyberspace inhabitation: “We are dwellers on the 

threshold between the real and the virtual, unsure of our footing, inventing ourselves as we 

go along” (10). 

Resisting the temptation to think about virtuality and actuality in either/or terms, 

Slavoj Žižek argues that our options are more vexing than those presented to Neo by 

Morpheus in The Matrix:  

[T]he choice between the blue and the red pill is not really a choice between illusion 
and reality. Of course, [the] Matrix is a machine for fictions, but these are fictions 
which already structure our reality. If you take away from our reality the symbolic 
fictions that regulate it, you lose reality itself. I want a third pill! (Žižek, The Pervert’s 
Guide to Cinema) 
 

Žižek’s point is that rather than understanding virtuality as opposed to the real, virtuality and 

reality are already hopelessly intermingled. Consequently, far more interesting to him than 

virtual reality is what he calls “the reality of the virtual.” For Žižek, “the reality of the virtual” 

inheres in “efficacity, effectiveness, effects produced,” which are generated “by something 

that does not yet fully exist, which is not yet fully actual” (Žižek, The Reality of the Virtual). 

Instead of being relegated to the status of derivative or dependent shadow of reality, the 

virtual becomes the real itself, an ever-present structuring principle in our daily lives. (Žižek 
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cites the example of a father’s authority, which to be fully realized, must in fact remain 

purely potential or virtual. One sharp look, he says, should do everything to convince a child 

to stop misbehaving. For the father to resort to punishing the child makes him in fact seem 

impotent.) One immediately recognizes how a State’s panoptical system of surveillance and 

discipline operates by the very same sort of virtualized threat, namely, power which becomes 

most operative when never actualized.4 The potent “reality of the virtual” means that the 

“third pill” Žižek wants to swallow is that which would enable him to perceive “not the 

reality behind the illusion but the reality in illusion itself” (Žižek, The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema).  

In the same way that the term “virtual” takes on multiple overtones, ecocriticism 

invokes terms immediately subject to debate. Ecocriticism’s domain of inquiry can be 

broadly summarized as the study of how texts represent the relationship between humans 

and the natural environment.5 Such a definition certainly does seem to justify ecocriticism’s 

characteristic focus on environmental literature or “nature writing” which represents humans 

interfacing with nature, often in the narrative form of a low-technology excursion. But this 

definition begins to unravel when one tries to pin down what the terms “natural,” 

“environment,” “human,” and “relationship” might actually mean in practice. First, what 

counts as natural? As historian William Cronon points out, the most “wild” and “natural” 

areas remaining on Earth are ironically the most human-managed. Moreover, the very 

concept of nature itself resists being “naturalized” when boundaries between the “natural” 

and the “culturally constructed” grow ever more contested: fields as divergent as queer 

theory and environmental policy respectively debate the “given-ness” of the body or the 

“naturalness” of wilderness. As Bruno Latour explains, instead of nature and culture neatly 

separated, what we encounter ultimately reveals itself as the messy hybrid of “nature-culture” 

(96).6 In Haraway’s view, “dichotomies between mind and body, animal and human, 
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organism and machine, public and private, nature and culture, men and women, primitive 

and civilized are all in question ideologically” (“Simians, Cyborgs, and Women” 163).  

In the context of ever-more pervasive virtuality in the 21st century, what do we make 

of the term environment? Ecologists define the environment as an organism’s total 

surrounding conditions. But where do such “conditions” start and end? Are they limited to 

material surroundings? Or should “surrounding conditions” include social relations and 

semiotic systems?7 Complicating such questions, Francisco Varela and N. Katherine Hayles 

(updating Kant, Kleist, and Blake) argue convincingly that even the physical environment is 

made present to organisms only virtually, as a simulation performed by one’s own neurology 

(Hayles, “Natural Simulations”). In consequence, we experience the environment not as it is, 

but rather how we are. What we call the “natural environment” is thus itself a kind of virtual 

reality, a view that echoes ancient notions of maya in Hinduism, Plato’s ontology in the 

Republic, and Kant’s a priori Categories of the Understanding. In the same way that 

Romanticism united mental and natural landscapes in encounters half created and half 

perceived, virtual reality plays a crucial ecological role in organizing human relationships with 

the environment, as David Deutsch explains:  

Imagination is a straightforward form of virtual reality. What might not be so 
obvious is that our “direct” experience of the world through our senses is virtual 
reality too [...] [Moreover] all reasoning, all thinking and all external experience are 
forms of virtual reality [...] [A]ll living processes involve virtual reality too, but human 
beings in particular have a special relationship to it. Biologically speaking, the virtual-
reality rendering of their environment is the characteristic means by which human 
beings survive. In other words, it is the reason why human beings exist. The 
ecological niche that human beings occupy depends on virtual reality as directly as 
the ecological niche koala bears occupy depends on eucalyptus leaves. 
(120-121)8 
 
The notion of “environment” has also shifted with the advent of instant 

telecommunication and cyberspace. For authors like Richard Louv (Last Child in the Woods) 

and Lowell Monke (“Charlotte’s Webpage”), video games and the Internet constitute rival 
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environments that displace physical connection to wild places and thereby threaten to make 

nature passé, depriving us (especially children) of the physical connections required to make 

us fully human. In a recent NPR story discussing the declining number of visits to national 

parks, environmental historian Mark Barrow wonders if nature has now become “a place 

best seen at zoos or on plasma-screen TVs,” which has led him to dub the 21st century “the 

era of mediated nature” (qtd. in Nielsen). Such a provocative statement, of course, raises the 

pertinent question of whether our experience of nature was ever truly unmediated to begin 

with, and if not, of how we might compare the degrees of authenticity experienced through 

various modes of mediated connection. 

Although ecocriticism eagerly engages with questions surrounding technology—

classic texts like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring or Leo Marx’s The Machine in the Garden are 

often invoked as critiques or analyses of the role technology plays in nature—ecocriticism 

has proven less willing to open up the notion of “environment” to include a more-than-

physical landscape.9 Louise Westling’s introduction to the ecocriticism anthology Nature in 

Literary and Cultural Studies is characteristically dismissive:  

[A] redefinition of our species as beings fused with the technologies and media 
experiences we have designed as tools seems only further elaboration of the 
Cartesian mechanistic definition of humans as transcendent minds manipulating a 
realm of material otherness. Such a posthuman vision does nothing to address the 
dilemmas posed by a threatened environment, but instead implies that we can escape 
involvement in the rhythms of growth and decay in the biosphere. The techno-
posthuman does not seem to offer much to ecocriticism. (30, my emphasis)  

 
Westling’s critique is partially apt, but it is applicable primarily to extremist proponents of 

transhumanism who are almost Gnostic in their resistance to the “givens” of material 

inhabitation. But whether or not such a “posthuman vision” in fact addresses “the dilemmas 

posed by a threatened environment,” the environing effects of technological media are not 
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only real, but profound, and as a result cannot be disregarded. In short, we need to get clear 

on what media landscapes might give us, and not only what they might take away. 

Arguments to this effect are most cogently put forward by media theorist Marshall 

McLuhan in his seminal works Understanding Media and The Medium is the Massage. McLuhan 

insists not only that “the medium is the message,” but that the medium is the massage because 

media “work us over completely” (McLuhan and Fiore 26). For McLuhan, electronic media 

have become, in fact,  

so pervasive in their personal, political, economic, aesthetic, psychological, moral, 
ethical, and social consequences that they leave no part of us untouched, unaffected, 
unaltered. The medium is the massage. Any understanding of social and cultural 
change is impossible without a knowledge of the way media work as environments. 
(McLuhan and Fiore 26) 
 

As each day nature becomes ever more technologically mediated and our everyday 

experience ever more virtually environed, the technovirtual feels that much more “natural.” 

As a result, it is impossible to discuss nature anymore without invoking the virtual at the 

same time. In accord with Baudrillard’s precession of simulacra, digital tweets have become 

more present for people than those uttered by birds. Along such lines, in “Blackberries in 

the Land of Zion: Cell Phones and the Eclipse of the Earth (Twenty+ Tweets),” 

communication scholar Kevin DeLuca expresses a la McLuhan—using requisite bursts of 

140 characters or fewer per tweet—how Twitter and other portable media interfaces have 

radically reconfigured our relationships with each other and with the natural landscape: “A 

cacophony of new media have transformed the media matrix that constitutes our society, 

producing new forms of social organization and new modes of perception,” and “The 

hypermediacy of windows on windows and the panmediation of cell phones yields the world 

in a pocket” and “Twitter—a short burst of inconsequential information; chirps from birds” 

(DeLuca, “Blackberries in the Land of Zion”). We can ignore such “twitter” if we choose, 
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but doing so prevents us from understanding why the world of digital mediation has become 

so utterly compelling and all-encompassing for so many people, and how it can reshape our 

very sense of “environment” to the core. 

In our definition of ecocriticism even the question of the “human” warrants 

investigation. Does it make sense to speak of human “relations” with the environment as if 

the two can be readily distinguished? Are humans natural, cultural, or both? Donna Haraway 

famously contends that because the “human” has become so inextricably coupled with 

technology in this historical moment, it cannot be neatly separated out from either nature or 

culture, making human identity hybrid or “cyborg” (Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women). 

N. Katherine Hayles similarly characterizes our technologically interfaced condition as 

“posthuman” (Hayles, How We Became Posthuman). If Haraway and Hayles are right, the 

yearning to return to a “natural” pre-technological human identity is just another pastoral 

fantasy of purity. Our “posthuman” status did not begin with the enlightenment, industry, or 

the digital age. In such a view, the human makes up another indissoluble hybrid of 

natureculture.  

Finally, and most crucially, to talk about “the” relationship between humans and the 

environment remains monolithic and abstract unless one examines actual concrete 

relationships, for example, specific interfaces used to make contact with one’s environment. 

But problems start even with something as simple as literal “feet on the ground.” Must your 

feet be bare, then, to make “genuine contact” with the Earth? At what point are you finally, 

and authentically, “in touch” with nature? What if you are wearing moccasins? Does that still 

count? Sandals? Gore-Tex hiking boots? Nikes? Prosthetic limbs? A robotic exoskeleton? 

Does your state of attention matter? What if your “unmediated” nature hike was fueled by 

gasoline right up to the trailhead or your backpack lunch includes an organic Gala apple 
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shipped in by fossil-fueled machinery all the way from New Zealand? What kind of 

connection with the landscape does that constitute, exactly? And beyond physical 

relationships, what about virtualized modes of interaction—stories, memories, art, digital 

representations—that connect people to landscapes through what Lawrence Buell calls the 

“virtual sense of place?” (Buell, Writing for an Endangered World 57). As we can see, this 

seemingly simple definition of ecocriticism raises many vexing issues when viewed from the 

vantage point of cyberculture. These issues surrounding virtuality and nature are not 

themselves new, but pervasive digital mediating technologies bring them into the foreground 

of our awareness. 

Keeping such problems in mind, I believe that the proper scope of ecocritical inquiry 

is better understood in terms of questions texts raise rather than in terms of what they 

explicitly represent. Narrowly speaking, ecocriticism’s task is indeed to examine “the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty and Fromm xviii). 

But for the reasons above, I find more helpful Camilo Gomides’ broader conception in 

which ecocriticism “analyzes and promotes works of art which raise moral questions about 

human interactions with nature” (qtd. in Phillips 16). From this wider point of view, even a 

text that fails to represent nature explicitly at all still represents a particular view of nature by 

representing nature’s absence. Thus texts that represent no natural environment—or which, 

like cyberpunk, supplement nature with prosthetic body parts or supplant it with digital 

virtual environments—thus prove ecocritically significant for the issues they raise about 

what it means to live in dissociation from nature as a discernable “given.” Although 

cyberspace lacks physical extension, users experience it as overwhelmingly “present,” 

phenomenologically speaking. For the millions of inhabitants of Second Life or World of 

Warcraft, digital virtual reality (VR) feels as real—or more real—than RL, “real life.” As 
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surprising as it might seem, some players like CaoJun, a student in Shanghai, look to online 

games for beauty and a cyberpastoral retreat from urban blight: “One of the things I find 

most attractive about virtual worlds is the wide-open green spaces of World of Warcraft. We 

don’t have many parks or trees in Shanghai—just lots of skyscrapers. So playing online is a 

way to experience nature” (Cooper n.p.).  

For all these reasons, I want to comb out the hairs of that matted mongrel dog of 

ecocriticism-cyberculture and tease out some pertinent distinctions. How should ecocritics 

evaluate representations of human relationships with nature if people are always already 

enmeshed in (or “contaminated” by) technologically mediated relations with their 

environment? Does it even make sense to use “nature” as a reference point any more? What 

happens if we expand ecocriticism to include the study of represented encounters with 

environments that are not only physical but virtual? Critics have noted the suspicion that 

arises from eco-circles in embracing such technologies openly. Haraway points out how, for 

example,  

Technophilias and technophobias vie with organophilias and organophobias, and 
taking sides is not left to chance. If one loves organic nature, to express a love of 
technology makes one suspect. If one finds cyborgs to be promising sorts of 
monsters, then one is an unreliable ally in the fight against the destruction of all 
things organic. (Haraway, When Species Meet 11)  
 

Martin Lewis likewise explains that, “To a true eco-radical, computerization forces people 

into a synthetic artificial environment, thus dehumanizing them while sundering their 

relationship with the world of nature” (394). Despite the protests of those who want to keep 

notions of environment safely secured to rocks and trees and sublime natural landscapes, 

technovirtual mediation has become so pervasive that it demands examination in precisely 

those terms by which it is criticized, namely, as an actual environment. To consign it to a 

footnote, or to dismiss technovirtuality as merely “counterfeit nature” does not help anyone 
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to better understand its “reality,” in Žižek’s sense, or its overwhelming appeal. The emerging 

interdisciplinary linkage between ecocriticism and cyberculture is therefore promising new 

territory whose intricate contours demand careful mapping. It’s time for more ecocritics to 

tread some virtual terrain and see what they track in from the backcountry after they’ve 

kicked the silicon off their boots. 

 
Interface Anxiety and “That Dangerous Supplement”  

How the logic of supplementarity works: 
A is added to B. 
A substitutes for B. 
A is a superfluous addition to B. 
A makes up for the absence of B. 
A usurps the place of B. 
A makes up for B’s deficiency. 
A corrupts the purity of B. 
A is necessary so that B can be restored. 
A is an accident alienating B from itself. 
A is that without which B would be lost. 
A is that through which B is lost. 
A is a danger to B. 
A is a remedy to B. 
A’s fallacious charm seduces one away from B. 
A can never satisfy the desire for B. 
A protects against direct encounter with B. 

—Barbara Johnson, “Writing.”  
 

Although I draw from well-known techno- and ecocritical vantage points—e.g., 

Marie-Laure Ryan’s Narrative as Virtual Reality, Donna Haraway’s theory of the cyborg 

(Simians, Cyborgs, and Women), N. Katherine Hayles’ “posthuman” (How We Became Posthuman) 

and David Abram’s ecophenomenology (The Spell of the Sensuous)—my theoretical framework 

tends toward the eclectic and, not surprising considering my topic, the hybrid. Where Žižek 

finds it useful to force a marriage between Marx and Lacan to perform a critique of 

industrial capitalism, for much of this book I follow the contours of that model (but not its 

content) by hybridizing the work of Marshall McLuhan and Jacques Derrida. By 
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“technologizing” deconstruction in this way, we are able to scrutinize the concept of the 

technological interface as understood in both ecocriticism and cyberculture.  

An interface signifies not just a common boundary where two domains meet, but a 

place where they interoperate or engage in dialogue. As points of contact with a broader 

system, interfaces regulate both output to a system and input from it. For example, in our 

everyday use of the Internet, a web-browser transforms data into organized visuals on a 

monitor; in this way a digital interface provides optical input to a bodily interface, the eye. In 

turn, the browser interface expects output from users through finger-based interfaces, 

namely, mouse-clicks and key-presses. Except very indirectly, to navigate the web we don’t 

need to use our senses of smell and taste; we don’t need to exert much muscular force; we 

need never sway our bodies, thrust our pelvises, or move our feet. In such digital interfaces, 

material puts up very little resistance, since gathering information and communicating via 

telepresence can all be done with a coordinated series of keystrokes and clicks. (In 

composing this chapter I’ve continually switched windows to connect with websites like 

Amazon.com—whose servers exist where, exactly?—rather than move my physical body to 

search for bibliographic information in a book shelved only six feet behind me.) Most 

computer interfaces thus prove relatively disembodied. However, recent developments in 

tangible interfaces show that connections with digital virtuality need not always 

decorporealize their users.10 It is therefore misleading to think that the features of systems 

pre-exist the interfaces used to connect them: computer interfaces are inherently no more 

disembodied than humans are embodied. It’s not as if a determinate pre-given self and other 

already exist in neatly packaged forms and then “get interfaced” in a way that maintains these 

forms unaltered; self and other each change through the very nature of the interface that 

connects them.  
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Is the technological interface, then, a point of connection or of dissociation? 

McLuhan’s answer is “both.” He argues that technologies all extend the body—but at a cost. 

One of his slogans is “extensions alter perceptions,” and even as these extensions amplify, 

they amputate:  

All media are extensions of some human faculty—psychic or physical. The wheel is 
an extension of the foot…the book is an extension of the eye…clothing an 
extension of the skin…electric circuitry, an extension of the central nervous system. 
Media, by altering the environment, evoke in us unique ratios of sense perceptions. 
The extension of any one sense alters the way we think and act—the way we 
perceive the world. When these ratios change, men change. (McLuhan and Fiore 26) 
 

Following McLuhan’s model, using a hammer extends the hand’s reach (and its impact) but 

deadens tactile sensation—the hammering hand cannot feel what it hits. Use of the alphabet 

extends the possibilities for recording and transmitting information but makes human 

memory forget what it formerly would have stored (as Socrates laments in the Phaedrus). 

Using a foot for locomotion brings forth a radically different world of interactions 

depending on whether it is used to walk or to press a car’s accelerator pedal. Deploying the 

foot to hit the gas might lead both to enchantment—a delight in the aesthetics of whirr and 

blur—and to alienation from the loss of other modes of sensory contact such as touch and 

smell that one encounters when walking (the sort of connection Gerard Manley Hopkins 

lamented losing in his 1877 poem “God’s Grandeur,” in which “the soil/Is bare now, nor 

can foot feel, being shod”). Ultimately, the very perception of what counts as “self” or 

“body” in the first place becomes altered by the technological interface one uses.  

As we interact in our everyday world through interfaces, we often become blind to 

the fact that they are interfaces at all—and we typically only notice them when they become 

fatigued or stop working properly. In Heidegger’s terms, the interface stops being “present 

at hand” and instead disappears as equipment, becoming something “ready to hand.” Recent 

studies have shown that when we use a tool, it in fact “changes the way our brain represents 
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the size of our body.” That is to say, the tool “becomes a part of what is known in 

psychology as our body schema” (“Brain Represents Tools as Temporary Body Parts”). An 

ecocritical concern over ubiquitous technological interfaces would be that a mouse-clicking, 

keyboard-tapping lifeworld makes us forget what else our bodies can do, or that a push-

button mode of being-in-the-world reduces us to something less than human. Proponents of 

transhumanist integration with the technovirtual would on the contrary insist that such close 

coupling of human bodies with technological interfaces makes us more human, not less.  

The interface is significant from the perspective of theory because Derrida’s logic of 

the supplement—the “inessential extra” that simultaneously reveals itself as utterly crucial—

closely parallels McLuhan’s conception of media technologies as “the extensions of man” on 

which humans so crucially depend. In the chapter “…That Dangerous Supplement…,” 

Derrida scrutinizes passages from Rousseau’s Confessions that depict young Rousseau’s desire 

to get ever closer to full and unmediated presence by overcoming what he perceives to be 

the false and masturbatory character of writing. In Rousseau’s view, writing is “not natural,” 

and “is nothing but a mediated representation of thought” (qtd. in Derrida, Of Grammatology 

144). Derrida elaborates by saying that, for Rousseau, writing shares the same shadowy, 

degenerate status it did for Plato. 

It diverts the immediate presence of thought to speech into representation and the 
imagination. This recourse is not only “bizarre,” but dangerous. It is the addition of a 
technique, a sort of artificial and artful ruse to make speech present when it is 
actually absent. (Derrida, Of Grammatology 144) 
 

In contrast, both speech and nature both seem to offer Rousseau access to unmediated 

presence instead of writing’s false virtuality. But Derrida argues that all such attempts to 

escape the play of differences never succeed: Rousseau in fact finds himself needing to write 

to represent himself in ways that speech fails. The seemingly “original” object of desire, 
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“living speech,” is exposed as being itself incomplete and in need of further supplementation 

in order to feel “more present.”  

Technological prosthetics operate on the body in just the same way that the 

supplement of writing operates on speech, which is to say that Plato’s famous binary 

“speech/writing” in the Phaedrus can be reinscribed cyberculturally in terms of 

“body/prosthetic.” Looking over Barbara Johnson’s lengthy list for how the logic of 

supplementarity works, ecocritics emphasize losses (“technology corrupts the purity of 

nature and the body”) where transhumanists largely see gains (“technology makes up for 

nature’s and the body’s deficiencies”). Nature writers and ecocritics alike unwittingly echo 

Plato’s and Rousseau’s graphophobia by complaining of the inauthenticity of technological 

and conceptual prosthetics, which in their estimation only stand in the way between 

themselves and a “pure” or “unmediated” experience of nature. A touchstone for this 

ecologically desirable form of contact comes, unsurprisingly, from Thoreau: 

I fear bodies, I tremble to meet them. What is this Titan that has possession of me? 
Talk of mysteries! -- Think of our life in nature,--daily to be shown matter, to come 
in contact with it,--rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! the solid earth! the actual world! 
the common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? where are we? (“Ktaadn” 181) 
 
Summiting Mount Katahdin, Thoreau reveled in his connection with the real, 

material, sublime and inhuman other: “Contact!” To ecocritics and climbers, Thoreau’s 

experience of bodily connection on Katahdin is a prescription for breaking down the 

Cartesian subject/object divide; as Jeffrey McCarthy puts it, “His climbing experience 

destabilizes the separation between human self and wild other” (170). In “Walking,” 

Thoreau similarly urged people to return to freedom and wildness through the thoughtful 

employment of their feet. Annie Dillard seeks to do Thoreau one better in Pilgrim at Tinker 

Creek, especially in the celebrated chapter “Seeing,” in which she attempts to return to an 

original visual participation with the landscape, her goal being to encounter only fluctuating 



 22

color patches, not pre-categorized “things” linguistically frozen by culture. In his 1968 

memoir Desert Solitaire, Edward Abbey likewise sought to turn away from culture towards 

“the things themselves” in the wild sandstone expanses of southern Utah:  

Near the first group of arches, looming over a bend in the road, is a balanced rock 
about fifty feet high, mounted on a pedestal of equal height; it looks like a head from 
Easter Island, a stone god or a petrified ogre.  

Like a god, like an ogre? The personification of the natural is exactly the tendency I 
wish to suppress in myself, to eliminate for good. I am here not only to evade for a 
while the clamor and filth and confusion of the cultural apparatus but also to 
confront, immediately and directly if it’s possible, the bare bones of existence, the 
elemental and fundamental, the bedrock which sustains us. I want to be able to look 
at and into a juniper tree, a piece of quartz, a vulture, a spider, and see it as it is in 
itself, devoid of all humanly ascribed qualities, anti-Kantian, even the categories of 
scientific description. To meet God or Medusa face to face, even if it means risking 
everything human in myself. I dream of a hard and brutal mysticism in which the 
naked self merges with a nonhuman world and yet somehow survives still intact, 
individual, separate. Paradox and bedrock. (6) 

Here Abbey yearns to de-virtualize the natural landscape and strip himself bare of any 

interfaces that keep him from experiencing reality as it is in itself, to cast off the virtual 

overlays that project human shapes onto the more-than-human world.11 An obvious irony of 

course arises in the way Abbey expresses his desire to evade the “cultural apparatus.” To 

articulate this anti-cultural yearning he invokes not just language but philosophy (Kant), 

religion (God), and mythology (Medusa)—in a book, no less. Thoreau likewise, even in his 

efforts to show how wild and inhuman Katahdin was, inevitably resorts to mythological 

descriptors to represent its rock formations, “I caught sight of a dark, damp crag […] It 

reminded me of the creations of the old epic and dramatic poets, of Atlas, Vulcan, the 

Cyclops, and Prometheus. Such was Caucasus and the rock where Prometheus was bound” 

(“Ktaadn” 179). 

But whereas Dillard and Abbey continually lament the interference of both 

technological and conceptual mediations in their experience of the world as it is “in itself,” a 
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poststructuralist critique would point out how these prosthetic extensions are what create 

the very desire for such a species of “unmediated” connection in the first place. It is no small 

irony that the pastoral excursions of both of these authors were modeled precisely after 

Thoreau’s book Walden.12 But Abbey is all too aware that his version of pastoral is 

contaminated by human-synthesized creations. What emerges from Abbey’s pastoral is not 

so much another myth of purity but rather a self-conscious “interface anxiety,” a lament 

over ever being able to leave culture behind to experience nature on its own terms. Abbey’s 

tirades against mechanized, industrial tourism invariably turn back towards himself, ever 

reminding him of the enclosures that bar him from the contact he so longs to experience 

alone in the Arches: his “iron lung” of a trailer, his flashlight, and the noise of the generator 

(all of which he still uses, despite their alienating effects). In the chapter “Down the River,” 

Abbey further bewails how even language mediates contact, so he and his riverboat partner 

resort to gesturing to get away from such cultural baggage. The problem is, in one’s pursuit 

of pure presence there is no escaping the logic of supplementarity. What feels like 

“unmediated contact” happens only by naturalizing a given interface, whether it be a 

pointing finger, bare feet on the ground, or “the smell of frying catfish—there’s God for 

you!” (209). Thoreau, in climbing Katahdin, traveled in a company that used packs, 

compasses, fires, and sharpened sticks to roast the fish they caught using other tools. Did his 

experience of “Contact!” on the mountain still count as some species of connection? 

Absolutely. Was it technologically unmediated? No.  

The inescapable mediatedness of contact raises a huge ecocritical dilemma: if the 

world only reveals itself by mediated interaction in the first place, then on what basis does 

one discriminate between more or less “authentic” modes of connection? Aura, in Walter 

Benjamin’s sense, diminishes in direct proportion to ready reproducibility and increases with 
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inaccessibility and remoteness. On such lines, Abbey idealizes places that are hard to reach 

because they resist mechanical assimilation, places that require using one’s leg muscles for 

locomotion, like Rainbow Bridge used to require before motorboats provided ready photo-

ops for eager tourists. As Paul Virilio suggests, machines might mean the end of travel, 

leaving only tourism. What will happen, I wonder, when robotic exoskeletons allow anyone 

to hike anywhere, Everest included, with no more muscular effort than it takes to surf the 

Internet? Such ready reproducibility of the sublime in situ will no doubt create anxiety for 

ecocritics for its damaging effects on aura. The book and film versions of Into the Wild 

reiterate this anxiety over what counts as an “authentic” versus an “inauthentic” cultural 

interface for connecting to wild places: Chris McCandless brings Tolstoy with him into the 

Alaskan wilderness, but no map. Tragedy ensues.13  

The “authenticity” of technologically mediated contact is a particularly vexing 

question because such interactions characteristically yield simultaneous opposing effects: 

writing, for example, functions both to expand memory (through durable written records) 

and to truncate it (why remember anything yourself when you can just refer to a written text 

instead?). As our bodies enter, for example, the feedback loop of web navigation on the 

Internet, we find ourselves simultaneously extended and truncated. We can travel with a 

swiftness and plasticity impossible through physical locomotion, but our corporeal body 

stays behind, reduced to fragmentary body parts: strained eyes and tapping fingers substitute 

for a bodily whole. Moreover, what counts as “mediated” as opposed to “unmediated” 

depends on one’s basic presuppositions of where the body starts and ends. The questions I 

posed earlier about the authenticity of physical prosthetics apply equally to the uses of 

telepresence technology for mediating human communication. Is face-to-face interaction 

more “real” than interactions mediated by video screen and cyberspace? (And if we answer 
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yes, is this because we believe that fleshly contact is identical with “full presence?”) Is a 

digitized or bionically modified body less of a body than one made of physical flesh? The 

allegedly compromising effects of interfaces on our experience of “full presence” of course 

presupposes that we have a viable alternative, namely, an “interfaceless” mode of connection 

with the world that we can employ instead, e.g., the “natural body.” (This zeal for fully 

enfleshed connection is prominently displayed by the protagonists of E.M. Forster’s “The 

Machine Stops” and D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, who seek the “faceless 

interface” of the legs and loins.) But as Derrida shows in Dissemination and Of Grammatology, 

even the supposedly “originary” mode of contact in human speech requires supplements of 

its own to make itself understood, and even with them, never produces an experience of full 

presence. I argue that the same holds true with bodies— which is to say that if one 

challenges the authenticity of technologically mediated interaction, one should do so on 

some other basis than that of its supposed “artificiality.” 

Mutating the McLuhan/Derrida hybrid further, I invoke Jay David Bolter and 

Richard Grusin’s notion of remediation, in which “new media refashion prior media forms” 

(Bolter and Grusin 273), making the form of an older medium into the content of a newer 

one: television remediates radio, theater, and film; the web remediates television and print 

text, etc. Drawing from Derrida’s conception of the pharmakon, the cure that also poisons, I 

examine what I call “remedy and remediation.” Through self-remediation, characters as far-

ranging as Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray to Grizzly Man’s Timothy Treadwell use media 

interfaces to transform their physical identities into visual images, and in so doing swallow 

the remedying/poisoning pharmakon of the virtual. Inverting the storyline of The Matrix, 

Dorian Gray in effect ingests the blue pill, the pharmakon of blissful virtuality and 

unconsciousness, remediating himself into an autonomous work of art utterly divorced from 
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the claims of reality. Treadwell, though likewise dependent on virtuality for self-

representation, appears to swallow both pills: he uses the interface of the camera, 

paradoxically enough, as a means to frame himself as a fellow grizzly bear in contact with the 

utmost “real” in wild Alaska—though one might argue that this landscape is for him still a 

virtual wilderness inhabited by anthropomorphic projections. As readers of Wilde’s book 

and watchers of Herzog’s film well know, their stories do not exactly end happily.  

Although ecocritics err when they make a kneejerk leap from technological 

mediation to inauthenticity, they are still right to be concerned about the potential losses that 

come with technological amplification. Perhaps the biggest potential truncation made by 

technological mediation is to alterity, which is to say that our experience of “otherness” can 

vanish when we interact only with a world which we ourselves have made. Dating from the 

same year as Desert Solitaire, Philip K. Dick’s 1968 science fiction novel Do Androids Dream of 

Electric Sheep? is a particularly strong example of both interface anxiety in general and anxiety 

over lost alterity in particular. In the novel’s post-apocalyptic wasteland, Rick Deckard is a 

bounty hunter whose job is to “retire” artificial humans, replicants. (Most people are familiar 

with this scenario from the 1982 movie Blade Runner, loosely based on the book.) Androids, 

however, is as concerned with human relations with animals as it is with the threat of human 

replicants, for real animals have gone nearly extinct after WWIII and most people have 

migrated to the Offworld colonies to escape lingering radioactivity and urban decay. 

Deckard wants to use his bounty money to buy a real sheep to replace the electric one that 

chomps “in simulated contentment” (438) in its fallout-ridden pastoral enclosure atop his 

apartment building. (Unlike the ceaseless fecundity of Annie Dillard’s Tinker Creek, in 

Deckard’s post-apocalyptic ruin animals are in such short supply they do not lose their aura 

by reproducing themselves like a mechanical assembly line.) Though his ersatz black-faced 
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Suffolk ewe from a distance bears the marks of the real—enough to fool the neighbors—

Deckard wants more than just the social status that comes from owning a real animal. He 

wants to demonstrate his capacity for empathy by relating with a genuine “other.” Moreover, 

he wants to be sure that his own existence registers on the consciousness of another 

subjectivity, making it into a Lacanian mirror. In Deckard’s view, androids and synthetic 

sheep only simulate awareness, so an interaction with a certifiable other is required to affirm 

the identity of the self.  

In these ways both Desert Solitaire and Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? raise a 

problem Marshall McLuhan called “Narcissus as Narcosis” (63). In the chapter “The Gadget 

Lover” from Understanding Media, McLuhan argues that the Narcissus myth is misread when 

construed as that of a boy falling in love with himself. In the story, Narcissus doesn’t realize 

that the reflection he so adores is really an image of himself at all. In just this way, McLuhan 

continues, technological extensions create the illusion of otherness when they really only 

provide a hall of mirrors for infinitely reflecting humanity back to itself. Narcissus produces 

narcosis, or numbness, by dulling sensations that would otherwise reveal that we’re really 

only in contact with—and only seem to desire—our own productions and our own 

reflections, not contact with genuine “others.” In this way, McLuhan further troubles 

twentiety-century debates in critical theory about the difficulties involved in constructing self 

and other. With “Narcissus as Narcosis,” McLuhan (probably without realizing it) 

intriguingly inverts Lacan. In Lacan’s “mirror stage,” the infant mistakenly identifies as self 

what is actually an other (i.e., an image). In “Narcissus as Narcosis,” one mistakenly 

identifies as other what is actually the self (i.e., a technological product).14 Abbey’s and 

Deckard’s encounters with nature and non-human animals are always at risk of being so 

haunted by the virtual that no other remains except as a synthetic projection of the self (to 
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continue the earlier thread, one might also consider Dorian Gray’s hideous painting and 

Treadwell’s footage of grizzlies both functioning as narcissistic pseudo-others substituting 

for genuine alterity). Attempts at making genuine “contact” in Desert Solitaire and Do Androids 

Dream are thus fraught with technologically induced anxiety. They each seek to leave cultural 

constructs to return and make contact with the real. The only catch is that if all access 

happens through interface-mediated perception, how can one ever know the world we 

perceive is “real,” or just a virtual world of our own making?  

For McLuhan, this condition of dissociated, hypermediated narcissism is likewise so 

numbing that it effectively truncates our nerve endings of all input other than that provided 

by the media interface itself. (If you doubt this, try holding a conversation with someone 

listening to their iPod.) As McLuhan puts it, Narcissus was insensate to the cries of the 

nymph Echo because “He was numb. He had adapted to his extension of himself and had 

become a closed system” (63). In the same way, our condition of technologically induced 

narcosis prevents us from responding to the call of the more-than-human world. The 

consequence of such narcissism is particularly susceptible to a Heideggerian critique because 

the world we bring forth through technology constrains Being, in all its possible ways of 

unfolding, to one monolithic style of virtual image, namely, a technological “world picture” 

created by human beings, exclusively for human beings. Understood in this way, we confuse 

Being with a reflection, and like Narcissus, fall in love with the image, not realizing that we 

put it there ourselves. As Kevin DeLuca tweets, “The orientations of cell phones/new media 

truncate our reciprocal relation with the Earth, stunting our senses and incarcerating 

ourselves in a technosoliloquy” (DeLuca, “Blackberries”). 
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The Alienating Enchantment of the Technological Interface  

Ecologically speaking, the numbness of technologically induced narcosis means that, 

like Wilde’s Dorian Gray, we witness our planet’s leprous decay with fascination but are 

unable to feel such damaging effects in our own souls. The many different senses of the 

supplement listed above show how malleable technological extensions can be for conferring 

both connection to and dissociation from our bodies and the Earth. In the late nineteenth 

century, William Morris’ medieval-inspired handcrafts and architecture united art and nature 

through an earthy mode of virtuality. On the other hand, the numbing effects of retreating 

“anywhere out of the world” were the very thing that made virtuality so appealing for 

Baudelaire in his “artificial paradises.” Where John Ruskin complained about the alienating 

effects of the railway on both the passenger and society at large, Charles Dickens responded 

to the early passenger train with euphoria, embracing the railway traveler’s pleasurable 

passivity and the new aesthetic of speed. Across the Atlantic, as Leo Marx explains in The 

Machine in the Garden, technology and nature were commonly understood as operating in 

harmony in the nineteenth-century American landscape. In the impulse to “go west,” the 

technology of the railway was largely considered not so much a mechanized threat to the 

landscape but a benevolent force that opened up and united the continent. Marshall 

McLuhan contends that it was the railway that in fact created  

the myth of a green pasture world of innocence. It satisfied man’s desire to withdraw 
from society, symbolized by the city, to a rural setting where he could recover his 
animal and natural self. It was the pastoral ideal, a Jeffersonian world, an agrarian 
democracy which was intended to serve as a guide to social policy. (McLuhan and 
Fiore 72)  

 
But not all views about the mechanized technological interface have proven so 

sanguine. Even McLuhan concludes his account of the railway by saying “It gave us darkest 

suburbia and its lasting symbol: the lawnmower” (McLuhan and Fiore 72). In his essay “A 
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Good Scythe,” agrarian essayist Wendell Berry recalls how in the early 1960s he assumed 

there would be “good motor-powered solutions for all our practical problems,” (389) so he 

purchased an expensive “power-scythe” to cut the grass on hills too steep to mow. He 

quickly discovered that this motor-powered interface came with liabilities he had not 

anticipated: it was heavy, clumsy, dangerous, temperamental in starting up, and “enveloped 

you in noise, and in the smudge and stench of exhaust fumes” (390). After an initial 

frustrating attempt he describes being introduced to an old-fashioned human-powered 

scythe, which although it required a little bit of skill, came with the benefits of being 

inexpensive, light, graceful, adaptable, far less dangerous, fume-free, and with a guaranteed 

startup (that is, “provided the user will start”) (391). Berry’s big discovery, however, is that 

the process of mowing with the hand-scythe altered foremost his experience of work itself. 

Whereas the power-scythe brought the “weariness of strain,” the hand-scythe instead created 

“the weariness of exertion.” Because the hand-scythe created no fumes or loud noises, he 

also experienced what he called the “pleasure of awareness” in using it (391). Berry 

ultimately decides that the interface of the power scythe is in fact a “labor maker” and not a 

labor-saver (392), and that it is perfectly justifiable and possible to “turn back the clock” and 

use older technologies with greater success than newer ones. Worth noting is that nowhere 

does Berry lament the use of technology per se, nor does he laud the hand-scythe for greater 

“authenticity.” His criteria are eminently practical: the hand tool does a better job and it 

makes him feel better using it. The primary difference is the amount of care required by the 

user: the hand-scythe requires a hammer and anvil to pound out the distinctive cutting edge, 

whereas a motor requires (ideally) less attention.  

These differences have come to have, for me, the force of a parable. Once you have 
mastered the Marugg scythe, what an absurd thing it makes of the power scythe! 
What possible sense can there by in carrying a heavy weight on your shoulder in 
order to reduce by a very little the use of your arms? (391) 
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A more extreme example of the mechanical interface and its harmful effects on both 

its users and on the landscape is found John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939) and 

in the writings of the Futurist Marinetti and Paul Virilio. Here Steinbeck represents 

motorized tractors invading homesteads:  

The tractors came over the roads and into the fields, great crawlers moving like 
insects, having the incredible strength of insects. They crawled over the ground, 
laying the track and rolling on it and picking it up. […] Snubnosed monsters, raising 
the dust and sticking their snouts into it, straight down the country, across the 
country, through fences, through dooryards, in and out of gullies in straight lines. 
(36) 

 
The tractors plow their rectilinear utopia by mechanically harnessing the power of atopia: 

their treads permit them never to actually touch the Earth: “They did not run on the ground, 

but on their own roadbeds. They ignored hills and gulches, water courses, fences, houses” 

(Steinbeck 37). For Steinbeck and the Joads, such impacts are horrifying. In blinding 

contrast, the fantasy of unobstructed metal in motion was lauded by the early twentieth-

century Futurist Marinetti for the freedom it offered from earthly contact. One of Marinetti’s 

slogans was, in fact, “No more contact with the vile earth!” (qtd. in Virilio 73). The tractor’s 

ability to ignore the pre-existing shape of the landscape is for him apotheosized in the 

armored car or tank, for which, in Paul Virilio’s terms, “earth no longer exists” (78). In 

virtue of the tank’s motorized movement on self-contained treads, Virilio argues that,  

Rather than calling it an ‘all terrain’ vehicle, they should call it ‘sans terrain’—it climbs 
embankments, runs over trees, paddles through the mud, rips out shrubs and pieces 
of wall on its way; breaks down doors. It escapes the old linear trajectory of the road 
or the railway. It offers a whole new geometry to speed, to violence. (78)  
 
Virilio’s representation of tank technology reveals how mechanical interfaces can 

devalue and “other” a living Earth by transforming it into a passive recipient of motorized 

action, in reducing it to what Heidegger called Bestand (a “standing reserve” made 

technologically ready-to-hand for human uses). But the tank is peculiarly striking because of 
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its spatial impact. The treads of the tank free it from the constraints of the Earth’s given 

contours, despatializing the landscape and rendering it into a flatland topology unable to 

resist violent human reinscription. For technofuturist modernity, the territory is compelled 

to become the map, as readily accessed and marked upon as a hand-held paper riddled with 

contour lines. Virilio’s focus on technology as that which permits a warring state to travel 

“sans terrain” might therefore be more broadly construed as an interface-driven war on, and 

abjection of, earthly terrain itself.  

But Marinetti’s fantasy of “No more contact with the vile earth” is realized in more 

ways than just mechanical transcendence of physical terrain. Note in particular how 

Steinbeck represents the dissociation of the human driver from terrestrial contact when 

given the tractor as machine interface between him and the land: 

The man sitting in the iron seat did not look like a man; gloved, goggled, rubber dust 
mask over nose and mouth, he was a part of the monster, a robot in the seat. […] 
The driver could not control it—straight across country it went, cutting through a 
dozen farms and straight back. A twitch at the controls could swerve the cat’, but the 
driver’s hands could not twitch because the monster that built the tractors, the 
monster that sent the tractor out, had somehow got into the driver’s hands, into his 
brain and muscle, had goggled him and muzzled him—goggled his mind, muzzled 
his speech, goggled his perception, muzzled his protest. He could not see the land as 
it was, he could not smell the land as it smelled; his feet did not stamp the clods or 
feel the warmth and power of the earth. He sat in an iron seat and stepped on iron 
pedals. (37) 

 
Steinbeck’s tractor driver presents an almost apocalyptic vision of the cyborg, here a fusion 

of machine and man divorced from direct sensory contact with the land around him. In 

particular, Steinbeck’s technological human is not only “goggled”—buffered from visual 

sensory input and the dust he creates—but also “muzzled,” permitted no means of 

resistance by talking back.  

 Denied communion with a more-than-mechanized world, Steinbeck’s machine-man 

inevitably lacks the sensuous all-embracing relationship of humans to the Earth that Terry 
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Tempest Williams calls “The Erotic Landscape” (104). Under such constraints, all the driver 

can do, in Steinbeck’s words, is use the machine for “raping methodically, raping without 

passion” (38). The fact that “the monster that sent the tractor out, had somehow got into the 

driver’s hands” suggests another crucial point about the power of technology for abjecting 

the earth: here technology no longer behaves as an extension of the human; rather, the 

human is reduced to an extension of technology. It’s important how Steinbeck notes that the 

tractor driver “did not look like a man.” In order to ensure that the driver be numbed to the 

effects of his actions, he is gloved, goggled, muzzled and securely bounded off from 

terrestrial contact by tank treads and iron pedals. The driver is thus a case study in 

McLuhan’s “Narcissus as Narcosis,” as Steinbeck explains: “He could not see the land as it 

was, he could not smell the land as it smelled; his feet did not stamp the clods or feel the 

warmth and power of the earth” (37). As with a leper’s degenerating nerves, the driver’s 

truncated sensations have made the Earth into an other for him.  

 The pixellated synthetic landscape of “Respire” from the beginning of this chapter is 

perhaps the most frightening vision of “that dangerous supplement,” representing as it does 

the possibility that technological interfaces will become so pervasive that we will no longer 

have any contact with, or any reference point for, a world unmanufactured by us.15 Put 

another way, the threat of hyperreal nature is that of “the copy more real than the real that 

destroys the desire for the original” (Ryan 33), the effect being that we will become so 

alienated from earthly connection that we won’t even realize that we are alienated anymore. 

In his celebrated “Wilderness Letter,” Wallace Stegner anticipates these very concerns, 

stating that “Without any remaining wilderness we are committed wholly, without chance for 

even momentary reflection and rest, to a headlong drive into our technological termite-life, 

the Brave New World of a completely man-controlled environment” (Stegner 443). In the 
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chapters that follow, I examine texts that imagine both the possibility and the threat, the 

combined cure and poison, of technovirtual interfaces and the cybercultural ecologies 

created by them. 

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 Ecocritics study representations of the relationship between humans and the environment, 
and are often themselves environmental activists or “nature writers.” (See Greg Garrard’s 
Ecocriticism.) Transhumanists believe “in transcending human limitations through reason, 
science, and technology” (Young 396) and advocate self-directed “designer evolution” as a 
replacement for the constraints of nature and Darwinian evolution (Young 381). See Simon 
Young, Designer Evolution: a Transhumanist Manifesto, for a spirited overview. 
 
2 For a helpful overview of varying critical responses to simulacra and hyperreality, see 
Matthew Potolsky’s Mimesis (150-156). 
 
3 The hallmark of pastoral is its employment of artificial forms to represent (and realize) an 
escape from the artifice of society—an irony sometimes realized by its promoters and 
sometimes not. For a detailed ecocritical overview of the concept of pastoral and its history, 
see Terry Gifford’s Pastoral.  
 
4 Paul B. Hartzog points out the irony in how we discipline ourselves: the infrastructure of 
punishment is virtualized and thereby actualized within ourselves. In this way two typically 
diametrically opposed terms, virtualized and actualized, unite (Letter to the Author). 
 
5 See Garrard’s Ecocriticism, Chapter 1. 
 
6 Haraway pluralizes and removes the hyphen: naturecultures. See Meeting Other Species (15). 
 
7 See Niklas Luhmann, Social Systems, Chapter 5, for a detailed examination of such questions. 
 
8 The most obvious example of the crucial role of virtuality for human beings is language. 
Language makes a world out of an inchoate mass of sensations, and makes this world 
communicable. Oral accounts “story” the terrain, conveying when, where, and how to hunt, 
which plants heal you and which make you sick, and make sense of one’s many relations 
with the human and more-than-human world. In this way, virtualized (narrative) landscapes 
prove as critical to survival as the physical landscapes themselves. 
 
9 I should point out that more and more exceptions are appearing each year. Although many 
are, as one would expect, dismissive of the authenticity of the virtual, even these are notable 
for their willingness to make virtuality a subject of sustained ecocritical inquiry. Examples 
include Paul Shepard’s “Virtually Hunting Reality in the Forests of Simulacra” in Soule and 
Lease’s 1995 anthology Reinventing Nature, which challenges our need to fully control and 
virtualize our physical environments. David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous (1996) can be 
broadly interpreted as an investigation into the powers of the virtual (specifically, the 
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phonetic alphabet) to drain perceived animate potency from nature. More recent examples 
include Armbruster and Wallace’s 2001 anthology Beyond Nature Writing: Expanding the 
Boundaries of Ecocriticism, in which H. Lewis Ulman’s essay “Beyond Nature/Writing: Virtual 
Landscapes Online, in Print, and in ‘Real Life’” examines landscape representation in the 
video games Myst and Riven. The 2006 anthology Nature in Literary and Cultural Studies: 
Transatlantic Conversations on Ecocriticism contains an important essay by Christian Krug entitled 
“Virtual Tourism: The Consumption of Natural and Digital Environments.” In 2008, the 
journal ISLE (Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and the Environment) contained an ecocritical 
study by Jeff Stumpo on digital landscapes, “E-cology: Everquest and the Environment(s).” 
N. Katherine Hayles’ essay “Simulated Nature and Natural Simulations” in the 1996 
anthology Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature has done much to blur 
ecocritics’ ready-made distinctions between physical and virtual worlds. New Media critic 
Sue Thomas has dedicated a website and an upcoming book to the linkages between 
cyberspace and nature. In Hello World: Travels in Virtuality (2004), Thomas revealed 
unexpected overlaps between digital landscapes and physical reality. Her web-based project 
“The Wild Surmise,” (http://travelsinvirtuality.typepad.com/natureandcyberspace/) now 
examines “the wider cyberspace community and its relationship with what we think of as the 
natural world” as well as how metaphors of nature pervade the language of digital media. 
(“The Wild Surmise” is forthcoming from Bloomsbury Academic as Nature and Cyberspace: 
The Wild Surmise.) 
 
10 Cf. “Tangible Table,” a hybrid interface in which users manipulate data by moving material 
components on a physical desktop (http://www.tangibletable.de/). The Wii video game 
console similarly sports an interface that can accept bodily gestures like swinging arms as 
input. The arcade game Dance Dance Revolution requires such a vigorous workout of the legs 
that its interface almost feels sweat-driven. 
 
11 In using the term “more-than-human world” to account for a domain which both 
transcends and includes the human, I draw from David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous. 
 
12 Thanks to Rachel Marston for this point. 
 
13 See Vincent Cheng’s Inauthentic: The Anxiety over Culture and Identity, for a fascinating 
treatment of vexing questions surrounding the “A-word”—authenticity. “In a world where 
we can no longer clearly distinguish between Ella and Memorex, between a photocopy and 
an original document (even faxed signatures are now accepted as legal documents), between 
a Rembrandt and a skillful forgery—the authentic hovers somewhere between a 
transcendent talisman with sacred powers and a shabby trinket from the Araby bazaar” 
(Cheng 33). 
 
14 One might rightly ask why in this account a Lacanian image counts as an “Other” but a 
technological product counts as a “self.” To be consistent, McLuhan should probably 
consider Lacan’s images under the category of “self” as well, but he is more interested in the 
effects of media on awareness than on constructing watertight ontological or theoretical 
categories. 
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15 From a Kantian perspective, of course, everything is in fact “manufactured by us” in the 
pre-packaging of our experience in terms of the Categories of the Understanding. But here I 
mean manufactured in the more everyday sense of being of conscious human design, whether 
it be a physical or virtual artifact 



 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER I 
 
 

FROM DECADENT PASTORAL TO FAERIE OVERLAY:  

VIRTUALITY AND NATURE IN AESTHETICISM 

AND CYBERCULTURE 

 
In “the Dawn of Man,” the sequence at the beginning of Stanley Kubrick’s film 

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), the herbivore-hominid Moonwatcher (Dan Richter) discovers a 

desiccated animal carcass. Fingering the pile of dry bones, he is inspired by his recent 

encounter with the mysterious monolith and starts swinging a femur around, smashing the 

bones to bits and thereby devising a paradigm-mangling technological interface that extends 

both the reach and power of his hand. In a word, he now wields a club. Moonwatcher soon 

learns how to use this club to his advantage, hunting animals for meat. Triumphant after his 

technologically mediated victory, Moonwatcher famously flings the bone into the air. The 

camera lingeringly tracks the spinning femur in flight….then cuts abruptly to an image of 

orbiting metal, a space station high above the Earth (see Figure 1).  

 



 38

 

Figure 1. Images from Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space Odyssey.  
Top: Moonwatcher uses a femur-bone to smash an animal carcass.  Middle: 
Moonwatcher’s technological extension, the twirling bone, captured in flight.  
Bottom: montage-conclusion with the bone replaced by an orbiting spaceship—the 
technological extension becomes a self-enclosed environment. 
 

This iconic series of image-transformations, in which the interface of the hand 

becomes a club becomes a spaceship, provides a striking metaphor for the evolution of the 

interface more generally: from body part to technological prosthetic to self-enclosed 

environment. Prosthetic technologies like writing and mechanically mediated travel 

externalize those abilities once internally possessed by the body, resulting in the 
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simultaneous amplification and amputation of (for example) memory and musculature. But 

not all technological interfaces fit the prosthetic paradigm. Digital virtuality, for example, 

does far more than just amplify or extend existing faculties—like Kubrick’s spaceship it also 

provides a space of self-enclosed inhabitation.1 If the prosthetic paradigm of technology 

extends, the domain of digital media technology environs, offering an alternative artificial world 

that can out-compete nature (if not society) in its pixel-filled allure. Thus in William 

Gibson’s seminal cyberpunk novel Neuromancer (1984) the console cowboy Case leaves 

behind dystopian physical landscapes and the “meat” of the body in order to “jack in” to the 

“bodiless exultation” provided in the alternative space of the information matrix. Similarly, 

the protagonists of Neal Stephenson’s novel Snow Crash (1992) inhabit squalid and cramped 

storage units and find liberation by dwelling in the Metaverse as digitized avatars. Perhaps 

the most recognizable depiction of virtual reality (VR) to date occurs in the Wachowski 

Brothers’ film The Matrix, where dataspace is so ubiquitous that few even realize that their 

entire world is nothing but a massive digital simulation into which they have unwittingly 

been plugged.  

But for all its familiarity, the identification of the technovirtual with a distinct 

alternative environment (VR) is quickly turning obsolete and giving way to a new hybrid 

model of virtual inhabitation, namely, “mixed reality” (MR).2 William Gibson explains this 

new paradigm in a 2007 Seattle Times interview,  

Fifteen or twenty years ago, the time we spent in digital systems was a special time. 
We spent less time there and we noticed it more. Now that’s reversed. The 
increasingly rare time we spend is that which is not in the system. That’s how it turns 
itself inside out. That’s why a term like “cyberspace” starts to go the way of all those 
things in the 19th century that started with the word “electro”—electro-water, 
electro-toothbrush. Electricity was a novelty. But as everything is increasingly 
transacted in what we used to call cyberspace, cyberspace ceases to exist. What 
becomes special is the world that’s not in it. (Gwinn, n.p.) 
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Gibson characterizes this move towards pervasive virtuality as the “everting” of 

cyberspace—that is to say, cyberspace turning itself “inside-out” so as to become not just an 

alternative environment, but a newly dominant digital landscape that seems so natural that it 

isn’t even noticed anymore. One blogger terms this trend “The End of Cyberspace.”3 

Networked desktop computing, the advent of smartphones, text messaging, GPS devices, 

and Twitter have made interacting by way of digital interfaces second nature. Ubiquitous 

computing promises furthermore to make technological interfaces even more pervasive, if 

not outright invisible to the user. Bruce Sterling has proposed a technological device called a 

“spime” that would make physical objects into part of an “Internet of Things,” enabling you 

to Google your car keys and see digitized information about the individual contents, current 

status, and ecological footprint of everyday material items like groceries on the shelf (76). All 

these examples of the “End of Cyberspace” hybridize digital computing with what have 

been, until recently, seemingly “analog” interactions.  

But in many respects this new mixed reality paradigm is just one further extension of 

a general postmodern “flattening of values” that collapses high and low, inside and outside, 

context and text. Some recent examples include David Fincher’s film Panic Room (2002) and 

the television series Fringe (2008), which merge fictive and non-fictive spaces by including 

their title credits and scene descriptors respectively as fully rendered, 3D images that reside 

within the frame as part of the filmic landscape (Abrams, see Figure 2). As the camera moves 

around the landscape, the typography maintains its relative, fully embodied position in the 

scene, thereby collapsing diegetic and non-diegetic spaces. This merging of “new” and “old” 

media forms is a paradigm instance of what Henry Jenkins calls “convergence culture” and 

what Bob Rehak calls “media miscegenation,” in which genres “are exchanging bodily 

fluids” (Rehak).  
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Figure 2. Location titles from the television show Fringe occupy narrative space in three 
dimensions, in this case even casting a reflection on physical terrain. (“Fringe 
Architecture”) 
 

In a similar move, the re-imagined Battlestar Galactica series (2004) depicts spaceships in 

combat by employing what might be called “cockpit verité”: jiggly cameras zoom and pan 

wildly in an effort to catch up and focus on with the frenzied action, immersing the viewer in 

a vantage point inside the world of the unstable frame, thereby creating a sense of urgency 

and immediacy that would otherwise be lost if the camera transcended the very conditions it 

seeks to represent (Eick, David and Ronald D. Moore). Textual commentaries in the Coen 

Brothers’ film Fargo (1996) (see Figure 3) and Mark Z. Danielewski’s ergodic novel House of 

Leaves (2000) likewise blur boundaries between fictional and actual by presenting ostensibly 

“meta-level” editorial commentaries which are in fact part of the fiction already under way.4  
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Figure 3. Fictional textual opening in the Coen Brothers’ film Fargo. 
 

New Media art forms such as hypertext fiction, interactive narrative, and video games 

likewise merge genres and diegetic/nondiegetic spaces: user-interactivity, for example, 

confers varying degrees of authorship on the user (or “reader”), undermining the notion that 

authorship derives from a space entirely “outside” the narrative.  

The mixed reality (MR) paradigm, also called augmented reality (AR), has as its goal 

not the disappearance of either nature or the virtual, but a thoroughgoing erasure of the 

difference between these heretofore seemingly distinct domains. William Gibson’s novel Spook 

Country (2007) represents the virtual as so fully interpenetrating our everyday lives that it is 

no longer a place “over there” (unlike Neuromancer and Gibson’s other earlier books, Spook 

Country is set in the present day). In particular, Gibson reveals how virtual reality can haunt 

physical space through the media of locative art, in which media events “spook” the very 

same places in which they originally happened but which are only visible to those wearing 

computers and eyepieces capable of detecting such augmented reality. In a similar vein, the 

near-future science fiction works of Vernor Vinge present a vision of “wearable computing” 
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that allows users to see the world through a “faerie overlay”—digital images superimposed 

in real-time onto actual physical landscapes. The interface is highly immersive: users change 

parameters through shrugs and gestures detectable by specially programmed clothing rather 

than using key-presses or screen interfaces. Instead of “jacking in” to access the virtual, such 

users would view their everyday world through lenses that overlay both additional 

informational and aesthetic content directly on top of their “natural” perceptions. Right now 

an iPod substitutes sound-on-demand for sound-as-given. Using the image-overlay devices 

Vinge describes, one would be able to go much further in reshaping the world to fit the 

contours of one’s individually prescribed phenomenology. One might not only re-color the 

houses in one’s neighborhood, or re-configure and obliterate the billboards, but also re-paint 

the sky or populate a sterile landscape with virtual wildlife. One might also re-design the 

apparent architecture in one’s neighborhood and view other people as animals, monsters, or 

in whatever guise they choose (yes, in such a world you really can be your own avatar). With 

Vinge’s “faerie overlay,” previously “given” phenomena are transformed into an array of 

unfixed settings, as changeable on demand as the channels on a TV set.  

If virtual reality is indeed foremost a “figure of the postmodern condition” (Taylor 

301), then mixed reality’s muddling of the boundaries between nature and artifice make it 

that much more emblematic of the postmodern collapse of formerly watertight distinctions. 

As Mark C. Taylor puts it, 

Previous responses to virtual reality reinscribe oppositions like mind/body, 
human/machine, natural/artificial, and material/immaterial, which the long process 
of virtualizing reality subverts. What once seemed to be hard-and-fast oppositions 
now appear to be interfaces in which neither term remains the same. (Taylor 303)  
 

Keeping in mind that virtualizing reality consists largely in refusing to stay confined within 

boundaries of the “given,” one will be unsurprised to read Charles Baudelaire’s artful 

reconfiguration of nature dating from over a century and a half ago: “I should like the fields 
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tinged with red, the rivers yellow and the trees painted blue. Nature has no imagination” 

(qtd. in Richardson 116). Three hundred years earlier, the poet Sir Philip Sidney wielded a 

similar virtualizing impulse, arguing contra Plato that fiction creates in effect a “second 

nature” vastly superior to “given” reality: “Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry 

as divers poets have done […] Her world is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden” (330). 

The desire to overlay artifice onto nature—or even to substitute virtuality for actuality 

entirely—is thus by no means a uniquely postmodern or digital phenomenon. It would be a 

mistake to read, for example, the decadents’ nineteenth-century zeal for the virtual as merely 

a feeble nineteenth-century precursor to contemporary cyberculture. Rather, both seek to 

defy the given in favor of the artificially (if not artfully) made.5 If one accepts pre-digital 

virtual realities on their own terms, one can better appreciate how cyberculture is merely the 

slickest new addition to Emily Dickinson’s “house of possibility.”  

To comprehend the overwhelming concern with the virtual in decadence, it’s crucial 

to recognize how it represented a response to (and simultaneous extension and rejection of) 

Romanticism. Complicating its emphasis on the sublimity found in a more-than-human 

nature, Romanticism drew deeply from Kant’s realization that our experience of the world is, 

in effect, virtual. Because of the inescapable pre-structuring of reality in our experience 

performed by the Categories of the Understanding, none of us is able to access the real-in-

itself. The complaint from eco-critics that Romantic poetry was never as much about nature 

as it was about the poet’s mind ruminating on nature is thus accurate, but easily misconstrued. 

To the Romantics, the mind (to draw from Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey”) “half creates” 

what it perceives. This is to say that mind and nature mingle, for we have no awareness apart 

from this “imposition of subjective will upon the world” (Prager, Aesthetic Vision and German 

Romanticism 1). But to the Romantic imagination there nonetheless exists something (we 
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know not what) outside human awareness in which the mind actively participates and on 

which it depends—and which is itself a partner in provoking our experience of nature and 

the sublime. For the decadents, however, to ascribe beauty to nature itself utterly misplaces 

the locus of the aesthetic. In short, as Oscar Wilde contended in “The Decay of Lying,” the 

only beauty in nature is that which we project onto it ourselves. If the mind virtualizes nature 

such that all nature is permeated by mind, then why keep nature in the picture at all? Why 

remain a slave to the real? For the decadents, the artistic impulse need not fetter itself to the 

constraints of actuality when it might instead float free and inhabit whatever artificial 

paradises the mind might create on its own.  

A striking similarity between decadence and the virtual reality paradigm is their 

thoroughgoing abjection of nature in favor of making the world into nothing but artifice.6 

One hundred years before William Gibson stamped his coinage on the term cyberspace, 

virtuality already offered the promise of a self-enclosed, fully realized artificial reality. In the 

same way that many of today’s Internet users shut out nature and society in order to inhabit 

artificial landscapes, J.-K. Huysmans’s 1884 novel A Rebours (“Against Nature”) represents 

the decadent’s desire to transport himself, as Baudelaire put it, “anywhere out of the world.” 

But in the same way that the late twentieth-century virtual reality paradigm has been forced 

to give way to mixed reality, the self-enclosed and nature-defying artifice of decadence was 

challenged in its own time by the hybrid, secular vision of William Morris. Morris’ fleshly 

incarnation of aestheticism sought to honor both virtuality and nature through handcraft and 

an embrace of an outdoor world transformed by art, an impulse strongly embodied in his 

1891 utopian novel News from Nowhere.  

Here I examine the move from virtual reality to mixed reality both today and in the 

late nineteenth century to examine how the experience of space, place, and the body are 
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configured under both of these paradigms of the virtual, and what the fate of our 

relationship to nature might be in both.  

 
Part I 
 
Nature and the Interface of Art in Huysmans and Morris 
 

“Art for art’s sake”—the mantra of nineteenth-century aestheticism—asserts that art 

has intrinsic worth apart from any moral or didactic purpose. But there are more ways than 

one that an artist might attempt to realize such a conception of art. To nineteenth-century 

decadents like Gautier, Baudelaire, and ultimately Oscar Wilde, l’art pour l’art implied that the 

work of art is entirely self-contained and self-sufficient, bearing no reference to everyday life 

or to nature. As Wilde put it, “The first duty in life is to be as artificial as possible. What the 

second duty is no one has yet discovered” (Wilde, “Phrases and Philosophies” 1205). In the 

1884 novel A Rebours, Joris-Karl Huysmans takes such a stance to an extreme in the figure of 

the baron Des Esseintes, an aesthete whose degenerating body and love for the artificial lead 

him to withdraw from society and nature into an enclosed, simulated world of his own 

making. The title of the book, usually translated into English as “Against Nature” or 

“Against the Grain” reveals Des Esseintes’ aesthetically derived antipathy towards nature 

and convention both, as the narrator elaborates here: 

Nature, he used to say, has had her day; she has finally and utterly exhausted the 
patience of sensitive observers by the revolting uniformity of her landscapes and 
skyscapes. […] There can be no shadow of doubt that with her never-ending 
platitudes the old crone has by now exhausted the good-humored admiration of all 
true artists, and the time has surely come for artifice to take her place whenever 
possible. (23)  
 

Keeping Des Esseintes’ attitude in mind, it is jarring to read the idealized account of nature 

promoted by William Morris, one of the founders of the British Arts and Crafts Movement 

and member of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.  
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“The spirit of the new days, of our days, was to delight in the life of the world; 
intense and overweening love of the very skin and surface of the earth on which man 
dwells, such as a lover has in the fair flesh of the woman he loves […] All other 
moods save this had been exhausted.” (158) 

 
Such adoration of nature is voiced by the historian Hammond in the 1891 novel News From 

Nowhere, Morris’ vision of a future utopia rooted in communal life, participation with nature, 

and individual handicraft—all also performed ostensibly “for the sake of art.” What are we 

to make of the fact that both novels qualify almost as manifestos of aestheticism when in the 

one we have the cloistered, indoor, disembodied artificiality of Des Esseintes, and in the 

other, robust bodies communally laboring in open, sunlit landscapes? These contrasting 

implementations of the virtual, the former a version of “decadent pastoral” and the latter an 

embrace of art mingled with nature, are especially intriguing and timely because of how they 

parallel late twentieth and early 21st century digital virtuality and raise questions about the role 

virtuality might play in relation to both nature and culture. Our present-day use of media 

interfaces presents us with the option of either using virtuality as a substitute for nature and 

for embodiment, or as a means to actually unite the virtual with flesh and the earth. Keeping 

actual worldwide ecological devastation in mind and the fact that more and more of our daily 

lives are lived in virtual spaces, the question of how we engage with the virtual has become 

far more than merely academic. 

 
Virtual Ecologies: Diverging Senses of Place in Morris  

and Huysmans 

One quickly gleans a sense of how conceptions of virtuality in A Rebours and News 

From Nowhere differ by first examining their depictions of architectural space. In A Rebours 

the focus is on enclosed interior spaces and concavity, buffered rooms-within-rooms like the 

mansion’s dining room, which Des Esseintes has converted into a simulated ship’s cabin. 
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[L]ike those Japanese boxes that fit one inside the other, this room had been inserted 
into a larger one, which was the real dining-room planned by the architect. 
 This latter room was provided with two windows. One of these was now 
invisible, being hidden behind the bulkhead; but this partition could be lowered by 
releasing a spring, so that when fresh air was admitted it not only circulated around 
the pitch-pine cabin but entered it. The other was visible enough as it was directly 
opposite the porthole cut into the wainscoting, but it had been rendered useless by a 
large aquarium occupying the entire space between the porthole and this real window 
in the real house-wall. (19) 

 
In sharp contrast to the sunlit spaces of Nowhere, here outdoor light must be triply 

mediated before it reaches Des Esseintes’ delicate eyes: “Thus what daylight penetrated into 

the cabin had first to pass through the outer window, the panes of which had been replaced 

by a sheet of plate-glass, then through the water and finally through the fixed bull’s-eye in 

the porthole” (19-20). Apportionment of outside air is similarly monitored and mediated: the 

window opens only by remotely releasing a spring and air enters the cabin only after first 

filling the outer room and then acquiring the scent desired. But Des Esseintes buffers his 

interior space by more methods than just climate control. Note the self-conscious 

distinctions the narrator makes between the cabin and what he calls the “real” room outside 

it, between the porthole and the “real” window in the “real” house-wall. In each case, the 

“real” must be pushed out and filled in with the simulated. Des Esseintes tints the 

aquarium’s water with dyes to create specific lighting effects and the only fish inside it are 

mechanical contraptions: he thus immerses himself in a nested virtual space consisting 

entirely of calculated representations. In this way Des Esseintes’ deliberate retreat into 

mediated self-enclosure reverses the journey of the unshackled man in Plato’s cave. In A 

Rebours the protagonist finds the dazzle of the sun so undesirable that he not only flees to the 

shelter of the cave, but moreover decides to redecorate the place in order to cast his own 

intricate shadows onto its plush interior.  
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In the phenomenologist Bachelard’s terms, one might construe the self-enclosed 

architecture of Des Esseintes’ mansion as reducing the outside world to “winter” in order to 

make the interior of the house feel that much more snug, self-sufficient, and manageable.  

The winter cosmos is a simplified cosmos. […] Inside the house, everything may be 
differentiated and multiplied. The house derives reserves and refinements of intimacy 
from winter; while in the outside world, snow covers all tracks, blurs the roads, 
muffles every sound, conceals all colors. As a result of this universal whiteness, we 
feel a form of cosmic negation in action. The dreamer of houses knows and senses 
this, and because of the diminished entity of the physical world, experiences all the 
qualities of intimacy with increased intensity. (Bachelard 41) 

 
Des Esseintes’ elaborate efforts to shut out the world of nature and society should not be 

construed as mere negation, however, for they are precisely necessary in order for him to 

create his own alternative, self-contained, self-created cosmos. By enveloping himself in 

buffering layers of insulation, Des Esseintes not only shrinks the world of experience to 

manageable dimensions, but also expands the phenomenological horizons of his interiority: 

he is able to “differentiate,” “multiply” and experience with “intimacy” and “intensity” that 

(and only that) which he chooses to bring into his own awareness. Frederick Garber 

references Oscar Wilde’s “Decay of Lying” to point out how for the decadents, interior 

spaces moreover concretize and amplify one’s sense of individualized identity: “Egotism 

itself, which is so necessary to a proper sense of human dignity, is entirely the result of 

indoor life. Out of doors one becomes abstract and impersonal. One’s individuality 

absolutely leaves one” (qtd. in Garber, 277). 

In stark contrast to A Rebours’ self-enclosed and hypermediated spaces of artifice, 

News from Nowhere directs the reader’s attention to external, sunlit surfaces that exist in close 

relation with the sprawling convexity of the Earth. As a result, the utopian art and 

architecture of Nowhere are found outdoors. In the novel, William Guest (a thinly disguised 

persona for William Morris himself) is projected via a dream two hundred years into 
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England’s future, where he becomes immediately entranced by all he encounters. One of the 

first things to strike him is the new (for him) bridge he sees spanning the Thames. He 

describes it as constructed “of stone arches, splendidly solid and as graceful as they were 

strong” showing “no marks of the grimey sootiness” customary to Guest’s nineteenth-

century London (48). Architect Mark Pearson points out that the specific qualities Guest 

applauds here are “permanence, usage, performance and cleanliness” (139)—all highly 

practical criteria for what qualifies as “beautiful.” Unlike the suspension bridge from Guest’s 

own day, this one in Pearson’s words supports both “social activity” and “occupation”—it is 

a literal “bridge” that “connects rather than divides the communities on either side” (139). 

Guest thus values not only beauty in appearance, but also the transformed social relationships 

such architecture provides for. Pearson explains that in News From Nowhere social structures 

and architectural structures do more than overlap; physical structures embody that society’s 

“spirit” as a whole—here, the uniting of labor and art through craft.7 Similarly, when Ellen 

brings Guest to a beloved old country house, Morris’ utopian aesthetic reveals itself to be as 

intricately bound up with nature as it is with human labor.  

She led me up close to the house, and laid her shapely sun-browned hand and arm 
on the lichened wall as if to embrace it, and cried out, “Oh me! Oh me! How I love 
the earth, and the seasons, and weather, and all things that deal with it, and all that 
grows out of it,--as this has done!” […] We drew back a little, and looked up at the 
house: the door and the windows were open to the fragrant sun-cured air: from the 
upper window-sills hung festoons of flowers in honour of the festival, as if the 
others shared in the love for the old house. (220) 

 
This passage revealingly challenges the notion that art could ever be separated from 

nature in the aesthetics of Nowhere. First of all, Ellen’s response is embodied and emotive, 

expressed in her desire to embrace an entire building. Her touch upon the wall directs the 

reader’s attention to the hand and arm, which are central to Morris’ notion of “handicraft” 

and function as synecdoches for labor and bodily engagement overall. The fact that her skin 
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is “sun-browned” underlines the body’s participation in specifically exterior space. The doors 

and windows of the house are similarly oriented toward externality in their being “open to 

the fragrant air.” Rather than enclosing the house with a hermetic seal, the walls of the house 

become osmotic, in interchange with the world outside. Significantly, the house’s wall is 

described not as painted but “lichened,” which suggests that nature itself is capable of 

adding ornamentation to a human dwelling. (The fact that lichens happen to be composed 

of the symbiosis of algae and fungi might moreover hint at the principle of partnership as 

foundational to artistic ornamentation.) The sun, epitomizing nature, is linked by a hyphen 

to a specifically human act of crop-preparation: the air is “sun-cured” and not merely 

fragrant, calling to mind the curing of crop like tobacco. It is as if the sun performs its own 

cultivating preparations in order to make the air pleasurable for human inhalation. Ellen’s 

declared love for “earth,” “seasons” and “weather”—all voiced while she lays her hand on 

the house—reinforces the connection between nature and human construction. But the very 

term “construction” might mislead, for Ellen espouses her love specifically for all that 

“grows out” of the Earth, “as this has done!”—referring here to the house itself.8 She thus 

accounts for the building in terms of organic growth, as something that spontaneously 

sprouts from the Earth, rather than as a contrived artifice imposed upon or merely built over 

the Earth. The boundaries between nature and art, like the house itself, prove semi-

permeable: nature produces ornament through lichens and cures air through sunlight; the 

human hand in turn builds in a way that evokes vegetative emergence, creating a dwelling 

that is open and which “breathes” like a living organism.9 

News From Nowhere unfolds in the mode of a travel narrative presented through the 

senses of Guest’s body in motion—a walking-, riding-, and boating-tour of the sights to be 

seen in Morris’ visionary England. A Rebours is in contrast virtually plotless and depicts very 



 52

little in the way of bodily locomotion—but its emphasis on the protagonist’s interiority (as 

opposed to the lamentably flat “exteriority” of the character of Guest) allows Des Esseintes 

to reconfigure radically the notion of what counts as “travel” in the first place. For him, the 

burden of traveling should be shouldered by the active creative imagination instead of being 

“vulgarly” exercised by the body. In the room-within-the-room, the virtual ship’s cabin, he is 

thus able—with the aid of artificial seaweed, the pumped in smell of tar, chronometers, 

compasses, charts, fishing rods, nets, sails, a miniature anchor and an expensive copy of 

Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym bound in sea-calf—to “set sail” without even going 

outside. 

By these means he was able to enjoy quickly, almost simultaneously, all the 
sensations of a long sea-voyage, without ever leaving home; the pleasure of moving 
from place to place, a pleasure which in fact exists only in recollection of the past 
and hardly ever in experience of the present, this pleasure he could savour in full and 
in comfort, without fatigue or worry […] Travel, indeed, struck him as being a waste 
of time, since he believed that the imagination could provide a more-than-adequate 
substitute for the vulgar reality of actual experience. (21) 
 

This account of Des Esseintes’ imaginative seafaring in terms of sensations and memory 

thus construes the world purely in terms of phenomena as they are experienced—with no 

necessary reference to an external “reality.” In this way he is able to bypass physical 

interaction entirely so long as his sensations, aided by imagination (and sensuous props) can 

“convey” him elsewhere. In like fashion, later in the book Des Esseintes reads Dickens and 

finds himself overcome by a desire to visit England. But upon dining at an “English Café” in 

Paris, he prefers the simulation over the real thing and concludes that he needs travel no 

further by body. One might consequently read Des Esseintes’ travel-via-simulation as the 

triumph of an aestheticized virtual reality over physical reality—a timely possibility worth 

exploring in more detail.  
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Aestheticism’s Virtualized Bodies and Embodied Virtualities 

The late twentieth-century fascination with virtual reality in many respects reprises 

late nineteenth-century decadence and its obsession with artificial realities. In Narrative as 

Virtual Reality, Marie-Laure Ryan argues that the decadents’ attempt to recreate reality 

through drug use and art was, however, even more escapist than computerized VR. Whereas 

digital art might be construed as compensating for a loss of nature through ecological 

decline, for the decadents, nature is itself “the arch-enemy” that “needs to be corrected by 

art” (Ryan 75). For Baudelaire, the goal of the artificial is thus not imitative but substitutive, 

an attempt to construct an alternative, imagined landscape that promises to soothe what the 

physical world over-stimulates through its organic chaos (hence the escapist title of 

Baudelaire’s prose poem “Anywhere out of the World” and its emphasis on symmetry, 

orderly motion, the rigidity of minerals and the denuding of vegetative growth). Ryan 

explains that Baudelaire’s drug-mediated artificial paradises, like VR, promise to allow one to 

participate bodily in “total art,” and to experience the world through multiple subjectivities 

(i.e., avatars). As Baudelaire puts it, “You could say that many lives are crowded in the 

compass of one hour. Do you not, then, bear resemblance to a fantastic novel, which will 

come to life rather than be written?” (78). This passage would later be echoed in Wilde’s The 

Picture of Dorian Gray in the possibility of experiencing life in the plural as a full-time 

performance piece—the living artwork—just as it is suggested in pixellated avatar identity in 

cyberpunk works like William Gibson’s Neuromancer and Neal Stevenson’s postcyberpunk 

novel Snow Crash.  

For Des Esseintes, Nature is to be banished and replaced through the uniquely 

human characteristic of creative genius. Ryan emphasizes how Des Esseintes’ laser-like focus 

and desire for control use “pure will” and a “precise blueprint” to “substitute the vision of 
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reality for reality itself” (81). Des Esseintes’ goal is the stimulation of the senses through 

artifices that calculatedly wear their artificiality on their sleeves (a concern I will take up in 

more detail later). One might without exaggeration say that Des Esseintes’ ultimate desire is 

to dwell entirely in virtual spaces of his own creation: environment as art(ifice). The 

fastidiousness of Des Esseintes’ decorations and compartmentalizations prefigure the 

construction of private domains in cyberspace—from the layout of techie websites to the 

personal lodgings and costuming belonging to a game-geek’s on-line avatar (Ryan 82). In 

short, the decadent appeal of virtual space is its capacity to produce potent sensations, of 

making things phenomenologically present, independent of any limits imposed by nature or 

society. Thus the notion of what might be real behind the sensations is dismissed simply in 

favor of free-floating sensations experienced on their own terms. Under this model, nature 

has become, shall we say, passé.  

Consequently, it is precisely the robust physicality of Morris’ utopia—in particular, its 

dependence on bodily labor and embodied locomotion—that would make it fail to register 

even as present for one with Des Esseintes’ aesthetics. For Des Esseintes, travel (for example) 

is enjoyed as fully “present” only through recollection vivified by imagination, and thus 

never needs to happen physically at all.10 He can easily bypass the physical event with 

simulated contrivances.11 In such an aesthetic, the virtual ironically becomes not an escape 

from the present but rather an escape to the present: a self-enclosed virtual world governed by 

signifiers rather than mere percepts (Baudelaire’s “forest” of symbols, as it were). Ultimately, 

A Rebours’ emphasis on domestic enclosure as the framing stage for a performance 

virtualizes Des Esseintes himself. The spatial organization of his home has the effect of 

binding him in a book in which he becomes his own self-composed literary character.12  
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 But along with A Rebours’ emphasis on virtualized space come far less utopian 

consequences to Des Esseintes’ virtualized body. Malin Zimm argues that for Des Esseintes, 

only two options exist, namely, “awakening from virtual sleep” to participate in the world of 

the body, or to suffer the alienating and enervating consequences brought on by the 

“viruses” that come attached when downloading dreams from a synthetic life-world (10). 

Zimm takes special note of the scene depicting the funeral for Des Esseintes’ virility, 

which—following the premise of “use it or lose it”—implies that no need remains for 

physical potency in the realm of the virtual. (Note how in contrast, Morris’ bodies in News 

From Nowhere are invigorated by art, not depleted by it.) Des Esseintes’ body has become 

sensitive and infantilized through physical inactivity, which leads Robert Ziegler to point out 

from a psychoanalytic perspective how important preoedipal developmental stages are for 

understanding Des Esseintes and the novel overall. Ziegler reads Des Esseintes’ desire for 

linguistic pleasures in terms of oral fixation; the yearning for self-enclosure in the dining 

room and its aquarium embodies a quest to return to the “oceanic fullness of the nursing 

infant.” The mouth becomes the threshold over which Des Esseintes exercises calculative 

control, his ultimate goal being (as Ziegler puts it) the “incorporation of artifice” and the 

“evacuation of nature” for the sake of becoming the container that, by sucking on the 

book/breast, becomes filled with text, self-sufficient. More significant than any specific 

psychoanalytic correlations is Des Esseintes’ almost exclusive association with orifices as 

inputs: he wants to become a universal (though selective) assimilator. Even his orifice of 

material output (the anus) he attempts to make “eat backwards” by way of enemas—for him, 

the ultimate triumph of artifice working “against nature.” This association of Des Esseintes 

with the mouth I think is especially striking when compared with the primary body part 

mentioned by Morris: the hand, which—through “handicraft”—functions as a limb of 
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vigorous artistic production rather than languorous consumption. In “Beauty and the Body 

in News from Nowhere,” critic Naomi Jacobs argues that such a distinction is crucial for Morris 

more generally—namely that the aesthetic sense ought to be held accountable to an 

embodied “kinaesthetic” sense. Morris’ utopian goal requires that one not merely apprehend 

the work of art but actually be beautiful oneself (29). 

 
Aestheticism, Virtuality, Ontology 

The opposing ideals of space and the body in News From Nowhere and A Rebours 

result from what amount to rival ontologies at the core—competing notions of what it 

means to “be” in the first place that lead to wildly disparate notions of what makes 

virtualities real. Probably the most distinctive attribute of the inhabitants of Nowhere is not 

so much their aesthetic sensibility but that which undergirds it, namely their notion of what 

it means for one to exist as an individual human being in relation to society and nature. For 

instance, the “passionate love of the earth” expressed by Dick and Ellen in Nowhere is born 

out of a peculiar experience of their relationship to it. Speaking of the cyclic change of 

seasons throughout the year, Guest refers to it as a “drama.” Dick agrees, but insists,  

“only I can’t look upon it as if I were sitting in a theatre seeing the play going on 
before me, myself taking no part in it. […] I mean that I am part of it all, and feel the 
pain as well as the pleasure in my own person. It is not done for me by somebody 
else, merely that I may eat and drink and sleep; but I myself do my share of it.” (225) 
 

Clara had similarly described the enslaving conditions of pre-utopian England as a 

consequence of (in her mind) a mistaken belief in nature as “one thing, and mankind as 

another,” a faulty conception of nature as “something outside them” (200). Ontologically, 

there is in Nowhere no human/nature dualism. Rather, Morris’ repeated image of the hand 

gestures towards a “handshake,” a sense of identity through partnership that joins human with 

human as well as human with nature.  



 57

Morris’ ontology of partnership has several aesthetic consequences. The first is a 

revaluation of the artistic medium. Echoing Ruskin and Marx, Morris regards physical 

material not merely as a blank template on which to inscribe the work of art, but as an active 

part of the artwork itself, a partner in its own making. The work of art becomes a wholly 

relational construct, something that is “crafted” through the mingling of form (the laboring 

mind and muscles of the craftsperson) with matter (the particular wood or stone, for 

example) rather than “created” from the outside as the calculative imprint of form on dumb, 

passive material. For Morris, the matter is as essential to the artwork as its form.  

A second aesthetic consequence of Morris’ and Huysmans’ ontological dispute is 

found in the very purpose of the work of art. When Guest is presented with an elaborately 

carved pipe, for example, at first he thinks it merely ornamental, too pretty to smoke. But his 

host swiftly disabuses him of his tendency to sever beauty from utility. Art is meant to be 

used—hence the emphasis in Nowhere on architecture and the ornamentation of everyday 

items rather than on books or painting. In A Rebours, rather than art ever becoming useful, 

nature is instead made useless through art’s very intervention: consider the fate of the 

tortoise whose shell Des Esseintes has gilded and bejeweled to bring out the tints in his 

Oriental carpet: 

It was still lying absolutely motionless. [Des Esseintes] touched it; it was dead. 
Accustomed no doubt to a sedentary life, a modest existence spent in the shelter of 
its humble carapace, it had not been able to bear the dazzling luxury imposed upon 
it, the glittering cape in which it had been clad, the precious stones which had been 
used to decorate its shell like a jeweled ciborium. (49) 
 

Unlike Morris’ elaborate pipe, whose ornamentation does not interfere with its use, here the 

tortoise is unable to bear the weight of art. If anything, Des Esseintes needs the tortoise to 

expire in order to demonstrate how art exceeds and exhausts the capacities of nature. Des 

Esseintes’ desire to treat the tortoise’s carapace as chalice proves yet another instance in 
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which art dominates and ultimately undoes nature by refusing to take its inherent materiality 

into account. In this respect Des Esseintes embodies what N. Katherine Hayles calls “The 

Condition of Virtuality,” in which information patterns dominate and the embodied 

materiality of physical media are disregarded (Hayles, “The Condition of Virtuality”).  

A third aesthetic consequence deriving from these competing ontologies is the 

emphasis in Nowhere on craft versus technology, embodied in the intimate tie he perceives 

between the artwork and human labor (it is the work in “work of art” that concerns him, 

after all).13 Morris scholar Ray Watkinson emphasizes that in News From Nowhere, Morris 

approaches the question of work not from a technological standpoint (as Bellamy did in 

focusing on utopian machinery in the novel Looking Backward, for example) but instead put 

his attention on work as an “evocation of relationships” (93). As Watkinson puts it, 

“technology is not the point,” but rather “how people live together, what work means to 

them, how all the beauty of their buildings and ornament comes about” (94). Morris’ interest 

in the kinds of relationships involved in work, especially those between the worker and 

objects produced, of course echo Marx’s laments over alienated labor. But at the same time, 

Morris’ concern for work specifically as the outlet for perception and artistic expression 

finds its source, Watkinson argues, in Ruskin’s The Nature of Gothic (102). Gothic ornament 

demonstrates both the playfulness and abilities of the individual craftsman, but also draws 

on the local landscape for inspiration. In this way Morris’ notion of art is once again 

manifestly “for nature”—nature transformed by human hands, that is. When work is made 

art in Morris’ utopian vision, it integrates nature and architectural space with both the body 

and mind of the laborer—and thus brings about a transformed set of relationships between 

not only the laborer and the product produced, but between nature and art. Morris’ 

emphasis on art through handicraft and manual labor—productive output oriented around 
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the hands—not only contrasts with Des Esseintes’ focus on sensory input but also invites a 

body and labor back into the aesthetic. Work and art fit together to become communal, 

relational, and embodied rather than self-enclosed. Watkinson stresses how important the 

union of work and art is for Morris by concluding that whereas Morris had once perceived 

art itself as salvation, by the time he wrote News From Nowhere, he found that “art itself must 

be saved,” and that “only by saving work—and those who perform it—from the alienation 

and degradation imposed by industrial capitalism, can either work, or art, and thus living 

society, be made fully human for all” (106).  

Unsurprisingly, art in A Rebours functions very differently from the communal and 

practical aesthetics of Nowhere. Des Esseintes’ intellectual precursors are not Marx and 

Ruskin but Descartes and Baudelaire, who lead him not towards material relations and the 

adoration of nature but to rationalism and decadence, respectively. Descartes and rationalism 

are echoed in the very name “Des Esseintes,” which implies a reductive “breaking down”—

the distillation of “essences” by separating out unwanted elements. Des Esseintes’ rigorous 

experiments in sensation likewise recall Descartes’ project of distilling certain knowledge and 

identity by the procedure of methodical doubt and systematic rejection. Des Esseintes’ 

emphasis on himself as an experiencing subject—especially as one who inhabits his 

degenerating body grudgingly, and only as a means for enjoying refined sensations—

reinscribes a Cartesian mind/matter dualism onto the world that privileges mental 

calculation as the origin of artistry, as we find here in Des Esseintes’ careful selection of 

flowers. 

But this deliberate choice he had made of hothouse flowers had itself been modified 
under the influence of his general ideas, of the definite conclusions he had now 
arrived at on all matters. In former days, in Paris, his inborn taste for the artificial 
had led him to neglect the real flower for its copy, faithfully and almost miraculously 
executed in indiarubber and wire, calico and taffeta, paper and velvet. […] This 
admirable artistry had long enthralled him, but now he dreamt of collecting another 
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kind of flora: tired of artificial flowers aping real ones, he wanted some natural 
flowers that would look like fakes. (83) 
 

The driving force behind Des Esseintes’ aesthetic here is not just the appearance of the 

flowers themselves but the intensive mental operations that go into his deployment of 

artifice, namely his own “general ideas” and “definite conclusions.” (The mind, quarantined 

from nature, becomes for Des Esseintes its own “artificial paradise.”) Even the artificiality of 

the medium is subordinated to the overall “effect” that he wishes to produce: fake flowers 

that look real give way to real flowers that look fake. In both cases the material is entirely 

fungible, a mere occasion for enacting calculated artifice—again in a manageably enclosed 

space, namely the frame of hothouse glass. Like Plato, Des Esseintes thus regards idea and 

form as prior to, independent of, and superior over material instantiation, however much he would 

otherwise reject Plato’s hierarchy of the real. Consequently, Des Esseintes would judge the 

subordination of art to usefulness and material function (as it always is in Nowhere) to be 

both vulgar and constraining. The ornamentation on a pipe should not, for example, be 

limited by concerns about whether or not one could actually use it to smoke tobacco. And 

whereas a craftsman of Nowhere would strive to honor the materiality of a piece of wood by 

carving literally “with the grain,” Des Esseintes would of course go “against the grain” (as 

the title A Rebours suggests) in order to imprint it with his external stamp of artifice.  

At home only in self-contrived virtual spaces, Des Esseintes would be especially 

aghast at one further aesthetic commonplace in Nowhere, namely its characteristic view of 

artistic simulation as redundant in a world already filled with beauty—a view Clara here 

represents:  

“Books, books! Always books, grandfather! When will you understand that after all it 
is the world we live in which interests us, the world of which we are a part, and 
which we can never love too much? Look!” [Clara] said, throwing open the casement 
wider and showing us the white light sparkling between the black shadows of the 
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moonlit garden, through which ran a little shiver of the summer night-wind, “look! 
These are our books in these days!” (175)  

 
Like most other inhabitants of Nowhere, Clara rejects simulated worlds because she 

considers herself to exist already inside a work of art. In Morris, all space becomes diegetic. 

Clara’s opening of the casement reinforces Nowhere’s resistance to self-enclosure; the only 

frame in her work of art is provided by the firmament itself.  

Des Esseintes would of course find such servitude to nature slavish, for several 

reasons. First, real life is simply too mean, too small, for art—nature’s palette offers too few 

colors, its subject matter too little variety. (A decadent view perhaps represented best by 

Baudelaire’s famous proclamation “I should like the fields tinged with red, the rivers yellow 

and the trees painted blue. Nature has no imagination” [qtd. in Richardson 116].) Second, 

the lack of an observable, bounded frame removes the capacity for an artwork to wear its 

very status as a simulation on its sleeve and thereby display the creative genius of the artist. 

For an art object to succeed in its performance of artifice, it must be delimited from the 

world around it and thereby put that world into sharp relief. In short, if everything in the 

world is art, nothing can be. Finally, for Des Esseintes, to count as artifice, art must perform 

as that which it expressly is not. Real flowers must look fake; fake flowers must appear real: 

otherwise no legitimate artistic creation has occurred, only a derivative “craft.” The pipe that 

actually functions as a pipe thus fails as true art precisely because its form vulgarly overlaps, 

one-to-one, onto its function, implying constraint to that very function. In line with Des 

Esseintes’ preoccupation with art in religious ritual, one might read his disdain for material 

constraint not only aesthetically but theologically, as modeled on the Catholic God who 

brings the world into being ex nihilo. Des Esseintes cloisters himself away to perform sacred 

rites safely removed from the taint of the secular, functioning as a transcendent creator who 

imprints his designs on a world entirely of his own making. For Des Esseintes, Morris’ this-



 62

worldly “craft” is aesthetically degenerate, operating at second hand like the Gnostic 

demiurge, a semi-divine being limited to manipulating pre-existing chaos. Ontologically 

challenged, the craftsman can only shape what is already given; from true creation he is 

barred. 

As rival representations of virtuality, then, A Rebours and News From Nowhere each 

prove self-consistent and perhaps even compelling. To argue in favor of one vision over the 

other on purely aesthetic grounds would be difficult (if not impossible) because each begins 

with different axioms about what it means to “be” in the first place—which in turn lead to 

divergent notions of what it means to be a work of art. The ecological implications of one’s 

preferred mode of virtuality are, however, far from neutral, as we shall see.  

 
Part II 

Art, Nature, and the Interface at the End of Cyberspace:  

Cronenberg, Gibson, Vinge 

[Modern technology is] more than an interface. We ARE it. We’ve absorbed it into 
our bodies. Our bodies, I think, are bio-chemically so different from the bodies of 
people like 1,000 years ago that I don't even think we could mate with them. I think 
we might even be, in other words, a different species, we’re so different. [This] 
technology, we absorb it, it weaves in and out of us, so it’s not really an interface in 
the same way people think about a screen or a face. It’s a lot more intimate than that.  

—David Cronenberg (qtd. in Blackwelder) 
 

Fast forward one-hundred-and-twenty years from the age of aestheticism into 

another realm of pervasive virtuality, a society so infused with networks and digital media 

that the virtual eventually comes to feel as “real” as any other everyday mode of interaction, 

a cultural condition which Manuel Castells calls “real virtuality” (Bell 77).  

Reality (that is, people’s material/symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully 
immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of make believe, in which 
appearances are not just on the screen through which experience is communicated, 
but they become the experience. (qtd. in Bell 83)  
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When William Gibson first peered into video arcades he was struck by how “the kids 

pushing the buttons wanted more than anything to be on the other side of the screen” (qtd. 

in Adams). For Gibson, it was palpably evident that these arcade-game players “believed in the 

space these games projected” (qtd. in Olsen 22). Many late twentieth-century texts make it 

their task to enter, explore, and lose themselves precisely in the space on the “other side of 

the screen” — see for example the movies Tron (1982), The Lawnmower Man (1992), eXistenZ 

(1999) and The Matrix (1999) as well as the novels True Names (Vinge, 1981) Neuromancer 

(Gibson, 1984), and Snow Crash (Stephenson, 1992).  

This “other side of the screen” paradigm of VR might be construed as a digitally 

updated version of the fantasy land Faerie, or a technologically generated correlative to the 

realms lying on the other side of Lewis Carroll’s looking-glass or within the spacious, world-

containing interior of C.S. Lewis’ wardrobe. To inhabit these cyberspace matrices, one links 

through an interface that gives the mind room to roam virtual landscapes unencumbered by 

the fleshly body, all the while leaving the corporeal (and inertly corpse-like) body behind in 

the so-called “real” world. Case, the protagonist of William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer, for 

example, possesses so much zeal for inhabiting the non-space of the virtual that he becomes 

a veritable poster child for body-abjection. Case had been a “console cowboy” who lived for 

the “bodiless exultation” of cyberspace—until he stole from his employers, who got back at 

him by poisoning his system with a mycotoxin so he’d never be able to “jack in” to the 

cyberspace matrix ever again. For Case, who suffers painful withdrawal from the “bright 

lattices of logic unfolding across that colorless void” of cyberspace (5), the physical body is 

just that, an empty “Case.” After he is poisoned, his prelapsarian bliss ends as he falls (in a 

Fall with a capital “F”) into “the prison of his own flesh” (6). To a former console hotshot 

like Case—in essence a techno-gnostic—“The body was meat,”14 something already dead, 
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and Case’s speed-wired, cyberspace-deprived body quickly takes on the visage of the 

shambling undead. This late twentieth-century VR paradigm in such ways recalls Des 

Esseintes’ decadent yearning for self-enclosure inside fictive space exactly one century earlier 

in A Rebours—not to mention his wholesale abjection of the body, nature, and society in 

order to instead “become virtual.” Case’s yearning to shrug off the flesh through immersion 

in the virtual might be construed, however, not as an abjection of the body per se but as an 

attempt to inhabit a new kind of body—digital flesh—by fusing with technology and 

dwelling as much as possible “on the other side” of the console interface. But in the same 

way that William Morris brought virtuality, the body, nature, and society all together in his 

late nineteenth-century vision of “Nowhere,” recent literary and cinematic works not only 

reveal the porosity of the membrane delimiting virtuality from actuality, but ultimately seek 

to undo such a distinction entirely. The virtual/actual binary is dismantled in two primary 

ways: first, by giving particularly close attention to the material technological interfaces that 

connect the physical body with virtual spaces (“corporealizing the virtual”), and second, by 

seamlessly overlaying virtuality onto physical bodies and physical spaces (“virtualizing the 

corporeal”).  

 
“The Flesh is Dead—Long Live the New Flesh”: Cronenberg’s 

Corporealized Virtuality 

A paradigm instance of the first category, the corporealized virtual, is director David 

Cronenberg, who delights in hybridizing virtuality and actuality by bringing the abject body 

(characteristically represented by the body’s interior) to the forefront of awareness—

celebrating a Ballardian “crash” that uses technology to mingle the insides and outsides of 

fleshly bodies. In a 1999 interview, Cronenberg reveals McLuhan’s influence on his own 

fascination with techno-biological hybridity: “Since I see technology as being an extension of 
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the human body it's inevitable that it should come home to roost. […] Technology is us. 

There is no separation.” (qtd. in Blackwelder).15 In particular, Cronenberg’s attention to the 

fleshly interface with the virtual—like Deborah Harry’s massive televised lips that suck up 

James Woods, or his “abdominal slit” into which he inserts a pre-programmed videotape in 

Videodrome (1983)—emphasizes the abject nature of the body and the body’s orifices, and 

likewise suggests that technology doesn’t operate outside the physical body, but instead 

simultaneously penetrates it while being penetrated by it.  

Cronenberg explores the grotesquery of such visceral technofleshly relations with 

humor and horror in his directing and script-writing. “I have a fear of being penetrated” says 

Ted Pikul (Jude Law), the alleged security attendant for celebrity game-designer Allegra 

Geller (Jennifer Jason Leigh), when she inquires, incredulously, why he lacks a bioport—

which he needs in order to escape with her from technology-decrying assassins into virtual 

space. Welcome to David Cronenberg’s eXistenZ (1999), a world where having your body 

modified with an extra orifice—a virtual reality port—is as routine as getting your ears 

pierced at the mall. In eXistenZ, the notion of a sterile connection to cyberspace like the 

metallic head-plug in the Wachowski Brothers’ film The Matrix finds itself grotesquely 

displaced from the cerebral body toward the pelvis of the animal body. Par for Cronenberg’s 

highly twisted game course, the virtual/biological interface in eXistenZ is represented through 

a kinky aperture fetishism: Pikul’s bioport is shot violently into place courtesy of Gas 

(Willem Dafoe) in a scene parodying rough rear-entry style sex—in short, it gets rammed 

into the base of his spine by a big gun. In eXistenZ the technological interface linking one to 

interactive virtual reality is thus not something that the body connects to so much as an 

integrated organ belonging to the organic body itself. This bioport functions as a novel 

techno-biological orifice upon which the camera tends to linger (a great deal) in 
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consideration of this aperture’s connective possibilities. Once Pikul is fitted with his bioport, 

Geller nonchalantly applies chapstick-style lubricant to ease the insertion of an umbilical 

pod-connection, initially suggesting the biology of sexual penetration, but she then rotates 

the umbilical clockwise until it clicks audibly into place like a coaxial video cable 

(Cronenberg regards such imagery as “metaphorical sex” [qtd. in Blackwelder]). In eXistenZ, 

the interface of the biological with the virtual thus couples suggestions of carnal union with 

images of mechanized maternity: the material mother is reconfigured as abject digital I/O 

port. In The Matrix, the port that connects Neo (Keanu Reeves) to cyberspace is in contrast 

not only found on the back of his head, but also resembles a sterile, metallic 1/4 inch stereo 

jack—which in contrast suggests a clean, direct connection to the brain, a linkage to a 

physical analogue of the Cartesian mind and not to the primal body and its orifices (see 

Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Images from the Wachowski Brothers’ film The Matrix and David 
Cronenberg’s eXistenZ. Top: Neo’s body in the “real” world. He connects into the virtual 
space of the Matrix via the metallic plug at the back of his head. (The multiple plugs 
descending down his back are umbilical machine-connections which linked him to bodily 
nourishment and waste removal, not interfaces to virtual imagery). Bottom: A bioport 
virtual reality interface being installed at the base of the back in eXistenZ.  
 
 
In similarly disquieting stylings, the user’s calzone-sized “MetaFlesh game pod”—the 

hardware holding the virtual game—makes wet gurglings when its fleshy exterior is caressed 

and its protrusions triggered to initiate the game, resembling an unsettling hybrid between a 

skinned animal, a Playstation controller, and a sim-flesh sextoy (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. A plastic Sony Playstation controller (left) vs. Allegra Geller’s “MetaFlesh 
game pod” in eXistenZ (right). (Image from “Eight of the Oddest Inspirations for the 
Coolest Science Fiction Machines.”) 

 

Despite its trappings as a virtual reality film, eXistenZ’s uncanny merging of technology with 

the visceral body owes more to Marinetti, Thomas Pynchon, and J.G. Ballard—and perhaps 

to the grotesque biomechanical artwork of H.R. Giger—than it does to the rarified 

cyberspace paradigm of the 1980’s. In Cronenberg, even the space of the virtual becomes 

contaminated by corporeality. As Cynthia Freeland puts it in her wryly titled essay 

“Penetrating Keanu: New Holes but the Same Old Shit,”  

The Matrix creates a naïve fantasy of overcoming human flesh. The hero moves from 
being “penetrated” and connected to others, to being self-controlling and intact—
even immune to bullets. The Matrix reveals an adolescent fear of the body as 
something that can veer out of control (something true of a real, changing, flesh-and-
blood body). This fantasy suits geeky young males who yearn for autonomy and 
mental powers. By contrast, vulnerable and connected bodies are foregrounded in 
eXistenZ—especially for its hero. This film’s vivid scenes of penetration and 
biomorphic connection show that bodies can be both delightful and disgusting. 
Bodies (and brains too) can leave one transported, or damaged and bleeding. (205) 

 
As this passage suggests, there are no “bright lattices of logic” inside the digital 

landscape of eXistenZ—only endless layers of flesh. As one critic puts it, “The Matrix has 

guns, lots and lots of guns, but eXistenZ has goo, lots and lots of goo” (Wu). Or as another 

critic details, “Visceral gory mucus, slimy skin taut over bone and stripped flesh abounds. 

The assassin’s weapon is made of interlocking bone and shoots human teeth instead of 
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bullets and with dreamlike illogic, appears later in the Game reassembled from Pikul’s 

disgusting lunch” (Carruthers). Ultimately, it becomes impossible to tell which spaces 

represented in the film are “real” and which are virtual—the two become so 

indistinguishably and messily interpenetrated by corporeality. Cronenberg’s disquieting 

attention to the fleshly interface and his “gooey” depiction of digital flesh consequently 

make one question the viability of leaving the visceral body behind in our exodus to the 

virtual. Unlike The Matrix, eXistenZ leaves us with the uncanny sense that materiality in all its 

baseness will always share a dwelling with us.16 In Cronenberg, Kubrick’s interface-montage 

from 2001: A Space Odyssey thus completes its orbit around the technological circuit by 

returning to its carnal source: we journey from the hand (fleshly body part) to the bone club 

(technological extension) to the spaceship (alternative environment) and once again back to 

the flesh—flesh that finds itself opened up, penetrated by, and ultimately fused with 

technologies of the virtual. Cronenberg thus challenges the hermetically sealed “other side of 

the screen” paradigm of VR by corporealizing virtuality—in effect “everting” cyberspace by 

turning the virtual, and the body along with it, inside-out. Whereas The Matrix urges “an 

escape from being plugged in” (Freeland 213), eXistenZ sees this hybrid techno-fleshly 

condition as basic to being human, an embodiment of what Cronenberg calls “New Flesh” 

(Cronenberg, Videodrome). 

 
Nature and the Virtuality-Haunted Body in William Gibson 

and Vernor Vinge 

A flip-side to eXistenZ’s mashup of the virtual and actual is attained by virtualizing 

the corporeal. Although William Gibson’s representation of the virtual in Neuromancer is 

typically identified with cyberspace, and therefore belongs to the disembodied “other side of 

the screen” VR paradigm, other elements of the novel show the lengths to which virtuality 
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has thoroughly colonized the world of flesh. The novel begins with a short sentence charged 

with implications about the dominant role technology has come to play when attempting to 

represent nature: “The sky above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead 

channel” (3). Gibson’s imagery here represents the nature as visual static—if not just a blank 

screen—a meaningless, dead world made present only through the mediation of 

technological metaphor. In cyberpunk fiction, technologies of the virtual become so 

pervasive that prosthetic arms and bodies with built-in computer jacks seem as 

untechnological as one’s own sneakers might today (instead, it’s those who choose to remain 

surgically unenhanced “in an age of affordable beauty” that get noticed). When Case first 

encounters Molly, he stares at the lenses covering her face and realizes that 

[T]he silver glasses were surgically inset, sealing her sockets. The silver lenses seemed 
to grow from smooth pale skin above her cheekbones, framed by dark hair cut in a 
rough shag. The fingers curled around the fletcher were slender, white, tipped with 
polished burgundy. The nails were artificial. […] She held out her hands, palms up, 
the white fingers slightly spread, and with a barely audible click, ten double-edged, 
four-centimeter scalpel blades slid from their housings beneath the burgundy nails.  
          She smiled. The blades slowly withdrew. (25)  

 
Whereas Case amounts to a pure mentality that reduces the body to a phantom limb, Molly 

uses technological implants not to escape the visceral body but to become in fact more 

animal-like. (Her name—and her retractable nails—suggest “mauling.”) Molly’s mirrorshades 

are literally fused to her face, a reflective, techno-fleshly icon emblematic of the hybrid 

cyberpunk body. The collision of the biological and the artificial in Molly implies a 

fascination with virtuality in terms of corporeal possibility—in this case, possibility evoked 

by reconfiguring “given” bodily boundaries. (In addition to her nail-mods, Molly’s tear ducts 

have been rerouted to her mouth—so instead of crying, she spits.) As Lance Olsen points 

out in his book-length study of William Gibson, “Cyberpunks feel, not that they are just 

working in a literary tradition of science fiction, but that they have been born into world 
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where technology is ‘pervasive, utterly intimate. Not outside us, but next to us. Under our 

skin; often, inside our minds’” (14). As with Des Esseintes’ body-inverting experiments in A 

Rebours, cyberpunk’s embrace of technological artifice and its abjection of givenness go 

together, hand in prosthetic hand.17  

As striking as the virtualization of the corporeal body might be, because its lengthy 

history far predates digital technology (e.g., tribal scarification, tattooings, piercings, neck 

rings, and numerous other body modifications) I am primarily interested here in recent 

developments in the virtualization of physical space through digital media. At present, most 

examples of MR interfaces emphasize the capacity for tagging the existing physical landscape 

with data (see Figure 6).  

 

 
 
Figure 6. Data overlays tagging the clockwork reality of Harold Crick (Will Ferrell) in 
Marc Forster’s film Stranger than Fiction (2006).  
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But more intriguing than just a data-overlay is the possibility for mixed reality to incorporate 

fully three-dimensional imagery into the perceptual landscape so that physical and virtual 

realities merge. For instance, feel the difference that the twenty-three years since the 

publication of Neuromancer makes in this passage from William Gibson’s novel Spook Country 

(2007), which brings virtual reality out of the console and onto the street.  

“Put this on.” He handed it to her. 
A padded headband, with a sort of visor. “Virtual reality?” […] 
Hollis put the visor on. She could see through it, though only dimly. She 

looked toward the corner of Clark and Sunset, making out the marquee of the 
Whiskey. Alberto reached out and gently fumbled with a cable, at the side of the 
visor […] 

“Now,” he said, and she heard him tap the laptop’s keyboard. Something 
shivered, in her field of vision. “Look. Look here.”  

She turned, following his gesture, and saw a slender, dark-haired body, 
facedown on the sidewalk […] 

Hollis approached the body. That wasn’t there. But was […] 
“River Phoenix,” said Alberto, quietly. (8) 

 
Gibson terms this new mode of the virtual “locative art” (qtd. in Adams). Locative 

media (the more general term, and one not limited to “high-art” usage) integrates augmented 

reality with pervasive computing to create location-based projects that have a “social, critical 

or personal (memory) background” (“Locative Media”). Here the image of River Phoenix, 

dead from a fatal overdose, “spooks” physical space as a spectral presence only visible from 

a particular geographic location (outside the Viper Club on Sunset Boulevard) for one 

equipped with the appropriate technological interface (in this case, a visor). The mixed-

reality paradigm thus superimposes a virtual overlay onto the existing world as opposed to 

presenting a full-out alternative world in its place. In Spook Country, Phoenix’s image is, of 

course, rekindled imaginatively from the cold ashes of the past and digitally programmed in 

order to be viewed and “re-played” over and over again in the present (cf. the endlessly 

looping image of Faustine in The Invention of Morel, discussed in Chapter IV). Perhaps because 
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of virtuality’s power to transform celebrity death into immortality, digital artists in Spook 

Country create kindred-themed works of locative art representing F. Scott Fitzgerald dying of 

a heart attack and the death of John Lennon, both in the same physical locations where they 

actually died. The effect of such mixed-reality installations proves qualitatively distinct from 

not only VR but also from “old media” techniques. Unlike a standard video- or sound-

recording, which can be played back on demand from any machine anywhere, the place-

dependent representations of locative art anchor the virtual intimately to a particular physical 

space, creating a stronger sense of aura and uncanny tangibility. The sense of spatial 

proximity in locative art generates the immersive effect of encountering a real presence rather 

than just a representation, a haunted place instead of just a frame full of footage. 

 Probably the most comprehensive and well-articulated examples of mixed reality are 

found in the near-future science fiction of Vernor Vinge. “Years ago,” begins his short story 

“Synthetic Serendipity,” “games and movies were for indoors, for couch potatoes and kids 

with overtrained trigger fingers. Now they were on the outside. They were the world” 

(Vinge, “Synthetic” n.p.). In this story (and the Hugo-award winning novel Rainbows End, 

which expands it), the virtualizing impulse breaks completely free from the “other side of the 

screen” model of the virtual. Instead, wearable computing becomes pervasive—one’s shrug- 

and gesture-controlled garment is tellingly called an “Epiphany.” Through countless wireless 

communication nodes distributed throughout the landscape, one’s position is continuously 

tracked so that the full-color, see-through displays that get projected onto one’s retinas 

provide properly proportioned and directionally accurate graphical overlays of virtual images 

on top of the physical terrain, seamlessly integrating the two worlds. Through such 

augmented reality interfaces, both natural and artificial components of the landscape are 

artfully enhanced to suit the demands of the viewer.  
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The three followed the usual path along the flood-control channel. The 
trough was dry and gray, winding its way through the canyon behind Las Mesitas 
subdivision. The hills above them were covered with ice plant and manzanita; ahead, 
there was a patch of scrub oaks. What do you expect of San Diego North County in 
early May? 

At least in the real world. 
The canyon was not a dead zone. Not at all. County Flood Control kept the 

whole area improved, and the public layer was just as fine as on city streets. As they 
walked along, Mike gave a shrug and a twitch just so. That was enough cue for his 
Epiphany wearable. Its overlay imaging shifted into classic manga/anime: the 
manzanita branches morphed into scaly tentacles. (Vinge, “Synthetic” n.p.) 

 
In “Synthetic Serendipity,” the so-called “real world,” when free from virtual 

augmentation, becomes a “dead zone.” Nature as “given” or as “the” reference point gives 

way to a postmodern plurality of perspectives in which the world discloses itself in channels. 

When Mike cues his wearable to the “mange/anime” overlay channel, it not only populates 

the natural terrain with fantastical elements (substituting tentacles for tree branches), but also 

bestows medieval enchantment onto dwellings and decks out his companions in cartoon 

imagery.  

Now the houses that edged the canyon were heavily timbered, with pennants 
flying. High ahead was a castle, the home of Grand Duke Hwa Feen—in fact, the 
local kid who did the most to maintain this belief circle. Mike tricked out the twins in 
manga costume, and spiky hair, and classic big-eyed, small-mouthed features. 

“Hey, Jerry, look.” Mike radiated, and waited for the twins to slide into 
consensus with his view. 

He'd been practicing all week to get these visuals. 
Fred looked up, accepting the imagery that Mike had conjured. “That's old 

stuff, Mike, my man.” 
He glanced at the castle on the hill. “Besides, Howie Fein is a nitwit.” 
“Oh.” Mike released the vision in an untidy cascade. The real world took 

back its own, first the sky, then the landscape, then the creatures and costumes. 
(Vinge, “Synthetic” n.p.) 

 
The ability to experience image-overlays from any number of uniquely themed channels is 

facilitated by “belief circles” that, like wiki users, collectively assemble user-generated 

content (in the novel Rainbows End, belief circles generate entire world-overlays inspired by 

H.P. Lovecraft and Terry Pratchett, among other fantasy authors). A “consensus” view 
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enables disparate users to see the same virtual content and thereby inhabit the same digitally 

evoked phenomenal world—a world creatively tagged in accord with user-demand.  

 
Nature and the Other in a World of Mixed Reality 

These highly realized examples of “faerie overlay” (Vinge, “Fast Times” 418) are set 

in Vernor Vinge’s speculative year of 2020, but tentative real-world gestures exist in the 

here-and-now. Individually tailored imagery is already in place with user-driven content on 

websites that provide specific categories of news directed by the user’s indicated preferences. 

Incunabular mixed reality interfaces allow camera phone users to point at physical spaces 

that, when viewed on-screen, display place-based graphical imagery superimposed on top of 

physical objects in the image. ARQuake takes the 3D first-person shooter out of the console 

by overlaying virtual opponents over actual physical landscapes which become visible to the 

computer- and visor-wearing user, who has to flee from his enemies by actually physically 

running himself.  

Perhaps the most striking augmented reality interface so far devised was unveiled in 

fall 2008. The “Canon MR Aquarium, a Mixed Reality Development Project” enables 

viewers to gaze through special lenses and see themselves surrounded on all sides by turtles 

and fish—multicolored CG projections that swim around the viewer as if present nearby in 

actual space (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. Canon MR (Mixed Reality) Aquarium CG turtles and fish swimming as if 
through physical space (top), made visible through a hand-held display device (bottom). 
(“Canon MR Aquarium”) 

 

The developers of this mixed-reality project make it their goal to merge physical space with 

computer-generated (CG) space, in order “to create virtual object[s] or represent things that 

otherwise could not be represented” (qtd. in Xu)—an intriguing choice of words that I will 

take up shortly. The apotheosis of overlay technology in Vinge’s science fiction not only 

adds such images onto existing reality, however, but in fact masks the “given” reality in order 

to overlay imagery of choice. This capacity means that with the proper combination of 

shrugs instructing your Epiphany wearable, you can effectively “channel surf” the physical 

terrain to make it conform to a desired set of visual parameters. Under the user’s control, the 
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sky becomes literally “the color of television,” tuned to whichever channel you like, with the 

only “dead channel” being the one unaugmented by virtual overlay, namely, “nature.” 

Vinge’s world thus technologically realizes Baudelaire’s vision of fields tinged with red and 

rivers with yellow, the trees all painted blue—an image not conjured through imagination 

but engineered through real-time digital image-overlay.  

 Like William Morris’ utopian mixed reality in which art becomes ubiquitous, mixed-

reality interfaces and Vinge’s faerie overlay promise the 21st century a re-enchanted landscape 

that mingles nature and culture through communal aesthetic creation and shared 

participation in hybrid virtual/physical space. As we saw in McLuhan, however, all 

technological extensions amputate even as they enhance. What might get truncated through 

the “Epiphany” of Vinge’s wearable interfaces and augmented perception? Probably the 

most straightforward critique of faerie overlay would come from Heidegger. In the essays 

“The Age of the World Picture” and “The Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger 

warns of the dangers of enframing Being into a picture because it confuses Being with a 

particular mode of representation. Through such singular vision, Being’s endlessly faceted 

possibilities are shunted through a reducing valve that discloses Being only through human-

privileging constructs of vision or conceptualization. For Heidegger, the act of enframement 

is consummately performed by technology, which—in distinction from craft—reduces Being 

to bestand, i.e., pure use-value or “standing reserve” ready to be challenged-forth into 

production (Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology” 298). In “Building 

Dwelling Thinking” Heidegger further argues that true “dwelling” consists in letting beings 

“be” rather than forcing Being to disclose itself only in those ways dictated by human will. 

For Heidegger, it is crucial that we for example “receive the sky as sky” (328). With channel-

overlay technology, will we in fact be able to “receive” at all if the only sky we see is the one 
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we project there? One way to make mixed reality answer to a Heideggerian critique might 

then be to ask: “Is it possible truly to ‘dwell’ in a mixed reality of faerie overlay?” Does faerie 

overlay allow for concerned bodily interaction? Does it permit meeting the world in the same 

way Morris’ sculptor engages his artistic medium in following the grain as he carves? Or does 

a digital overlay instead mask the world so that it gives back only what we project onto it in 

the first place, like Des Esseintes’ jewel-encrusted tortoise? If the cyberspace VR paradigm 

threatened to substitute an alternative virtual world for the so-called “real” one, does the 

mixed-reality paradigm promise to be any more embodied and earth-affirming?  

The answer must be, of course, “it depends.” As we have already seen, virtual reality 

creates the possibility for retreating into an alternative world or “second nature”—a version 

of what one might call “cyberpastoral.” What then happens to the experience of our 

relationship to the more-than-human world under the mixed-reality paradigm? From an 

ecocritical standpoint, perhaps the most concerning aspect of mixed reality—especially as 

exemplified by Vinge’s alluring faerie overlay—is the implication that the world only 

“speaks” when we put words into its mouth, or that the only enchantment nature possesses 

is the enchantment we put it there via technological enhancement. One writer for Wired 

Magazine puts forth the promise of augmented reality in just those terms: “When ordinary 

reality is just too banal, wouldn’t it be nice if you could transform everything you see into 

something mysterious and wonderful?” (Tweney). But when the developers of Canon MR 

Aquarium have it as their goal to “represent things that otherwise could not be represented,” 

it is worth taking a moment to ask oneself if this is really true. The developers’ comment 

invites comparison to Karl Marx’s statement about the inhabitants of the so-called Orient: 

“They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented” (qtd. in Said xiii). But 

countless real fish, sharks, and turtles do in fact represent themselves just fine by swimming 
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around in actual water, fulfilling their own particular modes of embodiment and creaturely 

character oblivious to our human presence (that is, when they do not end up imbibing our 

human poisons or tangling themselves in our discarded six-pack rings, plastic bags, or fishing 

nets). We do not need to represent them in order for them to be present to themselves and 

for each other. A more charitable reading of the MR Aquarium is, of course, that what 

“otherwise could not be represented” is not aquatic sea life itself, but such creatures 

swimming around in thin air near human participants—a digital equivalent to Des Esseintes’ 

dye-tinted aquarium filled with mechanical fish. This is certainly true, but even this reading 

raises concerns: if there is no actual turtle swimming around the viewer, what room for 

alterity or relationship exists with such a creature? Might not such scopophilia trade the 

irrevocable otherness of nature for a human-directed spectacle?  

This technologically mediated devaluation of nature might very well be the next step 

in what David Abram calls the “displacement of animate power” that occurs not through 

virtuality per se, but through specific technologies of the virtual that close off dialogue with 

the other—for him exemplified in the phonetic alphabet. In The Spell of the Sensuous, Abram 

argues as an unabashed animist; his primary claim is that we are mistaken when we construe 

the landscape around us as mute or inert. The land and the animals continue to speak to us 

and invite our sensuous participation if we can only hear them. But thanks to the self-

referentiality of the written word through the phonetic alphabet, we rarely experience 

ourselves anymore as partners in a more-than-human conversation. Instead, the animate has 

been displaced from the natural world and reappears on the page self-contained, 

disembodied, and placeless.    

With the phonetic aleph-beth [...] the written character no longer refers us to any 
sensible phenomenon out in the world, or even to the name of such a  
phenomenon [...] but solely to a gesture made by the human mouth [...] A direct 
association is established between the pictorial sign and the vocal gesture, for the 
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first time completely bypassing the thing pictured. The evocative phenomena—the 
entities imaged—are no longer a necessary part of the equation. Human utterances 
are now elicited, directly, by human-made signs; the larger, more-than-human life-
world is no longer part of the semiotic, no longer a necessary part of the system. 
(Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous 100)  

 
If human alphabetic text bypasses the thing pictured, as Abram argues, then what 

about the human/computer-generated fish, turtles, and sharks that swim about the viewer of 

augmented reality? Will our projected images become “good enough” to displace their 

fleshly referents, ousting all originals? Or might they become “even better than the real 

thing,” like Vinge’s manga-tentacle façade that masks living tree branches? If anything, these 

images’ sensory immediacy (and indeed, their physical impossibility) makes them that much 

more desirable, like the animatronic crocodiles at Disneyland that, as Umberto Eco points 

out, prove infinitely more fascinating to tourists than real crocodiles could ever hope to be. 

Consequently, I would argue that in the same way that the phonetic alphabet pushes 

animism out of the natural world and charges our own self-produced signs with the animistic 

power formerly reserved for nature, mixed reality wields a similar capacity for draining 

nature of aura. Especially because of mixed reality’s intimately spatial character, which 

overlays physical surroundings in a manner highly attuned to embodied perception, it holds 

incredible illusionistic potency. At its worst, faerie overlay risks stripping nature of vitalizing 

power in favor of an engineered sublime, a hall of dazzling mirrors that we set in place to 

shine our own reflections back at us, thereby making the more-than-human world appear 

that much more passé and obsolete in comparison (McLuhan’s “Narcissus as Narcosis” 

again). Abram hints as much in his preface:  

Today we participate almost exclusively with other humans and with our own 
human-made technologies. It is a precarious situation, given our age-old reciprocity 
with the many-voiced landscape. […] Direct, sensuous reality, in all its more-than-
human mystery, remains the sole solid touchstone for an experiential world now 
inundated with electronically-generated vistas and engineered pleasures (Abram, The 
Spell of the Sensuous x) 
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Other possible consequences of mixed reality should give us pause as well. From a 

Batesonian or systems-theoretical perspective, it is also necessary to consider how perceiving 

the world through a projected digital overlay might dangerously attenuate feedback from the 

environment. If the imagery we experience fails to map onto the physical terrain, then by 

what standard can we gauge its health and respond appropriately? Witness, for example, the 

narrow buffer strips of trees foresters use along highways to mask clear cuts, thereby 

creating the illusion of lush, unbroken forests. Likewise, putting masking tape over the fuel 

gauge on a car does not keep it from running out of gas. Lacking positive or negative 

feedback from the actual landscape provided through visual signs attuned to our co-evolved 

perceptions, we risk damaging the Earth (and hence, ourselves) through the leprosy of nerve 

loss. If Vinge is right, then the digital equivalent of the deceptive roadside “buffer strip” will 

soon become a basic mode of everyday awareness.  

But the very same overlay technology might hold powers of ecological healing as 

well: what if by merely viewing a landscape one was provided with visual overlays indicating 

soil moisture, chemical contamination, or other basic signatures of what Aldo Leopold called 

the science of land health? Or what if our digital overlays revealed the carbon emissions 

resulting from everyday activities like flipping on lightswitches or idling the car, or the 

environmental impact of purchasing a given product at the store? Mixed reality thus offers 

the possibility of both making the visible invisible (masking ecological feedback), and making 

the invisible visible (revealing more ecological feedback than we might otherwise experience 

without technical augmentation). One hopes that augmented reality’s capacity for meaningful 

data-tagging—and not just for rendering the world into a digital Potemkin village—will 

ensure that virtuality will bring us more crucial information, not less.18 
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None of the above concerns should however be taken to suggest that we have the 

alternative of discarding virtuality altogether when interacting with the more-than-human 

world. Considering how storied cultural overlays have always existed and inflected our 

interactions with nature, it might be that mixed reality is more-or-less where we’ve been 

living all along. Keeping this in mind, one might conceivably read the augmentations of 

digital mixed reality in terms of Derrida’s logic of supplementarity. When Thoreau enjoins us 

to “walk” and thereby attain “contact” through the corporeal body, he is right about the 

intimacy of relationship that emerges from fleshly interaction, but wrong to suggest that 

such contact is in fact unmediated. Flesh, too, is an interface, and all “contact” must be 

mediated somehow. Likewise, although it is naïve to expect that we might ever discard all 

human-created virtual overlays in order to encounter nature in “full presence” (see Chapter 

II), at the same time we act in bad faith if the only reality we wish to experience is the one 

we ourselves explicitly manufacture.  

To honor the Earth, the goal should not be to find a supplement-free mode of 

encounter, but rather to meet the world in a way that allows its own face to shine forth 

without having to be covered with the disfiguring masks that we pull over it. If 

technologically unaugmented reality proves sometimes “banal,” as the writer for Wired 

suggests (and which, admittedly, it indeed can be), is it because nature is in fact a “dead 

zone” or might it be because our speeded-up, hypermediated lives fill us with supra-

mundane expectations that nature is unable to satisfy, not because of its deficiency, but 

because of its otherness? As Heidegger points out, through technology we characteristically 

fail to “dwell” because we challenge forth a specifically human landscape instead of 

becoming partners with Being in bringing forth a more-than-human world together. Instead 

of “seeking the shape slumbering in the wood” (as would Morris ) we too often treat the 
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wood as “raw material,” as a blank canvas passively waiting for us to cut it into any shape 

our minds dictate (a la Des Esseintes). Orientalizing “givenness” and materiality, we deny it 

any selfhood or voice of its own.  

Such ecocritical concerns over the transformation of landscapes are, of course, 

hardly new. Along similar lines, writer Wallace Stegner challenged the expectation of green 

landscapes in the arid west, asking “Why should deserts be asked to blossom? They have 

their own intricately interdependent plant and animal species, including the creosote-ring 

clones that are the oldest living things on earth” (Stegner, Where the Bluebird Sings to the 

Lemonade Springs xviii). The key term here is “they have their own”—that is to say, such 

spaces possess a unique, intrinsic character (or genius loci) which is not just a cultural overlay, 

not just projected by humans from without. The arid spaces of the west have other plans for 

themselves than just being virtualized by us into (what we consider to be) a “jewel in the 

desert.” Their own alterity demands something of us, namely a mode of dwelling that honors 

both human needs and the inherent makeup of the landscape itself. Stegner describes being 

shown slides by a famous architect who embodied the virtualizing impulse by saying “With 

imagination, technical know-how, modern materials, and enough money, an architect can 

build anywhere without constraints, imposing his designed vision on any site, in any 

climate.” Stegner responds with an impassioned, one might say Heideggerian, critique—with 

a characteristic eloquence worth quoting at length:  

In that waterless pale desert spotted with shad scale and creosote bush and backed 
by barren lion-colored mountains, another sort of architect, say Frank Lloyd Wright, 
might have designed something contextual, something low, broad-caved, thick-
walled, something that would mitigate the hot light, something half-underground so 
that people could retire like the lizards and rattlesnakes from the intolerable daytime 
temperatures, something made of native stone or adobe or tamped earth in the 
colors and shapes of the country, something no more visually intrusive than an 
outcrop. […] Not our architect. He had built of cinderblock, in the form of Bauhaus 
cubes, the only right angles in that desert. He had painted them a dazzling white. 
Instead of softening the lines between building and site, he had accentuated them, 



 84

surrounding his sugary cubes with acres of lawn […] Water for this estancia, enough 
water to have sustained a whole tribe of desert Indians, he had brought by private 
pipeline from the mountains literally miles away […] Studying that luxurious, 
ingenious, beautiful, sterile incongruity, I told its creator, sincerely, that I thought he 
could build a comfortable house in hell. That pleased him; he thought so too. What I 
didn’t tell him, what he would not have understood, was that we thought his desert 
house immoral. It exceeded limits, it offended our sense not of the possible but of 
the desirable. […] The house didn’t fit the country, it challenged it. The desert house 
seemed to me, and still seems to me, a paradigm—hardly a paradigm, more a 
caricature—of what we have been doing to the West in my lifetime. Instead of 
adapting, as we began to do, we have tried to make country and climate over to fit 
our existing habits and desires. Instead of listening to the silence, we have shouted 
into the void. (Stegner Where the Bluebird Sings to the Lemonade Springs 77) 

 
Must the virtualizing impulse inevitably “shout into the void” and invariably strive 

“against nature”? As we have seen, Morris’ answer is decisively “no.” His nascent form of 

mixed reality overlays art and nature in an effort to honor both through embodied 

partnership. If anything, the “faerie overlay” paradigm of mixed reality suggests a possible 

return to some variety of Romanticism because in it the world is in part created and in part 

perceived instead of wholly subsumed to human projection. But although digital augmented 

reality would seem to make room for a Morris-like partnership of art and nature, its free-

form immateriality will make honoring the immanent and intransigent more-than-human 

world a challenging task. Morris’ earthbound aestheticism sought to honor both virtuality 

and nature through handcraft and an embrace of an outdoor world transformed by art. Will 

our 21st-century implementation of mixed reality be, as it was with Morris, an earth-honoring 

mingling of art with nature? Or will we instead use mixed reality to paste over the more-

than-human world with our own data or our own substitute imagery? Will we exile ourselves 

from nature so we can inhabit a completely artificial paradise?  

If we have yet to figure out how to “dwell” authentically in the physical landscape, it 

should not be surprising that we do not yet know how to dwell in emerging mixed realities, 

either. The fact that technologies of the virtual have, as David Cronenberg puts it, “come 
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home to roost” in the body is a hopeful sign, however. Fleshly mixed realities, even at the 

risk of merely “masking the terrain” through digital effects, at least take that terrain into some 

sort of account. MR is thus a far cry from the world- and body-abnegating cyberspace VR 

paradigm. Virtuality contains within it a secret zeal for corporeality—a return of the 

repressed body. In not just Wallace Stegner, but in William Gibson, David Cronenberg, 

William Morris, and even at the very end of Huysmans’ A Rebours, what keeps coming back 

is the feeling that the physical world might not be endlessly “virtualizable” or be completely 

“in our control” via technological manipulation. Something “given,” something corporeally 

other that refuses to go away continues to lurk inside the self and resists by pushing back 

through the body, through the Earth—and through the virtual. 

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 Many critics read 2001’s transformation from bone to spaceship entirely militarily: the 
weapon of the bone becomes the weapon of the orbiting war-machine. This interpretation is 
valid but over-narrow for the purposes of the discussion here. 
 
2 The mixed-reality (MR) paradigm spans a wide arc across the so-called “virtuality 
continuum” which ranges all the way from virtual reality to “real” reality, and includes both 
augmented reality and augmented virtuality (“Virtuality Continuum”). The term “mixed 
reality” “refers to the merging of real and virtual worlds to produce new environments and 
visualisations where physical and digital objects co-exist and interact in real time” (“Mixed 
reality”). MR is closely linked with pervasive or ubiquitous computing, wearable computing, 
ambient intelligence, and “everyware.”  
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3 From the blog The End of Cyberspace: “Cyberspace is a ‘metaphor we live by,’ born two 
decades ago at the intersection of computers, networks, ideas, and experience. It has 
reflected our experiences with information technology, and also shaped the way we think 
about new technologies and the challenges they present. It had been a vivid and useful 
metaphor for decades; but in a rapidly-emerging world of mobile, always-on information 
devices (and eventually cybernetic implants, prosthetics, and swarm intelligence), the rules 
that define the relationship between information, places, and daily life are going to be 
rewritten. As the Internet becomes more pervasive — as it moves off desktops and screen 
and becomes embedded in things, spaces, and minds — cyberspace will disappear. […] This 
blog is about what happens next. It's about the end of cyberspace, but more important, 
about what new possibilities will emerge as new technologies, interfaces, use practices, 
games, legal theory, regulation, and culture adjust — and eventually dissolve — the 
boundaries between the virtual and physical worlds” (The End of Cyberspace). 
 
4 This blurring of fictional/actual is not itself a new development. The title pages of early 
novels like Robinson Crusoe (1719) typically carried a note attesting to the truthfulness of the 
story contained inside—a note which seemed to exist outside the fiction but which in fact 
belonged to it. Scott Black is fond of pointing out, “nothing is more fictional than the claim 
not to be a fiction” (Black). But the inclusion of such prefatory statements in the eighteenth 
century served the purpose of justifying the reading of fiction by making it seem “real” and 
thus worthy of a reader’s attention (and hence, useful for moral and practical instruction, 
etc.). What we see today is something quite different, namely, a taking of postmodern 
pleasure in the instability of secure reference and a Harawayan jouissance that emerges by 
consciously playing with fictive/actual boundaries. Prominent examples include Vladimir 
Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1962), Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (1979), and more 
recently, Ian McEwan’s Atonement (2001). 
 
5 On this point, see Matthew Potolsky’s Mimesis for a helpful discussion of Baudelaire and 
Wilde, for whom “the true aim of art is beauty, not the reproduction of reality. In a world 
where ugliness seemed on the rise, and beauty increasingly in retreat, realism was an affront 
to its audience and a betrayal of art itself” (Potolsky 108). 
 
6 See Marie-Laure Ryan’s Narrative as Virtual Reality for how VR turns the world into “total 
art” (347). 
 
7 Pearson goes on to explain that in News From Nowhere social structures and architectural 
structures do more than overlap, however. He contends that Morris is explicitly defending a 
view that such architecture emerges from and depends upon a revolutionary new society—
and not, as Le Corbusier had argued in “Towards a New Architecture”—that society can be 
changed through architecture (140). Morris treats architecture as an expression of local folk 
art rather than as the product of a centralized agenda (as in would be in state socialism). In a 
similarly decentralizing move, for Morris, architect and builder must overlap, as one finds in 
the creative craftsman of Ruskin’s “The Nature of Gothic.” Pearson explains that Morris’ 
depiction of the “obstinate refuser” Philippa, who zealously devotes herself to the sculpting 
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of floral ornamentation, is also influenced by Ruskin’s principles (specifically, those of 
individualism and the mimetics of nature).  
 
8 This house is none other than the Oxfordshire Kelmscott Manor, a sixteenth-century 
limestone dwelling that was Morris’ summer home and which inspired his building of 
Kelmscott House in London.  
 
9 Along these organismic architectural lines, Pearson accounts for Morris’ depiction of 
medieval buildings as uniquely possessing an “empathy with the environment” (145). 
“Landscape” might be a better word than “environment” here, for Morris’ value for the land 
explicitly involves not only a place but the people who have dwelt there over time. Pearson 
relays an operating principle which the biographer of architect Philip Webb attributed to 
Webb and Morris both: “The land was not merely ‘nature’, it was the land which had been 
laboured over by the generations of men; buildings were not ‘architecture’, they were builded 
history and poetry” (145). By hearkening back to craft and the architecture of the Middle 
Ages, Pearson explains, Morris hoped to create the possibility for a renewed relationship of 
people to the land and overcome alienation from nature and labor both. 
 
10 In Gibson’s novel Neuromancer, the console cowboy Case likewise derisively regards 
physical travel as “a meat thing” (77). 
 
11 Malin Zimm distinguishes between “present space” (life as it is experienced in real-time), 
“revived space” (the space revisited by memory), and “evoked space” (the space of 
imagination conjured by sight, smell, or taste). This set of distinctions is revealing because 
for Des Esseintes, “present” space is continually dominated by “revived” and “evoked” 
space—both virtual (Zimm). 
 
12 The linkage between decadence and digital virtual reality is made even more explicit in 
architect Malin Zimm’s essay “The Dying Dreamer: Looking into Huysmans’ Virtual 
Worlds.” Zimm not only links but seems in fact to endorse a cybercultural move towards the 
aesthetics of decadence. For Zimm, A Rebours reads as a “manual for living in hyperaesthetic 
space,” an intimation of  
 

a new kind of existence: the integration of the body in an immersive virtuality, a 
dreamer-friendly interface packed with soft- and hardware to relieve everyday spleen 
in any century. We enjoy today the affordable tools, buzzing on every office desk, 
soon humming in every pocket, to become Des Esseintes’ disciples and join him in 
the refuge of alternative reality. (2)  
 

Because Zimm’s article comes from a journal in architectural research, it is no surprise that it 
focuses primarily on spatial aspects of the novel. Zimm attempts to show a basic coherence 
between Huysmans’ depictions of the mansion and those obtaining in virtual space more 
generally—namely a “user-oriented egocentric universe” in which the artifice of calculated 
interface design (mechanical/architectural innovations) and immersion in visual and literary 
media—offer more to the senses than nature could ever provide, to the detriment and 
ultimate decay of the body (2). In the world of single-user VR and Des Esseintes’ virtual 
cloister both, the desired modes of interaction exclude the social and function as “human-to-
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space” rather than “human-to-human” relations (7). Zimm reads the desire for artificiality 
and control as resulting from Des Esseintes’ senses being unsuited for life on “the outside” 
in physical nature (thus the move to self-enclosure as the very means to fulfill Baudelaire’s 
“Anywhere Out of the World”), and connects the yearning to “leave behind the body” with 
the designing of digital space for, in essence, virtual inhabitation instead of physical dwelling. 
Especially noteworthy is the hyperspecificity of Zimm’s information-age metaphors:  
 

In the first chapter, Huysmans describes the basic setup for the retreat, a kind of 
manual of the operating system for the Baron’s new home. The mansion is the hard 
drive on which the Baron continuously installs software for his sensory installations 
as he plots new aesthetic configurations. (7) 

 
Des Esseintes similarly only ventures into society for the purpose of “upgrading his tools” 
and obtaining some “plug-ins” to improve the “user’s integration with space” as “extensions 
of himself” (7). Zimm reads A Rebours as a largely utopian foreshadowing of a virtual life 
only made readily available today through digital means. 
 
13 In Morris’ preface to Ruskin’s The Nature of Gothic, he writes “the lesson which Ruskin here 
teaches us is that art is the expression of man’s pleasure in labor” (qtd. in Morris, xxii). 
 
14 With respect to Case’s sense of the body as “meat,” it’s worth reminding oneself of what 
everyday terms like “flesh” and “incarnate” literally mean. 
 
15 Cronenberg (a fellow Canadian like McLuhan) was one of McLuhan’s students at the 
University of Toronto.  
 
16 This transcendent reading of The Matrix here is, of course, complicated by the Matrix 
sequels, which are far less Manichaean in their treatment of mind’s relationship to matter. 
 
17 And not just in fiction. Taking artifice to such extremes in the “real world,” performance 
artists Stelarc and Orlan test the boundaries of bodily possibility in the posthuman present 
by modifying what Stelarc calls the “obsolete” human body. Stelarc has modded his body 
with, among other things, a robotic third arm and on his left arm he has grafted an extra 
(cell-cultivated) ear. Orlan has used extreme plastic surgery to render her body into pliable 
sculpture in what she calls “carnal art,” literalizing the notion that beauty is “constructed.” 
 
18 The ability for digital imagery to mask over unpleasant visuals (and thereby spare us pain) 
carries an ironic catch, namely that painlessness actually creates suffering. Lepers and 
children born without the capacity to feel pain usually die precisely because of their inability 
to respond to painful feedback and thereby keep themselves from injury (see Chapter V and 
Seegert, “The Problem of Painlessness: What Leprosy Can Teach Us About Caring for the 
Earth”). 



 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER II 
 
 

“ONLY DISCONNECT?”: RECLAIMING THE FLESHLY 

INTERFACE IN E.M. FORSTER’S “THE MACHINE 

STOPS” (1909) AND D.H. LAWRENCE’S 

LADY CHATTERLEY’S LOVER (1928) 

 
“Only connect,” that famous wistful imperative from E.M. Forster’s novel Howards 

End (1910), embodied a characteristically modernist nostalgia for presence, a yearning to 

escape the alienating machinations of society in order to make contact once again with the 

“real.” In the novel, Forster represented “connecting” largely in terms of social ties, and in 

particular, through the attempt to establish intimate (and forbidden) relations between rigidly 

demarcated social classes. One year before that—almost exactly one hundred years ago at 

this writing—Forster published the story “The Machine Stops,” a futuristic fable in which he 

represented the conflict between two rival modes of “connection” available to the modern 

subject: the first mode being that of machinery and tele-technology, the second being gross 

bodily connection through the flesh. By viscerally demonstrating the horrors that he 

imagined would ensue if humans relinquished physical contact in favor of machine-mediated 

connection, Forster helped inaugurate the genre of twentieth-century dystopian science 

fiction from which such novels as We, Brave New World, and 1984 have descended.  

D.H. Lawrence’s scandalous 1928 novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover likewise pitted the 

fleshly body against machinery and social convention. In the novel, Lawrence took Forster’s 

dictum “only connect” and in effect carnalized it. Like Forster’s protagonist Kuno in “The 
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Machine Stops,” Lady Chatterley feels “no contact” with the world, or with her husband, 

who is paralyzed both literally from the War and figuratively from his hyper-mechanized 

mentality. In an attempt to escape the “insentient iron world,” Connie seeks connection in 

the wood—and finds it through passionate sex with the estate’s gamekeeper. Like Kuno, 

Connie Chatterley effaces mentality, machinery, and the face in favor of a fleshlier interface, 

namely, the carnal body. Whereas Forster’s Kuno re-centers his identity in the legs, 

Lawrence’s lovers identify through their loins, with both texts promoting the naked, 

technology-free body as more genuine than bodies that are clothed or attached to 

technological prosthetics (like Clifford Chatterley’s motorized wheelchair). Here I examine 

these texts’ indictment of technology and their valorization of “beautiful naked man” 

(Forster’s term) to see how plausible their visions might be (or not) in the context of 

contemporary cyberculture, a world in which digital telepresence technologies like cell 

phones and the internet have become everyday extensions to the body and transportation 

technologies like the car are so pervasive that they scarcely even feel technological anymore. 

In their opposition to so many forms of technologically mediated contact, both 

Forster and Lawrence appear to conflate nakedness and fleshly connection with unmediated 

contact or “full presence,” a view that raises many potential criticisms and questions. If the 

body proves to be but one kind of mediating interface itself, then on what grounds should 

corporeal contact be privileged over interactions mediated by motors, buttons, and video 

screens? If all contact must be mediated somehow, does it even make sense to consider one 

type of interface as “more authentic” than another? Is it likewise right to equate nakedness 

with freedom from technology? Here I use an ecocritical perspective to explore such 

questions in these texts, focusing in particular on these authors’ depictions of technology as 

devastating to both the human body and to the experience of space and place. The 
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timeliness of such concerns suggests that “The Machine Stops” and Lady Chatterley’s Lover 

might prove even more significant in the hypermediated world of today than they were at 

the time of their original publication for questioning the relationship between corporeality, 

representation, and nature.  

 
Part I  

Technology and the Body in E.M. Forster’s “The Machine  

Stops”: An Ecocritical Appraisal of a One-Hundred 

Year Old Future 

[Vashti] could see the image of her son, who lived on the other side of the 
earth, and he could see her.  

“[…] I want you to come and see me” [he said] 
“But I can see you!” she exclaimed. “What more do you want?”  
“I want to see you not through the Machine,” said Kuno, “I want to speak to 

you not through the wearisome Machine […] I see something like you in this plate, 
but I do not see you. I hear something like you through this telephone, but I do not 
hear you […] Pay me a visit, so that we can meet face to face…” (Forster 92)1  
 
For Forster, the test of a technology’s worth was its ability either to foster or to 

undermine “connection”—but with a few exceptions like the railway, Forster viewed early 

twentieth-century technology with skepticism if not outright condemnation.2 In his 1909 

story “The Machine Stops,” 3 Forster depicted technology and rationality as joint agents of 

dissociation, dual threats severing us from nature and from our embodied human integrity. 

In this respect, Forster was of course extending a British pastoral tradition that lamented lost 

contact with an Earth now assailed by steam, industry and commerce, a shire-turned-

wasteland that Gerard Manley Hopkins had eulogized in the prior century as “seared with 

trade; bleared, smeared with toil,” where “the soil / Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being 

shod” (Hopkins). But Forster’s “rage against the machine” in “The Machine Stops” does 

more than just reprise the zeal for pre-industrial handicraft and cottage industry expounded 
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by Victorians like John Ruskin and William Morris. Echoing the wistfulness for connection 

found in Forster’s other work, as well as anticipating the primitivist, anti-industrial themes 

pervading D.H. Lawrence’s novels, Forster’s fable embodies specifically modernist anxieties 

regarding the role of intuition versus rationality, sensation versus ideas, and the fleshly 

interface versus mechanized transport and telecommunication. The story is also distinctively 

modernist in its quirky attunement to the alienation of a technologically mediated subject so 

completely divorced from nature that it doesn’t even realize that it is alienated anymore.  

To represent the dire consequences of extreme technological mediation, Forster 

extrapolates forward from the art and science of 1909 to envision life in a future so 

rationalized and mechanically mediated that nature and corporeality have been completely 

abjected from human awareness. Then he asks us to imagine the commingled terror and 

delight that emerge when “the Machine stops”—when the plug, as it were, is pulled—with 

the result that “getting in touch” is made painfully literal once again because technology no 

longer intervenes in human interactions with nature and with one another. Forster conceived 

his tale of machine-mediated dystopia as a critique of two specific cultural movements that 

had been prominent in his own day: the first, aestheticism and its keenness to experience the 

world wholly through the mediation of art and criticism, and second, the techno-utopian 

optimism of writers like Edward Bellamy and especially H.G. Wells. But Forster’s story is all 

the more important because it succeeds equally in anticipating 21st-century concerns, 

especially the hazards of contemporary cyberculture. As a prescient critique of telepresence 

technologies like the Internet, “The Machine Stops” satirizes hypermediated contact and in 

its place valorizes contact made with the fleshly body—so much so, that it fantasizes the 

removal of all technological mediations between that body and the “real.” This move carries 

strong ecocritical implications in its suggestion that all authentic connection—whether 
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between people themselves or between people and the Earth—must be corporeal. The 

narrator’s apology on behalf of “beautiful naked man” (122) and his nostalgia for the robust, 

technology-free body are, as we shall see, highly problematic.  

 
Where the Human Stops: Forster’s Mechanically Interfaced  

Dystopian Body 

Forster begins “The Machine Stops” by inviting the reader to envision a future world 

consisting entirely of technological mediation and man-made enclosure:  

Imagine, if you can, a small room, hexagonal in shape like the cell of a bee. It is 
lighted neither by window nor by lamp, yet it is filled with a soft radiance. There are 
no apertures for ventilation, yet the air is fresh. There are no musical instruments, 
and yet, at the moment that my meditation opens, this room is throbbing with 
melodious sounds. An arm-chair is in the centre, by its side a reading desk—that is 
all the furniture. (91) 

 
Seated in the mechanized arm-chair is Vashti, a diminutive woman who dwells in this hive-

like enclosure physically isolated and surrounded by levers, buttons, and tubes. Vashti 

interacts with her world through entirely mechanized means: her automated chair rolls 

obediently however she directs it (on the rare occasions she has to move through physical 

space, that is) and her relations with other people are mediated wholly by screen images and 

electrical sounds. The narrator’s description of Vashti’s body, seated in her arm-chair and 

reading by artificial light, suggests that such extreme mediation, however, extends her sense 

of self only at an exorbitant cost to her body: she is described as a “swaddled lump of flesh” 

(90). Forster’s narrator marks this othered body with a nod to Jonathan Swift’s satiric 

literalization of the figurative: Vashti’s immature and undeveloped body is not merely 

clothed but in fact “swaddled” just like an infant’s would be. As a mere “lump” her body 

suggests an uninhabited mass of vegetative material as opposed to a muscularly integrated 

corporeality, and through a lifetime of dwelling in a subterranean realm unlit by the sun, 
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Vashti’s white countenance has become like other pale things under the earth, “like a 

fungus” (91), a term that suggests not only pallor but also vegetative inertness and, 

importantly, decay. (The suggestive connection between Vashti’s feeble body and decadence 

—like H.G. Wells’ effete Eloi in The Time Machine— is no accident, as we shall see.)  

In the same way that Forster parodically literalizes the figurative here, he also 

exposes the figurative nature of what modern society unreflectively calls “being in touch.” 4 

Vashti un-ironically considers herself in close contact with “several thousand people”—even 

though her physical isolation means that she has never seen a single one of them in the flesh, 

and doesn’t want to. For her, the visual and auditory images provided by the Machine—a 

striking analogue for “being connected” in contemporary cyberculture—not only make 

physical interaction passé, but also stigmatize and make obsolete first-hand sensation 

generally. As one of the most advanced lecturers had admonished remotely through the 

video-screen, 

“Beware of first-hand ideas! […] First-hand ideas do not really exist […] Let your 
ideas be second-hand, and if possible, tenth-hand, for then they will be far-removed 
from that disturbing element—direct observation. Do not learn anything about this 
subject of mine—the French Revolution. Learn instead what I think that 
Enicharmon thought Urizen thought Gutch thought Ho-Yung thought Chi-Bo-Sing 
thought Lafcadio Hearn thought Carlyle thought Mirabeau said about the French 
Revolution.” (114)5 
 

Representing mediation in such a hyperbolically parodic vein strongly suggests that, for the 

narrator, something does in fact qualify as “direct observation” in contrast to these mediated 

modes of access, namely (as we find out later in the story), the immediacy of fleshly contact. 

Early in the story, Vashti’s armchair-bound, nth-hand philosophizing finds itself 

interrupted by a Machine-mediated video call from her physically remote son Kuno (see the 

passage quoted at the beginning of this section). For Kuno, telepresence simply isn’t 

“present enough”; machine-mediated images offer only an inauthentic simulation of an 
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original, making a person lose too much in translation. Kuno is, like Tennyson’s mirror-

gazing Lady of Shalott or Oscar Wilde’s disillusioned Sibyl in The Picture of Dorian Gray, “sick 

of shadows”—and yearns instead to experience contact with the real without an image as a 

go-between. For him, Forster’s desire to “only connect” must be attained directly through 

his own body, for without corporeal contact, the “imponderable bloom” of physical 

presence is lost. As the narrator explains, 

The imponderable bloom, declared by a discredited philosophy to be the actual 
essence of intercourse, was […] ignored by the Machine, just as the imponderable 
bloom of the grape was ignored by the manufacturers of artificial fruit. Something 
“good enough” had long since been accepted by our race. (93) 

 
Kuno nonetheless persuades Vashti to travel by airship and come see him half a 

world away. The voyage is traumatizing for her first because it requires that she physically 

“locomote” and actually walk from the elevator to her cabin on the ship, and second because 

she is forced to abandon her subterranean hive-womb and face the first-hand reality of the 

Earth’s surface. The extremity of her agoraphobic horror is made abundantly apparent when 

she first gazes down the tunnel leading away from her room. Though still underground, she 

is nonetheless “seized with the terrors of direct experience” and retreats to the womb-like 

security of her cell and all its umbilically mediated connections to the outer world (97).  

For Vashti, the surface of the Earth is a dead and frightening landscape. The citizens 

of her Machine-society are permitted to travel to its brown post-apocalyptic surface only 

with special permits and artificial respirators, and do so only to obtain raw material that can 

then be transformed into suitable lecture topics. (The presence of renegade humans on the 

surface, which Kuno later recounts in his escape narrative, suggests that rather than the 

surface lacking adequate oxygen, machine-dependent lungs have simply lost their capacity to 

breathe mechanically unprocessed air.) As the ship glides over Asia, Vashti’s dread of first-

hand bodily sensation succeeds in draining color even from the sublime. When the window 
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of her ship’s cabin reveals a rosy-fingered sunrise and the majestic verticality of the 

Himalayas, Vashti is indignant, and blots them out with a response of “No ideas here”—and 

promptly shuts her blinds (103).6 Vashti’s failure to be “in touch” (literally) is further 

revealed in the shock she feels when a flight attendant helps Vashti gain her feet when she 

nearly falls. “How dare you!” Vashti exclaims. “You forget yourself!” The narrator explains, 

“People never touched one another. The custom had become obsolete, owing to the 

Machine” (101). In these ways Forster again recalls Swiftian satire in representing Vashti as 

pure mentality dissociated from direct physical experience, recalling the discarnate 

rationalism of Laputa in Gulliver’s Travels. 

Vashti’s machine-mediated “othering” of the body can be understood broadly as a 

valorization of reflective reason that turns primary bodily sensation into an other—or, more 

specifically, as a method that privileges rationally organized sensation over more visceral 

modes of awareness such as olfaction, tactile sensation, or even imagination. In particular, 

Vashti’s cell (which is endlessly replicated without variation throughout the entire 

underground hive of the Machine) represents a condition in which knowledge is obtainable 

only through technological intercession and self-enclosure (cf. Des Esseintes in Chapter I). 

Historically, this depiction recalls both the shape and the function of the camera obscura, a 

device which acted not only as a precursor to photography but also as a quintessentially 

Cartesian interface between body and world. In Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and 

Modernity in the Nineteenth Century—an important revisionist reading of the camera obscura 

device—Jonathan Crary emphasizes its Cartesian, quantitative aspects and shows how two 

paintings by Vermeer, The Geographer and The Astronomer, each represent this rationally 

mediated view of the world (see Figure 8, below).  
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Figure 8. Vermeer’s paintings The Geographer and The Astronomer. 

 
Crary’s descriptions strikingly recall the narrator’s account of Vashti’s cell in “The Machine 

Stops”:  

Each image depicts a solitary male figure absorbed in learned pursuits within the 
rectangular confines of a shadowy interior, an interior punctured apparently by only 
a single window. The astronomer studies a celestial globe, mapped out with the 
constellations; the geographer has before him a nautical map. Each has his eyes 
averted from the aperture that opens onto the outside. The exterior world is known 
not by direct sensory examination but through a mental survey of its “clear and 
distinct” representation within the room. (46) 
 

 Crary concludes that under this Cartesian paradigm, the Geographer and 

Astronomer actually require such isolation in order to come to any knowledge whatsoever. 

The world of qualitative sensation must first be abjected as a contaminant. Quantifiable 

sensations are then distilled and turned into “ideas” that attain value only because they have 

been culturally produced. For Vashti, the attempt to derive knowledge from direct 

perception would thus simply be gauche—before sensations can be registered as “ideas” 

they must first bounce off of the interpretive mirror of society. In addition to abjecting input 

from the seemingly “less rational” senses than sight, this reduction of the world to 

technological mediation and quantification also rejects imagination in favor of empirical data. 
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As Paul March-Russell argues in a recent essay, “the citizens of ‘The Machine Stops’ have 

exchanged imagination for ideas” and such ideas “do not comment on the mind’s capacity 

for imaging the world but mirror the world as an objective given” (64). The criterion of 

objectively faithful “mirroring” is crucial to an epistemology of rationalized isolation that 

quarantines the sensing subject from the object of knowledge. The narrator’s very 

introduction to the story, “Imagine, if you can” (91), thus already betrays a machine-

subverting agenda on the level of form by demanding that the reader behave in ways counter 

to Vashti, i.e., that he or she should instead participate imaginatively in picturing the account 

that follows.  

Another reason why the Machine privileges the visual field is because vision is able 

to keep self and other tidily distinct. As Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer point out in 

their essay “Elements of Anti-Semitism,” other sensations like smell do not keep boundaries 

safely secured like vision does:  

In the ambiguous partialities of the sense of smell the old nostalgia for what is lower 
lives on, the longing for immediate union with surrounding nature, with earth and 
slime. Of all the senses the act of smelling, which is attracted without objectifying, 
reveals most sensuously the urge to lose oneself in identification with the other. That 
is why smell, as both the perception and the perceived—which are one in the act of 
olfaction—is more expressive than the other senses. When we see we remain who 
we are, when we smell we are absorbed entirely. (151)  

 
Others can be kept other, easily, if the only threat of contact is by way of photon or 

lightwave. Moreover, the reduction of the world to visual sensation provides the illusion that 

one can not only represent the world accurately, but also act on that world “from a distance” 

without being affected by it in turn. The world stays safely other without risk of it infecting 

the self; consequently, visual sensation is the least susceptible to threats from the abject 

(smell and taste would in contrast be most at risk). In such respects it is significant Vashti’s 
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son Kuno, thousands of miles away from her, tells her through the machine that he wants to 

see her in person and never again through the Machine. 

 To Vashti’s horror, when she arrives and sees Kuno in person she discovers that he 

has been experimenting with an epistemology far removed from that propounded by the 

Machine. By secretly exercising his body and discovering a passage to the hazardous surface 

outside, Kuno has embraced a new and forbidden mode of awareness, namely, fleshly 

participation. (Kuno began his radical exercise regimen by using his pillow as weightlifting 

equipment, which demonstrates just how enfeebled his mechanically mediated body had 

originally been!) Vashti is astonished equally by Kuno’s heresy and by what he has achieved 

through muscle-power alone. Kuno has in fact reclaimed his body by exploring the 

connective possibilities of sinews instead of mechanism or mentality. Even by the early 

twentieth century it had become a truism that communication technology and mechanized 

travel both abolish physical distance. In Forster’s indeterminately deep future where food, 

entertainment and information all get conveyed to people instead the other way around, 

Kuno’s concern is that along with such an abolition of physical space has come an abolition 

of humanity itself. Because humankind has severed its connection with un-mechanized 

reality, both nature and the body have been lost, and both may only be reclaimed through 

direct sensory engagement, as Kuno relates here to his mother: 

“You know that we have lost the sense of space. We say ‘space is annihilated’, but we 
have annihilated not space but the sense thereof. We have lost a part of ourselves. I 
determined to recover it, and I began by walking up and down the platform of the 
railway outside my room. Up and down, until I was tired, and so did recapture the 
meaning of ‘near’ and ‘far’. ‘Near’ is a place to which I can get quickly on my feet, 
not a place to which the train or air-ship will take me quickly. ‘Far’ is a place to which 
I cannot get quickly on my feet; the vomitory is ‘far’, though I could be there in 
thirty-eight seconds by summoning the train. Man is the measure. That was my first 
lesson. Man’s feet are the measure for distance, his hands are the measure for 
ownership, his body is the measure for all that is lovable and desirable and strong.” 
(105) 
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Here Kuno takes Protagoras’ famous dictum and literalizes it with his body: i.e., he 

says to himself “Man is the measure,” by which he means that his own fleshly body has 

become the new canon for measuring the world (note how he gauges physical space in 

“feet”). In this way the repressed body not only returns to claim physical space, but also 

displaces mechanical standards of measurement.7 Furthermore, Kuno’s corporeal 

recapturing of the “near” and “far” subdues the cartographic impulse that we see in the 

enlightenment-era paintings of Vermeer. Instead of mapping space abstractly through the 

media of compasses, globes, and maps, Kuno experiences it first-hand (or better yet, “first-

foot”) through concrete sensation and self-initiated muscular exertion.8 The upshot of 

Kuno’s project, understood phenomenologically, is that one’s experience of both the world 

and the body becomes radically altered depending on whether the terrain is encountered by 

way of one’s own coordinated limbs or via a coordinate-laden visual representation.9 

Kuno’s victorious escape to the surface—in which he emerges, bloodied, to see his 

first wild landscape and glimpses a renegade woman dwelling in the lands above—echoes 

and in some measure inverts Plato’s story of the Cave. Unlike Plato’s prisoner, Kuno had 

not been held captive by his senses but rather by his own overdeveloped critical faculties. 

But like Plato’s escapee, Kuno returns underground both bedazzled by the light and zealous 

to overthrow the existing system, which make him a danger to the established mechanical 

order. For his disobedience, Kuno is threatened with “Homelessness”—a penalty in which 

outcasts are left to die from exposure on the surface of the Earth without a respirator 

(during his escape, Kuno had only been able to breathe by inhaling sips of Machine-

produced oxygen from the open escape hatch). Kuno escapes this penalty and is instead 

reassigned to a new enclosure close to his mother. But Kuno’s embodied actions have left 

their mark on the system: in order to combat other body-embracing insurgents like Kuno, 
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the Machine bans all respirators and reestablishes religious worship (i.e., a fundamentalist 

devotion to the Machine). But Kuno insists not only that others feel as he does, but also that 

people dwell on the surface already, free from the apparatus of the Machine. Soon Vashti 

receives an audio-only call from him in which out of the blackness Kuno simply says “The 

Machine stops” (117). And before long, it does. The Machine’s music starts to play 

incorrectly, the climate-controlled air begins to smell foul, and control buttons stop working. 

Ultimately the Machine shuts down and its hum vanishes, and most of the population dies 

from the shock of such silence and perceived disconnection; they have no other way to eat, 

interact, or even sleep without the Machine. As the airships crash and explode above them, 

Kuno kisses Vashti—at last making physical contact with his mother. Ultimately, their 

underground enclosure ruptures like a honeycomb and “for a moment they saw the nations 

of the dead, and, before they joined them, scraps of the untainted sky” (123). Such radical 

un-enclosure, for all its sublimity, proves as lethal to their frail bodies as a killing jar. 

 
Where the Machine Stops: Forster’s Nostalgia for “Beautiful  

Naked Man” 

Although “The Machine Stops” concludes with the spectacular death of its primary 

characters Kuno and Vashti, the narrator seems much more interested in presenting a 

generalized homily on the doom of Machine-mediated humanity as a whole, framing the 

horrifying conclusion in archetypal terms: 

[…] [B]eautiful naked man was dying, strangled in the garments that he had woven. 
Century after century had he toiled, and here was his reward. Truly the garment had 
seemed heavenly at first, shot with the colours of culture, sewn with the threads of 
self-denial. And heavenly it had been so long as it was a garment and no more, so 
long as man could shed it at will and live by the essence that is his soul, and the 
essence, equally divine, that is his body. (122) 
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The narrator’s plea here on behalf of “beautiful naked man” demands close attention, 

especially because of its dependence on the governing metaphor of the “strangling garment” 

as the source of humanity’s downfall. If cultural and technological mediations are indeed a 

garment, then Forster’s idealized vision conceives such garments as something that we ought 

ideally to be able to put on and take off at will, like a sweater. Such provocative imagery 

involving clothing (or lack thereof) is crucial not only here but throughout Forster’s text. As 

we saw earlier, Vashti had not been merely clothed, but “swaddled.” The act of swaddling 

not only wraps but restrains (and pacifies), suggesting Vashti’s passive entanglement in the 

vestments of culture, and thus that she was constrained to a limbless, enfeebling state of 

infancy before the Machine. Whereas swaddling protects a baby by restricting the movement 

of flailing body parts, for a mature adult such restriction on physical action constitutes a 

straitjacket. The Machine has attained what Gorman Beauchamp calls “sovereignty through 

dependency” (57). It is thus important that Kuno’s first gestures at liberation from the 

Machine specifically involve the unmechanized employment of his own limbs: he treads the 

tunnels with his own feet (instead of rolling in a mechanical chair), and climbs a ladder with 

his bare hands (instead of pressing a button for an elevator). Kuno exercises—as he put it—

until his “flesh ache[s]” (106). Significantly, in addition to his use of physical limbs and 

musculature, Kuno marks his desire to strip away the cultural apparatus with precisely the 

same imagery used in the narrator’s homily, i.e., in terms of shed clothing:  

I felt that humanity existed, and that it existed without clothes. How can I possibly 
explain this? It was naked, humanity seemed naked, and all these tubes and buttons 
and machineries neither came into the world with us, nor will they follow us out, nor 
do they matter supremely while we are here. Had I been strong, I would have torn 
off every garment I had, and gone into the outer air unswaddled. But this is not for 
me, nor perhaps for my generation. I climbed with my respirator and my hygienic 
clothes and my dietetic tabloids! Better thus than not at all. (107) 
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For Forster, dystopia thus ensues when technology and culture swaddle rather than 

adorn—or to mix my metaphors, when culture becomes an iron lung that performs the job 

of breathing for us rather than acting as an extension of our own lung capacity (as seems 

literally to be the case in the narrative). The fact that capital punishment in Machine-society 

is achieved through “Homelessness” (i.e., death by exposure) only further exemplifies 

Forster’s attempt to represent the Machine as just such an iron lung. The priests of the 

Machine are able justify its supremacy by saying something to the effect of “If you don’t like 

the Machine, then go ahead, experience life on the surface without it—and suffocate.” 

Because death inevitably results from the deprivation from mechanical swaddling, the 

Machine insidiously comes to seem that much more originary (indeed, motherly) and self-

validatingly authoritative.  

The validity of Forster’s metaphor of technological mediation as “strangling 

garment” is, however, open to strong critique. Philosophers such as Martin Heidegger, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Paul Virilio would of course challenge Forster’s basic metaphor 

by arguing that technology’s effects do far more than merely clothe their users. Rather, 

technology becomes a mode of awareness in itself, something so pervasive that it infiltrates 

the very shape of our world-view rather than just accessorizing it. In Gorman Beauchamp’s 

reading of the story in “Technology in the Dystopian Novel,” Forster’s technotopia 

exemplifies the Machine as an autonomous force which, once created, becomes an agent 

unto itself over which we maintain no more control and therefore ought to fear (what Isaac 

Asimov terms the “Frankenstein Complex”). In this reading Forster’s metaphor of the 

garment seems that much more ill-fitting because the Machine employs specifically 

“mechanomorphic” effects on its subjects—people themselves become mechanical or, as 

Thoreau once put it, “Tools of their tools” (see Gorman 57-60).10  
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The metaphor of the technological garment is thus all the more awkward when the 

Machine becomes the active agent, ensuring that we fit it rather than that it fit us. 

Technology moreover so permeates our everyday interactions that it is not a simple matter 

to pinpoint each particular item of technological “clothing” we wear in order to shed it on 

demand. Some technologies feel more “natural” than others—and over time, become more 

like skin than clothing.11 As computer scientist Alan Kay puts it, “Technology is anything 

that came out after you were born” (qtd. in Kelly par. 1). For instance, although for most 

adults the Internet still feels technological, we forget how we naturalize other everyday 

technological interfaces like eyeglasses, eating utensils, shoes, clothing, houses, and 

extensions like writing that feel so basic to our human identity that we fail to realize they are 

even technological at all.12  

Probably the most serious problem with Forster’s notion of “mediation as garment” 

is that this image presupposes that there exists an originary, technology-free body underneath 

that garment. But as Donna Haraway and N. Katherine Hayles have amply demonstrated, 

humans exist in an “always already” relationship with the technological. Human bodies have 

coevolved with technology to such a degree that our “given” bodily state at birth already 

bears the marks of technological prosthetics physically external to it. Unlike other animals 

that come with tools “built in” to their bodies, humans make prosthetic substitutes. Clothing 

usurps fur, and tools turn claws into cast-off vestiges: whether we like it or not, parts of our 

bodies have been given over to technological extensions ab initio, and in consequence, our 

cultural “garment” is already an obligatory life-support system whether we like it or not. 

Forster’s “beautiful naked man,” ironically enough, thus bears conspicuous marks of 

technology precisely because of his nakedness, not in spite of it.  
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Such pervasive technological integration through evolutionary history has had the 

result that human beings have become what cognitive scientist Andy Clark calls “natural-

born cyborgs” (Clark).Vashti has merely ridden her mechanical armchair down the shiny 

corridor of technological mediation farther than we have (as yet), having become so 

dependent on the Machine to do her work that she ends up entirely hairless, toothless and 

her body an unarticulated lump. Adorno’s critique of mass culture applies equally to Vashti’s 

technologically infantilized body:  

The pre-digested quality of the product prevails, justifies itself and establishes itself 
all the more firmly in so far as it constantly refers to those who cannot digest 
anything not already pre-digested. It is baby-food: permanent self-reflection based 
upon the infantile compulsion towards the repetition of needs which it creates in the 
first place. (67)  

 
The articulated body has not been destroyed, however, but only displaced—it now resides 

exoskeletally in the external, mechanical prosthetics Vashti uses exclusively in order to make 

sense of her world (as we do more and more ourselves). According to Hayles, “[T]he 

posthuman view thinks of the body as the original prosthesis we all learn to manipulate, so 

that extending or replacing the body with other prostheses becomes a continuation of a 

process that began before we were born” (Hayles, How We Became Posthuman 3). For these 

reasons, Forster’s attempt to find recourse in a natural or technology-free body in “beautiful 

naked man” is doomed to fail for the simple reason that there exists no such originary body 

to seek.13 

Understanding the story this way, one can read “The Machine Stops” as representing 

two rival modernist fantasies for escaping alienation in order to encounter pure presence. 

For Vashti and other disciples of the Machine, the fantasy is to escape the limits of the body 

and thereby access pure meaning without the intervening constraints of sensory contact. She 

yearns to escape the cave of the senses and bask in the brilliance of mental illumination 
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outside the corporeal shell—a perfect exemplar of what N. Katherine Hayles calls “the 

condition of virtuality” in which information “loses its body,” having been “conceptualized 

as an entity separate from the material forms in which it is thought to be embedded” 

(Hayles, How We Became Posthuman 2). Vashti’s fantasy of bodiless contact fails, however, 

because the repressed corporeal body keeps coming back to haunt her as the hidden medium 

through which all information must be instantiated.  

But the antidote, Kuno’s rediscovery of the corporeal body, also fails as a transparent 

or immediate experience of the world. Without there being a concrete point of contact—

whether it be through tactile sensation, vision, taste, smell, etc.—no contact can happen at 

all. Flesh therefore performs peculiar mediations of awareness of its own. Kuno’s vision is 

thus also a fantasy—a dream of escaping the logic of supplementarity in order to touch pure 

presence through fleshly immediacy. In fact, what Kuno takes for the “imponderable 

bloom” of unmediated contact turns out to be, ironically, a species of privileged remediation, a 

term Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin use for the reconfiguring of one medium in terms of 

another (Bolter and Grusin, Remediation). In this case, Kuno’s supposed experience of 

unmediated contact comes from his naturalizing the fleshly interface to such an extent that it 

appears to be no interface at all—and questions about its mediating role get even more 

complicated when you read Kuno’s description of his physical encounter with Earth’s 

surface. His account of the “imponderable bloom” of fleshly contact reveals that some 

significant “pondering” is in fact going on in the physical encounter, especially in how he 

verbally invokes more-than-physical supplements to make physical experience fully present 

to himself. In a passage which recalls Plato’s argument for the immediacy of speech over 

writing in the Phaedrus (and which proves vulnerable to precisely the same type of 



 107

deconstructive critique), Kuno narrates to his mother his full-bodied experience on the 

Earth’s surface.  

You, who have just crossed the Roof of the World, will not want to hear an account 
of the little hills that I saw—low colourless hills. But to me they were living and the 
turf that covered them was a skin, under which their muscles rippled, and I felt that 
those hills had called with incalculable force to men in the past, and that men had 
loved them. Now they sleep—perhaps for ever. They commune with humanity in 
dreams. Happy the man, happy the woman, who awakes the hills of Wessex. For 
though they sleep, they will never die. (110) 
 

Kuno’s ostensibly unmediated experience has been filtered largely through the lens of an 

idealized history of England, and a poetic outpouring ensues. As a consequence of his pre-

existing ideas about the surface (derived, he admits, from lectures), Kuno emerges from the 

mechanized underworld not into a realm of uninterpreted color-patches and gross haptic 

sensations, but rather into a sleepy pastoral enclosure made of sinews and skin, a Anglo-

Saxon history-infused, romance-supplemented dreamscape. He concludes, “I have seen the 

hills of Wessex as Aelfrid saw them when he overthrew the Danes” (110).14  

In his exuberance for the body, Kuno seems not to recognize just how figurative his 

own bodily sensations have become. And his fleshly mode of awareness does more than just 

mythologize; it also anthropomorphizes. In order to register for Kuno’s hyper-embodied 

attunement, the landscape outside must in turn become a living body itself: turf covers the 

Earth (in his words) “like a skin” and under it “muscles rippled” (110).15 In short, Kuno’s 

supposedly “raw” experience actually comes pre-cooked. His passion for the concrete and 

first-hand echoes the imagists’ credo “No ideas but in things,” but these “things” still 

inevitably enter one’s awareness with ideas built-in. To update Kant with contemporary 

metaphors, one might say that Kuno unconsciously wears a heads-up display that overlays 

interpretive information that structures even his most visceral sensations. Or, more 

charitably, one might read this passage as Kuno’s attempt (paradigmatic in a modernist text) 
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to reenchant a wasteland through not only the body, but imagination. Kuno’s verbose and 

artful textualization of landscape into a living body of muscles and skin should perhaps be 

no wonder, then, considering the times in which Forster writes. As Christine Van Boheemen 

puts it, “What nature was to romanticism, the body is to modernism: virtually lost hence 

always talked about” (24).  

 
Flesh, Machinery, and the Myth of Transparency 

Kuno’s canonization of the body and Vashti’s abjection of it both unwittingly fall 

prey to what Jay Bolter dubs “The Myth of Transparency,” namely, the mistaken conviction 

that one can ever “get past the limits of representation and to achieve the real” (Bolter and 

Grusin 53). But such an error is understandable. When everyday human activities require 

gross bodily contact in order to survive (routinely walking, running, digging roots, and killing 

animals, for example—everything that Kuno seems to desire) one readily naturalizes the 

muscular body. Through regular, everyday use, the interface of the body disappears from 

one’s awareness as an interface, becoming transparent as mere “equipment” in Heidegger’s 

terminology. Vashti, in contrast, naturalizes a “post-body” Cartesian interface of sight-

privileging, hyper-quantified mediation that renders the corporeal body into an objectified 

other. However, seen from a transhumanist perspective, Vashti’s mechanically mediated 

body is on the contrary extended through such external prosthetics and becomes thereby 

enhanced, not diminished. In this view, Vashti’s immersion in an interface-world of buttons, 

video screens and tubes bestows on her an extreme “proprioceptive coherence” (Hayles, 

“Condition” 91) with the Machine. Vashti’s perception of what counts as her body would 

thus include the machine within it, representing a state of literal, naturalized cyborg-hood— 

one which presents only a somewhat hyperbolic version of the hypermediating interfaces, 

iPod to Bluetooth to Facebook, already so prominent in cyberculture today.  
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As Hayles explains in her book How We Became Posthuman, the effect of such 

interfaces is a destabilization of bodily and subjective identity: “the boundaries of the 

autonomous subject are up for grabs, since feedback loops can flow not only within the 

subject but also between the subject and the environment” (2). For Kuno and Vashti both, 

their connecting interface appears natural and “immediate” (the latter being a term that 

suggests not only rapidity but also an unmediated mode of connection). But what accounts 

for the seeming “immediacy” of an interface (or the boundaries of the seemingly “given” 

body) is dictated only by habit, not ontology—and if that is true, can either one of these 

interfaces claim priority as a more “authentic” mode of contact with the world? And of 

course, my use of the singular “the” for “world” here is especially problematic. It’s not as if 

all interfaces simply connect to the same “real world” and then merely represent it 

differently. The interface one uses in part constructs and brings forth the very world in 

question. Marshall McLuhan reminds us that media do not neutrally “inform.” Rather, when 

he says that the medium is the “massage”—not just “message”—he is emphasizing how 

media “work us over completely” (McLuhan and Fiore 26), reconfiguring our basic sense of 

body, space, and place (or lack thereof). Media interfaces become, in effect, environments of 

their own.16  

Forster’s valorization of bodily contact and the notion that it constitutes direct, 

unmediated connection is not reserved only for Kuno and naïve folk-philosophers, however, 

even post-Derrida. In the excellent, seminal essay “Images of a Networked Society: E.M. 

Forster’s ‘The Machine Stops’” Marcia Bundy Seabury asserts that “Networked life 

consistently interposes a device between people and direct experience” (66, my emphasis), which 

seems to imply that if only technological devices were removed, immediacy of awareness 

would inevitably ensue. Similarly, in his essay “Telepistemology: Descartes’ Last Stand,” 
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Hubert Dreyfus, a well-known scholar of existentialism and phenomenology, naturalizes the 

bodily interface by suggesting that contemporary telepresence technologies “remain isolated 

instances of mediated interaction in contrast to our direct access to the everyday commonsense world” 

(Dreyfus, “Telepistemology” 56, my emphasis). Dreyfus thus makes the divide between 

technologically mediated interaction and gross bodily contact seem unproblematically 

secure—indeed, ontologically distinct—by contrasting “tele-technologies and the 

telepresence they deliver on the one hand” with “what little remains of our everyday unmediated 

interaction with people and things, on the other” (Dreyfus, “Telepistemology” 56, my emphasis).  

But the carefree invocation of the terms “direct” and “everyday” here by Seabury 

and Dreyfus ought to give us pause. Whose “everyday” are we talking about, exactly? The 

immediacy humans once felt only through gross physical contact now in many respects has 

given way to virtualized interactions that now feel just as immediate: consider the muscle-

memory we invoke in our use of a computer mouse, or witness our effortless navigation of 

cyberspace on the world-wide web. And now whenever you mutter that you need to clean 

your “cluttered desktop,” chances are that you’re not talking about a physical desk-space 

anymore. Proprioceptive coherence is here at work again, extending our bodily boundaries 

to include the technological interfaces with which we interact routinely. It’s thus not the 

body per se that feels unmediated, but rather, any habitual set of interactions that does. Or, 

another way to put this might be to say that any habitual set of interface interactions actually 

includes the interface as part of “the body” as it is phenomenologically encountered.  

Technology thus discloses the difficulty in drawing discrete, well-defined boundaries 

around the embodied self. As McLuhan points out, our consent is not required for such 

technological extensions to perform their work on us. 

To behold, use or perceive any extension of ourselves in technological form is 
necessarily to embrace it. To listen to radio or to read the printed page it to accept 
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these extensions of ourselves into our personal system and to undergo the “closure” 
or displacement of perception that follows automatically. It is this continuous 
embrace of our own technology in daily use that puts us in the Narcissus role of 
subliminal awareness and numbness in relation to these images of ourselves. By 
continuously embracing technologies, we relate ourselves to them as 
servomechanisms. That is why we must, to use them at all, serve these objects, these 
extensions of ourselves, as gods or minor religions. An Indian is the servo-
mechanism of his canoe, as the cowboy of his horse or the executive of his clock. 
(McLuhan 68) 
 

Vashti’s decorporealized, push-button mode of being-in-the world represents precisely the 

sort of interface that environmental writers like Edward Abbey dread, because for them such 

extreme mediations by definition imply a loss of contact with the real. But with further 

examination, the questions “The Machine Stops” raises about the authenticity of mediated 

contact become progressively trickier. If we try to argue not merely on the basis of habit but 

by way of some more defensible criterion, consider the presuppositions one must invoke to 

make sense of what me mean by “authentic” or “unmediated” contact even in the most 

“everyday” of circumstances. Because of the recent advent of handheld devices like iPhones, 

young children growing up today try to touch the screens (instead of the keys) of laptops and 

TV’s, expecting them to respond. To them, the “natural” use of their hands is to touch a 

screen with them. To older generations, keypresses are the interface of choice and writing by 

hand feels unnatural. If we press this argument further, we are led to ask why certain age-old 

technological prosthetics—like eyeglasses or pens or a blind man’s cane—should be 

considered any more “authentic” than artificial limbs or motorized vehicles.  

Is there, then, any legitimate basis for naturalizing certain interfaces and 

“artificializing” others? On these lines Hannah Arendt argues that some technologies are in 

fact more natural than others.  

There never was any doubt about man’s being adjusted to the tools he used; one 
might as well adjust him to his hands. The case of machines is entirely different. 
Unlike the tools of workmanship, which at every given moment in the work process 
remain the servants of the hand, the machines demand that the laborer serve them, 
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that he adjust the natural rhythm of this body to their mechanical movement. (qtd. in 
Elkins 53) 

 
At first Arendt’s method for privileging the “naturalness” of certain interfaces over others 

seems promising, until one recalls that proprioceptive coherence happens not only with 

hand tools but also between humans and sophisticated computers, video screens, cell 

phones, and everyday machinery like the automobile.17 The dividing line between Arendt’s 

“natural” tool and “unnatural” machine has by now become blurred beyond hope of 

recognition; over time our habitual use of machine interfaces has made them as transparent 

today as our use of Neolithic grinding stones might have been ten thousand years ago. If 

such issues seem problematic right now, imagine how thorny they will become when in the 

near future robotic exoskeletons will enable literally anyone to hike tall mountains by doing 

little more than twitch their muscles to trigger mechanical servo-motors.18 Kuno’s myth of 

the pure body, and Forster’s suggestion that an originary body lies beneath the dress of 

culture, are poorly equipped to help us resolve (or even debate) such complex and vexing 

questions.  

But Kuno is far from alone in naturalizing the bodily interface and thereby 

privileging the illusion of fleshly transparency. Many of us (especially nature writers and 

those in ecocritical circles) readily do so, consciously or not. And even though equating flesh 

with immediacy is (I would contend) a mistake, Dreyfus and others are absolutely right that 

something existentially significant happens to us based on our specific modes of interaction 

with the world. Just because all contact must be mediated somehow, it does not follow that no 

value distinctions can be made between different modes of mediation. Instead of passively 

acquiescing to machine-mediated conveyances, Kuno wants to be constantly reminded of 

the fleshly interface of his body by working it repeatedly it until it aches, in order that he 

might feel constantly present in the processes involved in his own locomotion.19 For Kuno, the 
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use of the body thus represents a powerful mode of resistance to the Machine because it 

reclaims human agency in the performance of everyday activities.  

Like Kuno, most of us perceive some modes of interaction as distinctively “more 

real” than others—however hard this might be to demonstrate—and not merely as 

“different.” It feels “more real” to touch actual skin to sandstone and feel its gritty texture 

slide between our fingertips than to sit inside a climate controlled automobile behind tinted 

glass and just “spectate.” Reality seems to inhere in what resists or “pushes back.” In Desert 

Solitaire, Edward Abbey famously argued that you can’t see anything in the Arches until you 

get out of your car and drag your body across slickrock till you leave a trail of blood in your 

wake. Perhaps he’s right. All that concerns me in such assessments is how we so easily 

employ the standards of our own “everyday” circumstances to dictate what counts as “real” 

vs. “inauthentic” encounters with the landscape in such a rapidly changing world.20 We’ve 

already naturalized the interface of the shoe, the eyeglass, and the contact lens to such a 

degree that they feel simply “given” when in fact these all were once radically new 

technologies. Whatever the future might be, its “everyday” will not be our everyday, so to 

examine questions responsibly as to what counts as authentic “connection” (connection 

being of course Forster’s lingering concern throughout his works) demands that we use 

criteria other than those which merely feel “natural” to us at any given state of technological 

development.21  

If Forster’s dystopian fable seems at all compelling today, one-hundred years after its 

initial publication, it might be for one of the reasons Marcia Bundy Seabury suggests, namely 

that totalitarian dystopias like 1984 seem right now “less imminent than Forster’s of satisfied 

individuals sitting before their personal computers” (61). She goes on to raise the vital allied 

point that in Forster’s world of the Machine, “People see not the forces of nature but rather 
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only the machine and the walls of their man-made rooms […] shut off visually from a world 

they did not make” (63). This insight highlights the peculiar ecocritical significance of 

Forster’s fable in showing how not only the representation of nature, but the failure to 

represent nature, itself betrays a particular ecological world view. For the denizens of the 

Machine, the Machine is a self-enclosing all. Outside its Cartesian theater there exists no “big 

outside” (to invoke Dave Foreman’s term for wild places) to count as a reference point for 

either health or sublimity. Vashti deflates any such potential in her blanket condemnation of 

the surface world as seen from the airship: “There are no ideas here” (103).  

Keeping such concerns in mind, perhaps a useful ecocritical approach in accounting 

for the role of technology in “connecting,” then, might be to shift one’s focus. Instead of 

asking if a particular embodied (or disembodied) mode of connection is “authentic,” one 

might ask instead with whom (or what) one connects in the first place. In a world (like 

Vashti’s) in which everything one encounters is either human or human-produced, the more-

than-human other vanishes, and any perceived relationship with it is severed. But holding 

technological prosthetics liable for such dissociation, as Kuno does, is over-simple. Recollect 

the iconic image of the boot in the recent film WALL-E in which this man-made interface 

in fact reconnects people to the Earth rather than dissociating them from it. Likewise, 

in James Cameron’s film Avatar, only by inhabiting remotely controlled bodies are humans 

once again able to re-connect with nature. Moreover, in the present-day information age, the 

model of technology in terms of prosthetics has become outmoded. Through virtual realities 

we now inhabit competing environments, some virtual and some natural, raising anxieties that 

technologically mediated nature and virtual landscapes both evacuate the Earth of aura.  

Forster echoes this perception in “The Machine Stops,” where machine-dominated 

landscapes and technical mediations mean that “All the old literature, with its praise of 
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Nature, and its fear of nature, rang false as the prattle of a child” (98). Visual and sonic 

representations, both indefinitely replicable and playable on demand, drain potency from 

concrete physical presences; the hyperreal overtakes and subsumes the wild by becoming 

“even better than the real thing.” Forster further anticipates modern-day hypermediated 

experiences of nature when his narrator states that “Those who still wanted to know what 

the earth was like had after all only to listen to some gramophone or look into some 

cinematophote” (114). 

But is the problem with “mediated nature” the simple fact that it is mediated (an 

inescapable condition always at some level), or rather that with certain types of mediation 

comes a loss of connection with the other, particularly wild places? Marshall McLuhan, often 

represented as an unmitigated technophile, argues intriguingly that one major problem with 

technological mediation is in fact the threat it poses to alterity. McLuhan would probably 

consider Forster’s Machine-world a paradigm case of “Narcissus as Narcosis.” As discussed 

in the Introduction, McLuhan contends that technological extensions create the illusion of 

otherness when they really only reflect humanity back to itself.22 Narcissus also creates 

numbness by dulling our sensitivity to any media that we haven’t produced ourselves, which 

results in our becoming even further self-enclosed.  

In case the threat of lost contact with the other seems insufficiently concerning, 

consider a possibility that proponents of Deep Ecology raise, namely that our very identity is 

constructed only through such relations. Likewise, ecophilosopher David Abram insists that 

such relationships are not “add-ons” but are instead basic to our humanity: 

Humans are tuned for relationship. The eyes, the skin, the tongue, ears, and 
nostrils—all are gates where our body receives the nourishment of otherness. 
[…] we are human only in contact, in conviviality, with what is not human. 
[…] Direct sensuous reality, in all its more-than-human mystery, remains the 
solid touchstone for an experiential world now inundated with electronically-
generated vistas and engineered pleasures; only in regular contact with the 
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tangible ground and sky can we learn how to orient and to navigate in the 
multiple dimensions that now claim us. (Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous ix) 
 

Unlike Vashti, Abram conceives the human being as in no way eccentric to the physical 

world. Far from representing the human being as a self-contained, immaterial, rational mind 

(like Vashti), Abram construes selfhood as constituted wholly by its relationship to a more-

than-human, more-than-rational set of fellow characters. If Abram is right, then unless we 

routinely interface our bodies with the more-than-human world, through our isolation we 

risk losing something essential to our humanness. This ecocritical viewpoint highlights how 

it is not just the Earth that is threatened, but ourselves. Lacking a vital connection to wild 

nature, people are in danger of devolving into quasi-human simulacra. Kevin DeLuca calls 

this condition of self-enclosed communication “technosoliloquy” (DeLuca, “Blackberries”). 

The hypermediating modes of contact that networked computing provides should therefore 

give us serious pause and make us question to whom, exactly, we are networked—and who 

gets excluded. We ought also to consider whether or not as human individuals we still 

possess the bandwidth needed to experience the world invoking more senses than the visual, 

and ask if we still remember the protocols required to connect ourselves with the furred, 

creeping, burrowing, flying, and flowing more-than-human inhabitants of the earthly 

landscape. Do we hear the hum of insects anymore, or only that of our desktop machines? 

Despite its excessive optimism at reclaiming “beautiful naked man” and for escaping 

wholesale from technological mediation, “The Machine Stops” succeeds admirably in 

forecasting specific liabilities inhering in 21st-century cyberculture and in exposing the facile 

notion that technology can provide amplification without loss. Through habitual use, 

technologies that amplify the body inevitably substitute for and displace corporeal modes of 

awareness—or in the very least they hybridize with the body to a degree that makes the 

distinction between body and technology all the more difficult to sort out. Even if Forster’s 
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dream of reclaiming a technologically unfettered human body succumbs to a modernist 

nostalgia for something that never existed, he is right to represent grim and alienating 

possibilities if we plug ourselves into modes of awareness mediated exclusively by machinery 

and telepresence technologies. If we are to keep fleshly modes of “only connecting” intact in 

the 21st century and beyond, we might be required to in some part “only disconnect” from 

those interactions—machine-mediated or not—that disembody us.  

 
Part II 

Lawrence’s Faceless Interface: Rescuing Fleshly Connection 

in Lady Chatterley’s Lover 

The machine has no windows. But even the most mechanized human being has only 
got his windows nailed up, or bricked in.  

– D.H. Lawrence, “Pan in America” (72) 
 
D.H. Lawrence’s 1928 novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover echoes many of E.M. Forster’s 

concerns about how to “only connect,” and likewise finds its cure for alienation through an 

attempt to reclaim the fleshly interface. Lady Chatterley (Connie) lives with her husband, Sir 

Clifford, at his family’s estate of Wragby after the end of World War I. Like Vashti in “The 

Machine Stops,” Clifford identifies with intellect and abstraction, and likewise travels not by 

foot but via a wheeled chair. His paralysis, however, is literal as well as symbolic. Severely 

injured in the War, Sir Clifford returns to his family’s estate impotent and unable to feel 

anything from the waist down. He compensates by composing worlds of words in slick 

modern fiction, managing his family’s coal mine, and puffing around the estate in his motor-

powered wheelchair. Unsurprisingly, Clifford valorizes what he and his intellectual friends 

call “the mental life,” a rationalistic approach to the world that disparages embodiment and 

abstracts sensation from vital bodily connections. (His sort of people live entirely in their 

heads, and the narrator’s tone suggests that for all practical purposes they might as well be 
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paralyzed from the waist down anyway.) Like Forster’s rebellious Kuno, Connie Chatterley 

feels stirrings of discontent when she discovers that she herself has become paralyzed by 

such excessive mentality, her vitality withering before Clifford’s bloodless abstractions. 

Ultimately, she finds solace in the wood near Wragby, where she discovers a potent sexual 

connection with the gamekeeper Mellors and opens herself to a fleshly penetration that 

violates the boundaries of marriage and of social class both.  

Like Forster, Lawrence writes in an effort to revive the “lost body”—and in so doing 

he invites the body to inform the novel’s very mode of textual representation. For its 

readers, the biggest scandal in Lady Chatterley’s Lover was not its depiction of adultery or 

mixing of classes but its explicit representation of sexual acts and its free use and 

glorification of notorious Anglo-Saxon four-letter words. Such “vulgar” uses of language 

formally enact the protagonists’ rejection of abstract and culturally approved representations 

in favor of carnal prose. Lawrence’s attempt to unify textual content and form is 

accompanied by another crucial synthesis in his characters: an attempted union of the carnal 

body with the intellect in the figures of both Lady Chatterley and the gamekeeper Mellors. 

Moreover, Lawrence represents their “connection” as explicitly sexual—they relate primarily 

through the wordless, faceless interface of the loins rather than through eye contact or 

abstract signifying schemes. In these ways, Lawrence rages against sterile mentality and 

mechanism, and in so doing offers a less utopian but more coherent and comprehensive 

vision of how to “only connect” than Forster does. If “that dangerous supplement” for 

Rousseau was writing or masturbation, then the dangerous Derridean supplement for 

Forster and Lawrence was the use of machines to perform functions formerly reserved for 

the human body. For both writers, the machine threatened humanity by excessively 

mediating contact with nature and with fellow human beings, eliminating use of the muscles 
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and effectively reducing people to passionless intellects. Where Kuno had refused to look 

into his mother’s face “through the machine” in “The Machine Stops” and yearned instead 

for a corporeal embrace and the ache of muscles in his legs and feet, in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, 

the face likewise becomes synecdotal for passionless mentality. As a result, Constance averts 

her attention from the head and toward the faceless interface below—the loins. To register 

as real, contact must become carnal rather than cognitive.   

 
The Mechanical Wastelands of Sir Clifford and Wragby Estate 

The sterility of Clifford’s hypermentality is accompanied by a corresponding sterility 

in the household and estate at large. Connie finds the Chatterley’s house deplorable for its 

“mechanical cleanliness and mechanical order” in which “no warmth of feeling united it 

organically” (17).23 As Lawrence explains in “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” organic 

for him implies an integration and wholeness binding mind to body, individual to cosmos—

connections utterly missing for Clifford and Connie both: “there was no touch, no actual 

contact. It was as if the whole thing took place on an artificial earth” (16). The lack of 

cohesion inside the house is reflected in how the estate fails to maintain even its own 

boundaries and internal integrity. Surrounded by the collieries, Wragby is permeated year-

round by the sulfurous stench of the mines. The woods have been partly denuded in support 

of the War effort, having been converted to trench timbers. The wild game has been killed 

by poachers. This sterilized wasteland is mapped onto the body of the estate’s master, Sir 

Clifford, whose paralysis seems more a result of his pre-existing intellectual self-

identification than from injuries sustained during the War. Because of his exclusively mental 

mode of operation, Clifford functions like a failed synecdoche, a fragmented figure that fails 

to stand in for a whole. Like the industrialist Gerald Crich in Lawrence’s earlier novel Women 
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in Love, Clifford is so mechanically absorbed that he reduces even living beings to gears in 

motion. Connie, for example, notes “how little connection he really had with people”: 

The miners were, in a sense, his own men: but he saw them as objects rather than 
men, parts of the pit rather than as parts of life, and crude raw phenomena rather 
than human beings along with him […] he was not in touch. He was not in actual 
touch with anything or anybody […] just a negation of human contact […] It was as 
if the whole of his being were in his stories.” (15)  
 

Clifford at best becomes a metonym for humanity amputated by mentality and the machine, 

Lawrence’s male counterpart to Forster’s chair-bound Vashti, both delighting in abstract 

signifying schemes severed from their bodily referents.  

Because of Clifford’s impotence, Connie’s father considers her a demi-vierge—a “half-

virgin.” Like Clifford, she herself becomes an amputated, unintegrated figure whose sexuality 

is no longer consummated hip-to-hip. Their relationship has become purely a “meeting of 

the minds”: “He was so very much at one with her, in his mind and hers. But bodily they 

were non-existent to one another, and neither could bear to drag in the corpus delicti. They 

were so intimate, and utterly out of touch” (18). Sex itself is hyper-intellectualized by the 

literati in Clifford’s circle. The regular visitors to Wragby are all young intellectuals who like 

Clifford “believed in the life of the mind, and keeping pure the integrity of the mind.” (31). 

For them, sex is a hot topic, but mostly because of the Foucauldian power and pleasure it 

brings them to remediate the sexual experience into discourse: for them, sex is merely an 

“interchange of sensation” (33), basically “another form of talk.”24 They themselves remain 

untouched by the sexual encounter. Physical touch becomes, in fact, a form of 

contamination only to be overcome through the mediating power of language. As Clifford 

puffs around in his motor-chair, he annoys Connie by his endless remediation of the 

landscape into literary figures:  

She was angry with him, turning everything into words. Violets were Juno’s eyelids 
and windflowers were unravished brides. How she hated words, always coming 
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between her and life! They did the ravishing if anything did: ready-made words and 
phrases sucking all the life-sap out of living things. (93)  
 
So although Sir Clifford professes to love the oak trees surrounding Wragby, his 

relationship with them is conspicuously proprietary, “they were his own through generations. 

He wanted to protect them. He wanted this place inviolate, shut off from the world” (42). 

His verbal expression of desire further exhibits power by transforming the physical 

landscape into sanitized discourse: “This is the old England, the heart of it: and I intend to 

keep it intact. […] I want this wood perfect—untouched” (42). Clifford’s wood is rooted less 

in the actual trees themselves than in abstract ideas of how they might participate in a 

signifying scheme representing the ideal of “old England,” untouched by actual bodies or the 

caress of time.  

In short, Clifford wants to keep the wood “intact” as a second demi-vierge—an 

untouched pastoral retreat to which he is himself tangibly insensible. Because of his 

desensitized, industrialized mode of awareness, he doesn’t even recognize to what degree the 

machinery of the mines has already invaded Clifford’s supposedly inviolate Eden. Connie 

says “’Oh yes!” in response to Clifford’s panegyric over the oaks, but even as she says it, 

“she heard the eleven-o’clock blower at Stacks Gate colliery. Clifford was too used to the 

sound to notice” (42). One of the early hints in the novel of just how different a character 

the gamekeeper Mellors is from Clifford is his sensitive awareness of the mine even while 

inside the wood: “He went down again, into the darkness and seclusion of the wood. But he 

knew that the seclusion of the wood was illusory. The industrial noises broke the solitude, 

the sharp lights, though unseen, mocked it” (119). The organic life of the wood has been 

colonized by the “machine in the garden,” even as Clifford’s own body has been overtaken 

by it. Again we see that Clifford’s awareness is not amputated by his injury; rather, his injury 
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sacramentally enacts the amputation that had already been performed on him by the “mental 

life.” 

Whereas for Clifford the seat of identity is entirely “above the hip,” for Connie his 

“dead legs” come to strike her as a diminishment of his essential humanness. Likewise when 

Mellors, the gamekeeper, witnesses Connie lift Clifford from his chair, “He went pale, with a 

sort of fear.” In seeing Connie “lifting the inert legs of the man in her arms […] he was 

frightened” (48). If Clifford was shipped back to England after the war “more or less in bits” 

(5), his proclivity for analysis likewise “leaves everything to bits at the end” (50). Connie’s 

sense of her own “analysis paralysis” comes to the fore in her realization that Wragby has 

made her into a wraith-like shadow of her former self. For her, living on the estate has 

become  

[L]ike a dream: or rather, it was like the simulacrum of reality. The oak-leaves to her 
were like oak-leaves seen ruffling in a mirror, she herself was a figure somebody had 
read about, picking primroses that were only shadows, or memories, or words. No 
substance to her or anything—no touch, no contact. (18)  
 
When Connie seeks solace and reality deep in the wood away from the house, she 

stumbles upon the gamekeeper bathing behind his cottage. She spies on him at length, 

marveling at this carnal epiphany: 

He was naked to the hips, his velveteen britches slipping down over his slender loins. 
And his white, slender back was curved over a big bowl of soapy water, in which he 
ducked his head, shaking his head with a queer, quick little motion, lifting his slender 
white arms and pressing the soapy water from his ears: quick, subtle as a weasel 
playing with water, and utterly alone. (66) 

 
Connie dedicates special attention to the very body parts that have been rendered insensitive 

in her husband, namely the hips and the loins. In a far cry from her husband’s rarified and 

analytical self—Clifford is almost a caricature of Descartes’ “I” as “thinking thing”—the 

gamekeeper Mellors becomes animalized. Instead of being identified through either 

intellectual or facial description, he is compared with one of the wood’s wilier inhabitants, a 
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weasel. Significantly, Constance’s reaction is likewise visceral rather than intellectual, being 

reciprocally felt within her own body: 

It was a visionary experience: it had hit her in the middle of her body. She saw the 
clumsy breeches slipping away over the pure, delicate white loins, the bones showing 
a little, and the sense of aloneness, of a creature purely alone, overwhelmed her. […] 
Not the stuff of beauty, nor even the body of beauty, but a certain lambency, the 
warm white flame of a single life revealing itself in contours that one might touch: a 
body! (66)  
 

Such “vulgar privacies” hit her hard—“a shock of vision in her womb” (66) erupts from her 

having witnessed a wordless, quotidian bodily act—significant as much for its pelvic locus as 

for its potency.  

 Deeply affected by viewing the gamekeeper’s naked body in the wood, Connie goes 

up to her bedroom where she imitates his bareness, removing all her clothes and inspecting 

her naked body in the mirror. Unlike the gamekeeper’s lambency, her own body displays the 

ravages of the “mental life”—she is deprived of “gleam and sparkle in the flesh” (70). In an 

attempt to mirror the vitality of the gamekeeper, she elides her face in favor of the animal 

body, attending, as she did when viewing Mellors, particularly to the loins and hips—and 

notes that they are fading in their vitality.25 Her carnal conversion in the wood has followed 

her home, and she grows ever more discontent with the gnostic body-abjection promoted by 

Clifford and guests like Lady Bennerley, who echoes her host in yearning for a future 

civilization very much in line with Forster’s machine-mediated dystopia: “So long as you can 

forget your body, you are happy […] And the moment you begin to be aware of your body, 

you are wretched. So if civilization is any good, it has to help us forget our bodies, and then 

time passes happily, without our knowing it” (75). In response, a counterforce arises within 

her: “Something echoed inside Connie. ‘Give me the resurrection of the body! the 

democracy of touch!” (76).   
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The Empire of Machinery and the Democracy of Touch 

Since Connie’s body is, like the wood, in large part sterilized and dead, the 

gamekeeper must act as a salvific force to both resurrect her and return wildness to the 

landscape. He does both through an Easter-like ritual of hatching eggs. Connie begins to 

visit Mellors’ hut regularly, where he is raising pheasants as game birds. Wistfully watching 

the pheasants sitting on their eggs, Connie concludes that she is in contrast sterile, “not a 

female thing at all” (113). But by witnessing new life spring forth from the eggs as chicks, 

regeneration begins to work inside Connie herself, and she and Mellors soon find redeeming 

contact together, hip-to-hip, through sexual intercourse. Significantly, when Connie and 

Mellors first lie together in the hut it is in darkness. Denied the analytic clarity of vision, the 

less analytic bodily interfaces get busy and reclaim an agency all their own. “She lay quite 

still, in a sort of sleep, in a sort of dream. Then she quivered as she felt his hand groping 

softly, yet with a queer thwarted clumsiness, among her clothing. Yet the hand knew, too, 

how to unclothe her where it wanted” (116).  

As a primitive forest enclosure used for hatching baby pheasants, the gamekeeper’s 

hut is not just a womb of fecundity but also a crucially hybrid space—a liminal juncture 

between wildness and civilization, between the natural and the technological. Such hybridity 

is key to understanding the relationship between the mind and body in Lawrence’s novel. In 

“A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” Lawrence insists that “Life is only bearable when the 

mind and the body are in harmony, and there is a natural balance between the two, and each 

has a natural respect for the other” (310). The novel’s sexual relationships map onto this 

notion perfectly—though, some critics say, too schematically.26 Mellors had experienced 

firsthand the “Arabella and Sue problem” that Jude Fawley faced in Thomas Hardy’s 1895 

novel Jude the Obscure. Mellors’ first love had been a schoolmaster’s daughter, and like Hardy’s 
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ethereal Sue, she proves highly intelligent but utterly disembodied. “We were the most 

literary-cultured couple in ten counties […] The serpent in the grass was sex. She somehow 

didn’t have any…” (200). His second lover likewise “loved everything about love, except the 

sex.” (201). To amend for these casualties of the “mental life,” even though Mellors is 

himself educated, he courts the “common” girl next door, Bertha Coutts, to quite a different 

effect. 

My Dad left me three hundred pounds when he died.—So I took on Bertha, and I 
was glad she was common. I wanted her to be common. I wanted to be common 
myself.—Well, I married her, and she wasn’t bad. Those other “pure” women had 
nearly taken all the balls out of me, but she was all right that way. She wanted me, 
and made no bones about it. And I was as pleased as punch. That was what I 
wanted: a woman who wanted me to fuck her. So I fucked her like a good un. (201) 

 
But Mellors soon discovers that (in his own estimation, anyway) Bertha is likewise only 

fractionally human: like Hardy’s Arabella she possesses nothing beyond the sensuous animal 

body—Mellors even depicts her clitoris as a raptor’s ferocious beak tearing at its prey. They 

fight continuously and she punishes him by denying him sexual satisfaction. As a result, he 

gives up women to live alone as the Chatterleys’ gamekeeper. With Connie, however, he 

finally discovers a woman who mingles passion and compassion, a carnally embodied 

intellect. (As one expects from a Hardy novel, Jude Fawley is never so lucky.)  

Mellors himself—a well-traveled former military officer capable of speaking both 

“proper” English and local dialect—is likewise a hybrid figure that provides Connie with a 

man who unites earthiness with sensitivity and intelligence. Sir Clifford is another story, 

however. He, too, embodies a hybrid identity, but from Connie’s vantage point he is a 

chimera of the most devilish sort: one that combines mentality and machinery. Clifford 

treats his wheeled motor-chair as an extension of his will—a prosthetic mechanical body. 

Clifford proudly declares of his motor-chair, “I ride upon the achievement of mind of man, 

and that beats a horse” and “no more black horse to thrash and maltreat. Plato never 
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thought we’d go one better than his black steed and his white steed, and have no steeds at 

all, only an engine!” (179). Clifford’s refiguration of the classical allusion is significant: in 

Plato’s allegory of the chariot from the Phaedrus, the soul is represented with reason as a 

charioteer driving two horses, one white, one black. The white horse embodies the “spirited” 

and courageous impulses of the soul (which, though potentially noble, can lead to irascibility) 

whereas the black horse embodies the soul’s bodily desires and appetites. In Plato these two 

horses are not actually evil but simply nonrational, impulses that must be subordinated to the 

guidance of reason for the soul to function harmoniously. Clifford’s desire for “No steeds at 

all, only an engine” tellingly replaces Plato’s organic metaphor with a mechanical one: the 

spirit of the horse becomes the whining of a motor subjected to the driver’s will (a horse 

may be guided by a whip, but like the feisty stallion in Lawrence’s novella St. Mawr, an animal 

might also resist direction in ways that machines do not). More crucially, Clifford’s 

replacement of Plato’s steeds with a wheeled machine thoroughly decorporealizes the image 

of the soul. Wheels substitute for legs, a motor for muscles. The white horse’s spirit and the 

black horse’s appetite are, in effect, put out to pasture. Clifford’s new image of the soul 

melds cold rationality with obedient machinery, retaining no fleshly (“nonrational”) impulses 

of its own anywhere inside it.  

Clifford’s adoration for the “achievement of the mind of man” and subsequent 

derogation of the horse are in part attributable to his fetish for the new. Connie had 

lamented how Clifford’s writing showed “no organic connection with the thought and 

expression which had gone before. Only something new in the world: the Chatterley books: 

entirely personal” (17). In his zeal for machinery and love of novelty, Clifford echoes the 

sentiments of the early twentieth-century Italian Futurist Filippo Marinetti. Lawrence was 

himself enamored with several aspects of Marinetti’s Futurism, in particular its emphasis on 
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dynamic energy and formal innovation. Where Lawrence departed—radically—from 

Marinetti was in the former’s insistence that motion must emerge from within the fleshly 

body to qualify as “spontaneous”—spontaneity being for Lawrence an essential quality that 

makes motion truly animate and not merely kinetic. So where Lawrence construed machines as 

extraneous to the body and therefore as falsely prosthetic substitutes for human sinews and 

bone, Marinetti yearned to hybridize metal and flesh. When in 1905 Marinetti declared 

“Hoorah! No more contact with the vile earth!” (qtd. in Virilio 73) he was not, in fact, 

seeking to evade corporeality. Far from it; like other members of the avant-garde, Marinetti 

yearned foremost simply to “make it new.” Marinetti’s “vile earth” represented stasis, 

limitation, and the passé. Nature was to be abjected primarily because it was “the given,” too 

old and now obsolete. The true avant-garde artist must in contrast inhabit a world actively 

transformed by art (one can detect similar sentiments in Whistler and Wilde on nature as 

aesthetic failure in the two decades prior). For Marinetti, it was the transformation of inert 

earthly elements into a frenzy of motion that inspired: “We say that the world’s magnificence 

has been enriched by a new beauty; the beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood is adorned 

with great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath—a roaring car that seems to ride on 

grapeshot—is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace” (187). Thus, Futurist art idealized 

machines as a sort of feral technology capable of outstripping lifeless sculpture from 

antiquity. Marinetti’s fascination with industrial-era technology was moreover motivated by 

his capacity to “animalize” it. For him, rail technology suggested not dead matter in motion, 

but “deep-chested locomotives whose wheels paw the tracks like the hooves of enormous 

steel horses” (187). Marinetti tellingly inverts Clifford’s metaphors here by transforming an 

engine into a kind of horse instead of a horse into an engine. In these ways Futurism fused 

vitalism with mechanism; according to one critic, Marinetti’s goal was thus not to transcend 
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the flesh but to unite it with the machine in “a mechanical pantheism in which the machine 

acquires a soul and the mind becomes a motor” (Poplawski, Encyclopedia of Literary Modernism 

152).  

The immachinated body of Clifford Chatterley not only invokes Marinetti but also 

anticipates later twentieth-century fusions of technology and flesh in Thomas Pynchon’s V, 

J.G. Ballard’s Crash, William Gibson’s prosthesis-wielding cyberpunks in Neuromancer, and 

David Cronenberg’s technologically penetrated bodies in films like Videodrome and eXistenZ. 

These integrations of flesh and machine can be conceived under the various matrices of 

posthumanist, cyborg, or transhumanist technologically hybrid identities. In stark contrast, 

Lawrence’s idealized “natural” body, for all its vibrant sexuality, remains technologically 

inviolate, a fleshly membrane forever unbreached by intercourse with machinery. More 

accurately, Lawrence would hold that no genuine “intercourse” of this kind would even be 

possible because, unlike nature, the machine lacks an animate presence of its own with 

which to reciprocate as a feeling partner.  

Lawrence’s view that mechanical interfaces only set matter into blind and passionless 

motion of course stands in sharp contrast with Marinetti, whose overarching vision united 

metal, speed, and flesh and through their fusion exalted them. Lawrence finds such an image 

so far from sanguine that he ensures in his narrative that the techno-hybrid body fails. After 

the motor-chair gets stuck when Clifford attempts to drive it up an incline, Connie offers to 

help. “No! Don’t push!” Clifford angrily responds, “What’s the good of the damned thing, if 

it has to be pushed! Put the stone under” (187). In this way Clifford inverts Lawrence’s 

animistic bent by placing all his faith in inanimate machinery and the fruits of industry. 

Clifford asks Mellors to look at the motor, but Mellors is unsurprisingly ignorant of how 

such machines work—he is a man who knows the wood, after all, not iron. Ultimately, 
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Mellors is the one who has to push the motor-chair to get it to move. Kuno’s repressed body 

returns to haunt the failures of technology: when the machine stops, only the sinuous, fleshly 

legs of the gamekeeper succeed in getting Clifford back up the hill.  

Perhaps more important than its lack of spontaneity, the machine’s inability to feel is 

pivotal to Connie and Mellor’s disdain for it. The machinery that Mellors had decried as 

“insentient iron” (119) proves utterly insensitive to the consequences of its very touch on the 

ground.  

In front of them ran the open cleft of the riding, between the hazel walls and the gay 
grey trees. The chair puffed slowly on, slowly surging into the forget-me-nots that 
rose up in the drive like milk-froth, beyond the hazel shadows. Clifford steered the 
middle course, where feet passing had kept a channel through the flowers. But 
Connie, walking behind, had watched the wheels jolt over the wood-ruff and the 
bugle, and squash the little yellow cups of the creeping-jenny. Now they made a wake 
through the forget-me-nots. (184) 

 
Because the motor-chair’s wheels do not experience their touch on the ground (an 

amplification of Hopkins’ lament “nor can foot feel, being shod”), they convey no sensitive 

feedback to Clifford, the driver, about his devastating impact on the landscape even in his 

own estate. When the narrator’s focalization shifts to Mellors, the threat of the “insentient 

iron world” (119) is painted with far broader strokes of indictment:  

The fault lay there, out there, in those evil electric lights and diabolical rattlings of 
engines. There, in the world of the mechanical greedy, greedy mechanism and 
mechanized greed, sparkling with lights and gushing hot metal and roaring with 
traffic, there lay the vast evil thing, ready to destroy whatever did not conform. Soon 
it would destroy the wood, and the bluebells would spring no more. All vulnerable 
things must perish under the rolling and running of iron. (119) 

 
In “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” Lawrence goes Mellors one further, equating 

the rolling of the machine not just with environmental injury but with wholesale terrestrial 

disenchantment: “the machine has killed the earth for us, making it a surface, more or less 

bumpy, that you travel over. How, out of all this, are we to get back to the grand orbs of the 

soul’s heavens, that fill us with unspeakable joy?” (331). For the lovers, getting back to such 



 130

an enchanted world is possible precisely through fleshly connection. Flesh, to use Merleau-

Ponty’s phrase, is “reversible”: everything it touches, touches it back—unlike dead metal or 

plastic, the interface of flesh feels the consequences of its own interaction with the world 

and responds accordingly. In contrast, the Lawrencean machine does more than mediate 

contact; like leprosy, it numbs it. Whereas “The Machine Stops” emphasizes the enfeebling 

consequences of mechanical mediation on the body, in Lady Chatterley’s Lover McLuhan’s 

“Narcissus as Narcosis” is represented also through a despoiled landscape. Numbness, or 

narcosis, is what puts the “insentient” into “insentient iron,” and its consequences on the 

landscape are like those of leprosy on the body. Without meaning to harm anyone 

intentionally, desensitized industrialists like Gerald Crich and Clifford Chatterley nonetheless 

fill the air with fumes and cover the landscape and colliers in grime, themselves too insulated 

from the consequences to care.   

Unlike Lawrence’s desire to unite the body with the rhythms of the cosmos, 

Marinetti’s “mechanical pantheism” included only techno-art, the “made,” and not the world 

of the “given.” For Marinetti, nature therefore persisted as a constant threat of 

contamination for which mechanical hygiene is required. In seeking to make “no more 

contact with the vile earth,” Marinetti fetishized machines like the tank, which overcome the 

threat of the abject by maintaining impermeable boundaries between themselves and the 

Earth. Virilio’s representation of tank technology embodies precisely the sort of mechanized 

disenchantment that Lawrence felt had reduced the Earth to a mere “surface” awaiting 

violent mechanical reinscription. As the narrator (voicing Connie) laments in Lady Chatterley’s 

Lover,  

This is history. One England blots out another. The mines had made the halls 
wealthy. Now they were blotting them out, as they had already blotted out the 
cottages. The industrial England blots out the agricultural England. One meaning 
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blots out another. The new England blots out the old England. And the continuity is 
not organic, but mechanical. (156) 

 
The tank succeeds precisely for the reason that it cannot feel the ground beneath it because 

of the mediating treads—just as Clifford wants his chair to move without obstruction, 

human force, or literal horsepower. As a result, Lawrence’s sense of the disenchantment 

wrought by machinery is unsuccessfully countered by Marinetti’s “mechanical pantheism.” 

Marinetti may inhabit metal with a soul, but he deprives the Earth of its own spirit in doing 

so. 

 
Carnalizing Connection: Lady Chatterley’s Loins and the 

Touch of Tenderness 

Intriguingly, with all of its concern over the dehumanization of humanity from 

technology, the trope of the “faceless machine” finds no place in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. If 

anything, the reverse is true. In the novel, faces become metonymic for hyper-mentality and 

the machine-mediated life. Whereas Clifford’s identity is from the hips up and the narrator’s 

descriptors for him are almost entirely face-related, Connie in contrast “woke up to the 

existence of legs. They became more important to her than faces, which are no longer very 

real” (254). Like Kuno in “The Machine Stops,” who refuses to look at his mother’s face 

through the Machine and who reclaims physical space by measuring it in “feet,” Connie and 

Mellors seek for an identity in the animal body rather than in their literal—or social, for that 

matter—“faces.” Whereas Sir Clifford’s sense of self is bound up entirely on his public 

“face,” for Mellors identity is more pubic than public: “Men were awfully kind to Constance 

Reid or to Lady Chatterley: but not to her womb they weren’t kind. And he took no notice 

of Constance or of Lady Chatterley: he just softly stroked her loins or her breasts.” (121). 

Mellors delights in touch, the “live, warm beauty of contact” that he finds “so much deeper 
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than the beauty of vision” (125). In the wood, animal sensation prevails, contra Vermeer and 

the cartographic impulse that rationalizes vision. So, in the darkness on the woods’ path, 

when Mellors bends over Connie’s “indistinguishable face,” he plants a kiss, in fact, on her 

left eye. “He hated mouth-kisses” (127). For Mellors, the erotic is faceless.  

For both of the lovers, the counterforce to the violence wrought by Clifford and the 

“insentient iron world” is found not in sight but in the fleshly touch of tenderness.  

Somewhere she was tender, tender with a tenderness of the growing hyacinths, 
something that has gone out of the celluloid women of today. But he would protect 
her with his heart for a little while. For a little while, before the insentient iron world 
and the Mammon of mechanized greed did them both in, her as well as him. (119)  
 

Tenderness was in fact one of Lawrence’s early working titles for the novel. For the lovers, 

touch, affection, and sensuality all keep one “in contact” in ways that vision, mentality, and 

machinery do not. In fact, as Roger Ebbatson points out, Connie’s sexual awakening is 

precisely what initiates her into a de-rationalized experience of nature as both animate and 

unmechanical: “The universe ceased to be the vast clockwork of circling planets and pivotal 

suns, which she had known … Everything had its own anima…” (qtd. in Ebbatson 30). In 

the same way that “one England blots out another” (158), Connie and Mellors in 

compensation “blot out” those things associated with calculative rationality and mentality by 

enclosing themselves within the wood, within the darkened hut, within each other’s 

protective arms, finding solace not so much in each other’s faces as in each other’s loins, 

their fused genitals becoming carnal synecdoches for cosmic connection.  

In a further act that disparages the personal face as interface, “Lady Chatterley” and 

“Mellors the Gamekeeper” not only strip off their clothes but also cast off their social 

identities. Already, the name “Connie” struggles against the fetters imposed by the stilted 

honorific “Lady Chatterley.” “Connie” echoes both coney, a wild rabbit, and cunny, an 

eighteenth-century variant of Mellors’ beloved word cunt. Ultimately the lovers declare 
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themselves to each other as “Lady Jane” and “John Thomas,” both “low” archetypal forms 

of self-identification drawn, in fact, from their sexual interfaces (210). (John Thomas and Lady 

Jane was the title of Lawrence’s second draft of the novel.) The very forget-me-nots that 

Clifford had smashed through in his motor-chair soon adorn the lovers’ pubic hair, 

garlanding both John Thomas and Lady Jane, again re-centering identity in the loins. 

Lawrence’s emphasis on the naked body here finds a hybrid but unmechanical realization; 

instead of deadening the loins with machinery, Mellors adorns Connie’s maidenhair with 

flowers. In this way the lovers “culture nature” by clothing themselves with unmanufactured 

plants, reinforcing Lawrence’s view that the use of a coldly mental interface can only 

obliterate nature whereas tenderness adorns and mingles oneself with it.  

In contrast to the depersonalized mode of contact that Lawrence advocates, he calls 

Sir Clifford “purely a personality,” one who has “lost entirely all connections with his fellow 

men and women, except those of usage” (Lawrence, “A Propos” 333). As we have seen, for 

the lovers, connection is far more than “personal,” and much more than an intensely felt 

sensation. For Lawrence, effacing the face and connecting at the pelvis through sex permits 

the lovers to join in with the wider rhythm of the cosmos:  

Oh what a catastrophe for man when he cut himself off from the rhythm of the year, 
from his unison with the sun and the earth. Oh what a catastrophe, what a maiming 
of love when it was made a personal, merely personal feeling, taken away from the 
rising and the setting of the sun, and cut off from the magic connection of the 
solstice and the equinox! This is what is the matter with us. We are bleeding at the 
roots, because we are cut off from the earth and sun and stars, and love is a grinning 
mockery, because, poor blossom, we plucked it from its stem on the tree of Life, and 
expected it to keep on blooming in our civilized vase on the table. (“A Propos” 323) 
 

The rhythmic, repetitive patterns of cyclic change in the sky Lawrence here maps onto love, 

and in the novel, onto the rhythmic sex act itself. Nature repeats itself, so our joining into its 

rhythms in fact demands a very anti-Futurist embrace of what has in fact already been 

“given” for billions of earthly orbital cycles. And not only that: whereas Lawrence was often 
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misconstrued as a sexual libertine, he in fact despised casual toying with sex. In an even 

more retrogressive move, he explicitly re-couples the sex act with biological reproduction: 

Mellors and Connie first feel pangs for each other in witnessing the pheasant chicks 

hatching, and Connie ultimately carries Mellor’s child inside her. Clifford in contrast 

embodies Lawrence’s “civilized vase” on the table: self-enclosed, dominating of attention, 

and capable only of supporting life that has been severed at the stem and fit to standardized 

proportions. Like the eponymous human artifact in Wallace Stevens’ “Anecdote of the Jar,” 

Clifford makes the unmanufactured world on his estate into “slovenly wilderness” via his 

artificial self-enclosure. To remain standing, Clifford’s precious wood must fit conceptually 

into Lawrence’s despised vase or be shoved inside Stevens’ civilizing jar, becoming 

“preserved” not in the sense of protected, but pickled. 

Perhaps the most crucial aspect of the fleshly interface in Lawrence is its demand for 

relationality. Instead of “personal sex,” which Lawrence calls “cold and bloodless” (“A 

Propos” 326) because it focuses on sensation more than relation, Lawrence advocates 

“phallic reality” (“A Propos” 328). Although this term justifiably raises red flags by appearing 

to advocate a blatant phallocentrism, Katie Gramich points out that Lawrence’s use of such 

terms invokes more than just individual body parts. Rather,  

[T]hough Connie admires Mellors’ phallus, there is also a deliberate blurring of the 
boundary between her body and his, so that the pleasure-giving organ becomes as 
much hers as his both in the act of love and afterward in moments of tenderness. 
Similarly, when Mellors defines the word “cunt” to Connie, his explanation that the 
body part belongs neither to one lover nor the other but to both in the act of 
copulation. (154) 

 
Gramich concludes that such a blurring of bodies challenges the stable, self-enclosed subject 

represented by Clifford. Lawrence’s notion of contact thus allows for “living in ritual 

adjustment to the cosmos in its revolutions, in eternal submission to the greater laws” (“A 

Propos” 328). To break the disenchantment of techno-modernity, Lawrence insists “We 
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must plant ourselves again in the universe” (“A Propos” 330), which implies not only 

contact with nature but an actual anchoring of oneself in it.  

 Like “The Machine Stops,” and also like environmental literature ranging from 

Walden to Desert Solitaire to Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Lady Chatterley’s Lover on the thematic level 

urges a return to the “real” through the shrugging off of encumbering and “inauthentic” 

cultural interfaces. What Lawrence Buell categorizes under the “aesthetics of 

relinquishment” in reference to environmental literature (Buell, The Environmental Imagination 

143), Gramich refers to as “Stripping off the ‘civilized body’” (149) in Lawrence. But 

Lawrence’s novel arguably goes farther than these other texts by performing a corresponding 

stripping away at the level of form as well. Michael Squires points out in his introduction 

how the third-person narrator’s voice in Lady Chatterley’s Lover is constantly infected by the 

point of view of the novel’s characters. Such varied focalizations resist any domination by a 

singular narrative voice and instead allow particular embodied modes of perception to voice 

themselves (xxv). Likewise, Lawrence’s abundant use of explicit terms like cunt and fuck 

reveals an effort to reclaim a fleshly interface on the level of textual representation. By 

stripping away euphemistic niceties of expression, Lawrence aims at visceral immediacy even 

in literature. If for Levinas the “immediate” happens only with face-to-face encounter, in 

Lawrence, it is found loin-to-loin in the phallus, “the great old symbol of the godly vitality in 

a man, and of immediate contact” (“A Propos” 328). In fact, Lawrence considered Forster’s 

work a failure precisely because, in his view, the latter refused to represent “connection” 

carnally. Christopher Lane points out how feeble Lawrence considered Forster’s attempts to 

“transpose desire into non-sexual forms” (Lane 104): “Forster…is bound hand and foot 

bodily […] why can’t he act?” (qtd. in Lane 104). If Lawrence is right, then Forster in fact 
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fails to “only connect” because he continuously remediates “phallic” connection into polite 

discourse rather than keeping his grip on the literal body.   

 There are other crucial ways that a reader might consider Forster’s writing a failure of 

connection, comparatively speaking. For example, read Margaret Schlegel’s yearning to “only 

connect” in Howards End in its broader context:  

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose and the 
passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in 
fragments no longer. Only connect, and the beast and the monk, robbed of the 
isolation that is life to either, will die. (148)  

 
However much Howards End idealizes a species of “connectedness” that kills off the 

extremities of body and spirit, in “The Machine Stops,” one finds the beast and the monk 

very much alive as Kuno and Vashti, respectively—at least, until the end of the story, when 

both die along with the Machine. Despite Kuno’s own lecture-based rhapsodizing at his 

experience of the surface, one has little reason to think that the others who live above, free 

from the strangling garments of culture, will have access to any intellectual reference point 

whatsoever. In all likelihood, such surface-dwellers also will also “hug the surface” 

hermeneutically speaking, forever suspicious of the depth that “ideas” might bring to their 

sensations. If the hyper-mental Vashti complained about “no ideas here” when flying over 

the Himalayas, then how much more might the naked surface-dwellers complain “no things 

here” if given the opportunity to soar over mental landscapes? “The Machine Stops” is so 

strictly bound up with the dichotomies of body/mind, naked/clothed, natural/cultural, 

instinctive/rational, embodied/mechanical, that in the end, it offers little more than a choice 

of poisons by forcing its inhabitants to assimilate one side or the other exclusively. A reader, 

however, hopes for alternatives more palatable than those in H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine, 

which gives us either intellectually civilized (but feeble) Eloi or savagely instinctive (and 

robust) Morlocks. Forster’s utopian dream of “beautiful naked man” makes little attempt to 
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synthesize these structural oppositions but instead merely reverses the binaries, and as a 

result, its “future as nightmare” offers little practical guidance for how we might humanely 

interface with mentality and digital technology—and not find ourselves “strangled” for 

doing so.  

Lady Chatterley’s Lover offers a more nuanced approach to mentality and technology 

than “The Machine Stops,” owing largely to its emphasis on hybridity over purity. As Bruno 

Latour has pointed out, the very effort to impose strict binaries onto the world results in a 

proliferation of hybrids: the divide of “nature/culture” becomes nature-culture (96)—or, for 

Haraway, “naturecultures” (Meeting Other Species 15). And in contrast to a view that seeks to 

authenticate human identity using only one side of the nature/culture binary, the hybridity of 

the cyborg would appear to be (as Haraway argues) a better operating metaphor. In this 

view, we exist always already as “boundary creatures.” Haraway contends moreover (with 

McLuhan and Bateson) that technological prosthetics should not be considered “external” to 

the subject. Is the blind man’s cane a part of his body or not? The cane transforms 

differences detected at its tip and enters into a feedback circuit with the body just like nerve 

endings do, so to deny it bodily participation would seem an arbitrary cutoff. (Mechanical 

prosthetics like Clifford’s motorchair might not be so successful, however.) The inability to 

draw clear lines in effect produces a new, “uncanny body” in which self and other mingle 

without clear distinction. Haraway’s postmodern approach to the human subject is 

paradigm-mangling; it does not just suggest new ways to spell out the self/other binary but 

rather proposes a new grammar, a new ontology that dissolves the binary opposition 

between them. Lawrence builds his novel very much along these lines in the hybrid 

characters of Connie and Mellors (each one carnal and cultured, physical and mental, animal 

and human, instinctive and rational), not to mention the lovers’ class-mixing relationship 
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itself (titled and working class, respectively), plus the hybrid spatial settings for their intimate 

relations (the hut, the wood near the colliery) along with the hybrid form of the text itself 

(both carnal and literary), embodying altogether a lively fusion of elements rather than a 

single either/or “solution” to intractable structural oppositions.  

But if Lawrence is so eager to embrace such hybrid identities, then why does he stop 

where he does? Why doesn’t he, like Marinetti and Haraway, also embrace the union of 

human and machine? Why is Sir Clifford a Frankenstein monster and not a celebrated 

cyborg? For Lawrence’s lovers, the answer is that the machine interface is all prose and no 

passion, and for that reason, it fails. Without fleshly feeling, the machine cannot perceive the 

touch of tenderness. The wheels of Clifford’s chair mark the ground without possessing any 

capacity to feel either the Earth’s reciprocation or its resistance. As a result, the lovers reject 

such a leprously numb interface, refusing to touch without being touched in return. But here 

is where one crucial difference between mechanical prosthetics and media technology come 

to the fore in Lawrence, namely, the latter’s capacity to convey feeling. Lady Chatterley’s Lover 

ends with a poignant account not of fleshly encounter, but of emotive telepresence: spatially 

separated and denied physical contact, Mellors writes Connie a letter. 

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 All subsequent citations for Forster are to “The Machine Stops” unless otherwise indicated. 
 
2 Ian Carter argues that although Forster considered automobile travel uncouth, for him the 
railway was “culturally neutral” and perhaps even capable of living up to its nineteenth-
century moniker of “Great Connector”—as suggested in this passage from Howards End: 
“[Hilton] station, like the scenery, like Helen’s letters, struck an indeterminate note. Into 
which country will it lead, England or Suburbia? It was new, it had island platforms and a 
subway, and the superficial comfort exacted by business men. But it also held hints of local 
life, personal intercourse” (qtd. in Carter 243). For Margaret Schlegel in Howards End, 
certainly the railway should not be held culpable for any technologically induced 
disenchantment; rather, she “had strong feelings about the various railway termini. They are 
our gates to the glorious and the unknown. Through them we pass out into adventure and 
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sunshine, to them, alas! we return […] the station of King’s Cross had always suggested 
Infinity” (Forster, Howards End 10). 
 
3 “The Machine Stops," a roughly 12,000 word short story by E.M. Forster, was first 
published in The Oxford and Cambridge Review in November, 1909. It was later included in the 
collection The Eternal Moment and Other Stories in 1928. The version I examine here is from 
E.M. Forster, Selected Stories, edited by David Leavitt and Mark Mitchell (New York: Penguin, 
2001). Few in-depth discussions of “The Machine Stops” exist. Two books that do examine 
it at some length include Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, 
Dystopia (Boulder: West View, 2000) and Mark R. Hillegas, The Future as Nightmare: H.G. Wells 
and the Anti-utopians (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967). Both texts emphasize the 
story’s seminal role in twentieth century dystopian literature, and in particular, its function as 
a response to technological utopianism in H.G. Wells. In contrast, in their introduction to 
Forster’s Selected Stories (New York: Penguin, 2001), David Leavitt and Mark Mitchell 
highlight how Forster’s story satirizes Oscar Wilde’s media-hungry “Critic as Artist.” In the 
past thirty years, fewer than a dozen academic articles have focused specifically on “The 
Machine Stops.” Charles Elkins’ essay “E.M. Forster’s ‘The Machine Stops’: Liberal-
Humanist Hostility to Technology” from the anthology Clockwork Worlds (1983) performs a 
strong reading of technological mediation in Forster’s text, speculating on not only the 
effects, but also the possible causes, of excessive technological mediation. Gorman 
Beauchamp’s 1986 essay in Modern Fiction Studies, “Technology in the Dystopian Novel” 
showcases Forster’s story as a “true technotopia” (57) in which technology acts as an 
autonomous force fully determining cultural ideology. More recently, Marcia Bundy 
Seabury’s “Images of a Networked Society: E. M. Forster's 'The Machine Stops'” (1997) and 
Silvana Caporaletti’s “Science as Nightmare: 'The Machine Stops' by E. M. Forster” (1997) 
are particularly noteworthy for addressing the newfound relevance of Forster’s text in the 
context of contemporary Internet-culture. 
 
4 In the world of the Machine, touching buttons displaces every other sense in which one 
might stay “in touch”: “Then she generated the light, and the sight of the room, flooded 
with radiance and studded with electric buttons, revived her. There were buttons and 
switches everywhere—buttons to call for food, for music, for clothing. There was the hot-
bath button, by pressure of which a basin of (imitation) marble rose out of the floor, filled to 
the brim with a warm deodorized liquid. […] The room, though it contained nothing, was in 
touch with all that she cared for in the world” (Forster 94). 
 
5 In stringing out this lengthy chain of mediated mediations Forster’s narrator lands a satiric 
jab at the mediations performed by the academy as well, while also (it would seem) 
anticipating the bracketing of the referent in structuralism and the endless deferral of 
signification in poststructuralism. 
 
6 Note how Vashi’s urge toward the abstract in this utterance inverts the Imagists’ credo, 
“No ideas but in things” (i.e., for Vashti it would seem there are “No things but in ideas”!). 
 
7 Caporaletti does excellent work situating Kuno’s (and Forster’s) resistance to the standards 
of machine-measure by arguing that “The Machine Stops” is not merely “a neo-Luddite 
assault” (Alexandra Aldridge’s term) but rather a “campaign […] against the blindness of an 
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absurd scientific fundamentalism that prefers to ignore the possible consequences of an 
excess of mechanization and technology and its inevitable effects on man’s life. […] A liberal 
and a humanist at heart, Forster does not believe in a scientific panacea; indeed he fears that 
the progressive mechanization of the human environment, accomplished with the illusion of 
rendering it more and more adequate to man’s needs, might instead in time reduce man to 
the measure of his artificial environment” (38). 
 
8 In line with Kuno’s desire for self-originating bodily action, Beatrice Battaglia points out 
that the name “Kuno” suggests the Greek root for motion, kinesis (66). But so, too, does the 
word “cinema”—an interesting point considering how Kuno’s goal is to eliminate 
technological mediation and the cinema in many ways is paradigmatic of it. 
 
9 Kuno’s disdain for machinery and his urge toward corporeal interaction here mirror the 
body-affirmation of other prominent characters in Forster’s fiction. In the novel Howards 
End (1910), Leonard Bast’s account of his long walk out of London draws praise from the 
Schlegel sisters—but only for as long as he confines his narrative to the sheer physicality 
demanded by his pastoral excursion. The moment he begins to artistically enhance his 
account with literary embellishments, it becomes (for them) drained of sincerity. 
 
10 Along these lines, Aldous Huxley observed, “…technology was made for man, not man 
for technology, but unfortunately [we have] created a world in which man seems to be made 
for technology…We do have to start thinking how we can get control again of our 
inventions. This is a kind of Frankenstein monster problem” (qtd. in Elkins 50). 
 
11 When I last taught “The Machine Stops” in my environmental literature class, many of my 
students found it compelling and thought-provoking—and challenging to their everyday use 
of telepresence technologies like the Internet and cell phones. One student even swore off 
her computer (not my intention) and turned in papers for the rest of the semester using a 
manual typewriter. (I didn’t have the heart to remind her that the typewriter was itself a 
radically novel technology less than a century-and-a-half ago!) 
 
12 Douglas Adams expressed this failure of technological awareness with characteristic wit in 
his essay “How to Stop Worrying and Love the Internet,” published in 1999: 

 
1) everything that’s already in the world when you’re born is just normal;  
2) anything that gets invented between then and before you turn thirty is 

incredibly exciting and creative and with any luck you can make a career out 
of it;  

3) anything that gets invented after you’re thirty is against the natural order of 
things and the beginning of the end of civilisation as we know it until it’s 
been around for about ten years when it gradually turns out to be alright 
really.  

 
Apply this list to movies, rock music, word processors and mobile phones to work 
out how old you are. […] We no longer think of chairs as technology, we just think 
of them as chairs. But there was a time when we hadn’t worked out how many legs 
chairs should have, how tall they should be, and they would often “crash” when we 
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tried to use them. Before long, computers will be as trivial and plentiful as chairs 
(and a couple of decades or so after that, as sheets of paper or grains of sand) and we 
will cease to be aware of the things. (Adams par. 4) 
 

13 Complicating the narrator’s metaphor of technology-as-garment is Kuno’s conception of 
exactly who wears that garment. As we have seen, Kuno insists that “Man is the measure”—
but who is this “Man,” exactly? In our contemporary postmodern condition one will be less 
willing than Forster to accept that there exists a given template called “Man” with a capital 
“M” who acts as an originating corporeal reference point for calibrating our rulers. Kuno 
himself was almost exterminated at birth because of his well-developed musculature 
(relatively speaking). But is this muscularly developed frame the image we ought to 
consequently identify with “true man”? What Kuno calls “Man” is itself only one style of 
mediating interface, namely, the naturalized interface of the athletic body—but it’s not (as 
Heidegger might put it) the only way for a human being to “be.” By naturalizing the athletic 
body as “the” body, Kuno in effect only inverts the binary opposition between Vashti’s 
discarnate identity and his own, making authentic humanity equal “pure corporeality” instead 
of “pure mentality.” 

 
14 Note how Kuno’s myth of bodily purity is here combined with a myth of racial and 
national purity: Aelfrid was a ninth-century Anglo-Saxon King defending Wessex from the 
threat of foreign invasion.  
 
15 One might of course consider the possibility that Kuno is not in fact merely projecting 
anthropomorphic traits onto the natural landscape here. Ecophilosopher David Abram, for 
example, might argue that only now that Kuno has fallen under the “spell of the sensuous,” 
does he encounter the world as it truly is—namely, as living flesh open to the reciprocation 
of his own touch.  
 
16 For a detailed discussion of this question (and which relates the interface question to 
Francisco Varela and Humberto Maturana’s theory of autopoiesis) see N. Katherine Hayles 
and Niklas Luhmann in “Theory of a Different Order: A Conversation with Katherine 
Hayles and Niklas Luhmann.” 
 
17 Malcolm McCullough, Professor of Architecture and author of Abstracting Craft: the Practiced 
Digital Hand, perceives digital media to be every bit as amenable to “craft” as material media 
(he even invokes William Morris in his epigraph to his book). For him, computation is a 
medium and not just a set of tools. As a result, our integration with digital media can be both 
embodied and humane.   
 

Virtual craft still seems like an oxymoron; any fool can tell you that a craftsperson 
needs to touch his or her work. This touch can be indirect – indeed no glassblower 
lays a hand on molten material – but it must be physical and continual, and it must 
provide control of whole processes. […] Our nascent digital practices seem more 
akin to traditional handicrafts, where a master continuously coaxes a material. This 
new work is increasingly continuous, visual, and productive of singular form; yet it 
has no material. (x) 
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Echoing Morris, McCullough stresses the crucial role of the hands in making the work of art, 
and insists that the digital realm in fact offers authentic possibilities for handcrafted 
artisanship. 
 

As a point of departure, consider the example of a skilled computer graphics 
artisan—if we may use this word. His or her hands are performing a sophisticated 
and unprecedented set of actions. These motions are quick, small, and repetitive, as 
in much traditional handwork, but somehow they differ. For one thing, they are 
faster—in fact, their rates matter quite a bit. They do not rely on pressure so much as 
position, velocity, or acceleration. The artisan’s hand is not on the eye but elsewhere, 
on a screen. The actions have a practical component, and the skill may be practiced 
for a livelihood or a trade identity. If we test a description of this work against 
Diderot’s description of craft, almost every word fits. (20) 

 
McCullough here makes a strong case for at least a nominal degree of fleshly embodiment in 
digital interaction. Of course, his example is complicated by the fact that digital works 
produced by the hands will (in most cases) become infinitely replicable once completed, 
relegating them to the domain of mass (re)production so often disdained by John Ruskin 
and William Morris and subjected to the questioned ambivalence of Walter Benjamin. 
Moreover, McCullough’s example here still subscribes to the interface paradigm of the 
desktop computer, which requires the use of keys and a mouse as a “dashboard” for 
interacting with a CPU and a graphical user interface—an interface that readily appears as an 
interface. In contrast, as McCullough points out, the interface in both virtual reality and 
mixed reality “disappears” (like Heidegger’s “equipment” which vanishes from awareness 
through naturalized use) because of the immersiveness of the medium of interaction (122). 
So although digital art does not immediately spell disembodiment (it would seem that both 
VR and MR paradigms should provide opportunities for embodied craft as McCullough 
conceives it), the very immersiveness of these media raises other equally important 
questions. 
 
18 Robotic exoskeletons—mechanical suits that enable wearers to travel by foot through 
mechanical means and to carry hundreds of pounds with mechanized hands—are already in 
full development (though they are not, as yet, quite as fancy as the ones apotheosized in the 
recent film Iron Man, District 9, or Avatar). In my home town of Salt Lake City, the company 
Sarcos has developed a line of robotic exoskeletons for lifting heavy cargo; see a fascinating 
(and somewhat disturbing) video of one in action here: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYWd2C3XVIk Berkeley Bionics recently unveiled fully 
functioning “exohiker” and “exoclimber” suits, which allow users to hike and climb wearing 
a machine-powered exoskeleton that amplifies a user’s muscle-movement: 
http://www.berkeleybionics.com 
 
19 By stating, “I exercised” (106), Kuno also counters another insidious dystopian threat: 
verbs of agency had heretofore been largely reserved for the Machine (see Seabury 64). 
 
20 For example, consider the little-known fact that, with practice, it is actually physically 
possible for the nearsighted to exercise their eyes and thereby strengthen muscles in order to 
see better—at least to some degree. But almost nobody does that. Those of us who lack 
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20/20 vision instead just correct such problems with the optical technologies of eyeglasses, 
contact lenses, or laser surgery. Now extend the notion of “technological correction” 
further. What will happen when in the near future each of us can be fitted with an affordably 
priced mechanical exoskeleton like I mentioned earlier? At that stage, what will be the point 
of exercising our actual muscles when we can instead use servo-motors as correctives that 
not only compensate, but amplify our strength? Is there any essential difference between 
correction through eyeglasses and muscular amplification via a mechanical exoskeleton here? 
If it is “authentic” to view landscapes through prescription lenses and to traverse terrain 
wearing Gore-Tex boots, then why might it be “inauthentic” to travel with motor-powered 
thigh-muscles? Although some theorists might argue that the exertion of effort is what 
distinguishes authentic from inauthentic encounters with the landscape here, I would 
contend that such a characterization at best only accounts for part of the explanation. (No 
one considers squinting in order to see better as heroic, for example.) 
 
21 For example, in sharp contrast to Forster’s equation of machine with mentality, it is worth 
noting how much more embodied computer interfaces have in fact become in recent years. 
Videogames like Dance Dance Revolution and Rock Band, as well as Nintendo’s Wii console, 
make use of interfaces that require physical exertion from the player in order to perform 
actions represented in virtual spaces. 
 
22 For a stirring example of how a technological interface with the natural world can reduce 
nature to a mirror of ourselves, see Lowell Monke, “Charlotte’s Webpage: Why Children 
Shouldn't Have the World at Their Fingertips.” For recent work on connections between 
narcissism and cyberspace, see Kevin Robins, “Cyberspace and the World We Live In.”  
 
23 All subsequent citations for Lawrence are to Lady Chatterley’s Lover unless otherwise 
indicated. 
 
24 Michel Foucault’s discussion of the “great process of transforming sex into discourse” in 
The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, is pertinent here. Speaking of the Christian pastoral, 
Foucault argues that “An imperative was established: Not only will you confess to acts 
contravening the law, but you will seek to transform your desire, your every desire, into 
discourse. Insofar as possible, nothing was meant to elude this dictum, even if the words it 
employed had to be carefully neutralized. The Christian pastoral prescribed as a fundamental 
duty the task of passing everything having to do with sex through the endless mill of speech” 
(Foucault 21). Through their self-proclaimed revelry in the proliferation of discourse, 
Clifford and his friends become both the subjects of power and its agents. By rejecting 
(nominally) the transformation of bodies into words, Connie attempts to resist such power 
by trying to “step outside” of linguistic frames by returning to the sensing body itself. But 
she finds herself still subject to the tyranny of words in her sex with the gamekeeper (at least 
early on), when she continues to analyze the sex act in exquisite critical detail (126). 
 
25 In Just Jaeckin’s 1981 film version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Connie (Sylvia Kristel) actually 
obscures her face so as to attend only to the rest of her naked body in the mirror.  
 
26 Michael Squires points out how Lawrence’s structural oppositions in Lady Chatterley’s Lover 
have been criticized by multiple critics as too overtly represented: “nature against culture, 
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wood against Wragby, tenderness against insentience, renewal against sterility” (Lawrence 
xxii). Wragby represents “sterility, spiritual emaciation, will and mental control,” whereas the 
wood allows “free play of instinct and sensual awareness, tenderness and otherness” 
(Lawrence xxiii). Likewise, the casting of Mellors’ lovers into the mold of thesis / antithesis / 
synthesis (overly mental and sexless Schoolmaster’s daughter / wholly carnal Bertha Coutts / 
hybrid embodied intellectual Connie Chatterley) might also be considered an over-tidy way 
for Lawrence to narrate the precepts he outlines in “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.” 
 



 

 

 
CHAPTER III 

 
REMEDY AND REMEDIATION: CONSOLATIONS OF THE  

VIRTUAL BODY IN TRISTRAM SHANDY (1759), THE 

 PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY (1891), AND 

HOUSE OF LEAVES (2000) 

 
Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind 
Cannot bear very much reality.  

—T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton,” Four Quartets 
 
Art is the best consolation for living.  

—Theophile Gautier (qtd. in Wilde, The Complete Works: Volume 3 389) 
 

In 1790, a young French officer named Xavier de Maistre was arrested for dueling 

and sentenced to house arrest for forty-two days. In order to “beguile the languors of his 

solitude” (as Richard Howard puts it in the introduction) de Maistre embarked on what he 

called his “Voyage Around My Room”—a mode of “travel” that required only memory and 

imagination, and almost no locomotion whatsoever. Upon completing his virtual voyage, de 

Maistre gives this report. 

How glorious it is to blaze a new trail, and suddenly to appear in learned society, a 
book of discoveries in one’s hand, like an unforeseen comet flashing through space! 
—No, I will no longer keep my book in petto: here it is, gentlemen. Read it. I have 
just completed a forty-two-day voyage around my room. The fascinating 
observations I made and the endless pleasures I experienced along the way made me 
wish to share my travels with the public; and the certainty of having something 
useful to offer convinced me to do so. Words cannot describe the satisfaction I feel 
in my heart when I think of the infinite number of unhappy souls for whom I am 
providing a sure antidote to boredom and a palliative to their ills. For the pleasure of 
traveling around one’s room is beyond the reach of man’s restless jealousy: it 
depends not on one’s material circumstance. Indeed, is there anyone so wretched, so 
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forlorn as not to have some sort of garret in which to withdraw and hide from the 
world? For such is all that is required for travel. (de Maistre 3) 

 
Like Des Esseintes’ household ship’s cabin in Huysmans’ A Rebours, de Maistre’s 

incarcerating room evokes landscapes composed entirely of imagination, lush with the 

exoticism of an undiscovered country—albeit with fewer props than those employed by Des 

Esseintes. For de Maistre, items as quotidian as armchairs and beds are soaked in memory 

and associations: “Is there any theater that better quickens the imagination, that more 

effectively awakens thoughts of tenderness, than the piece of furniture in which I sometimes 

find oblivion?” (10). Echoing Laurence Sterne, the eighteenth-century de Maistre revels in 

the infinite discursiveness of everyday awareness. Richard Howard points out that “Certainly 

the point of Xavier’s voyages is not to keep us wondering what will happen next, but what 

the author will think of next: this is a literature of the irregular and unpredictable, tending to 

brief or even fragmentary utterance” (De Maistre xi). But de Maistre compensates for his 

incarceration not just by his imaginative refigurations of the furniture, but specifically by his 

writing about them, thus remediating into print text what he had already remediated into 

imaginative speculation. Ultimately, it is by remediating himself as a literary character that de 

Maistre finds liberation.  

The palliative effects of artistic self-remediation are of course not unique to de 

Maistre or his era. In 1996, Jean-Dominique Bauby woke up from a massive stroke to find 

himself subject to a vastly more terrifying form of incarceration than de Maistre’s, namely 

that he was paralyzed with “locked in syndrome.” Unable to move and able to communicate 

only by blinking his left eye, he found little solace in reality. In the book he dictated entirely 

by coded eye-blinks, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, he explains how the diving bell of his 

claustrophobic, unresponsive body could only be shrugged off with the fluttering butterfly 

of his imagination:  
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There is so much to do. You can wander off in space or in time, set out for Tierra 
del Fuego or for King Midas’s court. You can visit the woman you love, slide down 
beside her and stroke her still-sleeping face. You can build castles in Spain, steal the 
Golden Fleece, discover Atlantis, realize your childhood dreams and adult ambitions. 
(3) 

 
But Bauby’s main task was to compose himself and these “bedridden travel notes” into a 

book, one letter at a time. By transforming himself into text—at the astonishingly low 

bandwidth of one blink per character—Bauby in effect puts on a virtual body that in some 

small measure offers escape from the smothering paralysis of his corpse-like shell.   

In recent years, virtuality most famously offers the “consolation of the console”—

that is to say, that of the networked video game console and personal computer—thereby 

offering users fully customizable avatar bodies that compensate for the limits of the user’s 

physical form.1 In the traveling exhibit and book Alter Ego (featured in both the New York 

Times and NPR) photographer Robbie Cooper depicts dozens of players of online role-

playing games, showing their physical portraits side-by-side with those of their digital avatars. 

The actual/virtual comparisons are fascinating. Many users’ avatars in Cooper’s exhibit are 

admittedly little more than glamour-shots versions of their real-life bodies—inevitably 

thinned and idealized—or appear as superhero-versions of themselves, re-colored, re-

muscled, costumed and caped. But many look nothing at all like their “originals” (see Figure 

9). 
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Figure 9. Three players of online role-playing games, paired with their avatars (“Avatar Slideshow”). 
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A chubby, sundae-slurping professor sits juxtaposed with his dainty, pigtailed little-

girl avatar. A round-faced, overweight gamer who laments the temptations involved in being 

able to order pizza in-game sits astride his avatar, a buff and chisel-jawed warrior. A white, 

mousy housewife claims a formidable online presence for herself by playing as “my complete 

opposite,” namely “big, black, and male” (2). These digital alter-egos reveal the power of the 

virtual not merely to amplify an existing set of traits, but to re-texture one’s identity 

wholesale. In some cases, the compensations provide by the avatar body are more than 

cosmetic. Jason Rowe, a player so severely disabled from Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy 

that he wears a ventilator and has little physical mobility other than limited use of his hands, 

plays online 80 hours a week as the rifleman Rurouni Kenshin, as he explains here:  

The difference between me and my online character is pretty obvious. l have a lot of 
physical disabilities but in Star Wars Galaxies I can ride an imperial speeder bike, fight 
monsters, or just hang out with friends at a bar. I can't press the keys on a regular 
keyboard so I use an on-screen keyboard called “soft type.” The computer screen is 
my window to the world. In the real world, people can be uncomfortable around me 
before they get to know me and realise that, apart from my outer appearance, I'm 
just like them. (Cooper n.p.)  
 

Perhaps most striking about Jason Rowe’s avatar is how it re-imagines his own physical 

prosthetics, which remedy his debilitating condition, as cybernetic augmentations (see Figure 

10). Through the virtual, amputations can be imaginatively remediated into amplifications. 
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Figure 10. Jason Rowe and his avatar Rurouni Kenshin (“Avatar Slideshow”). 

 
Like the physical persons behind these prosthetic digital personas, fictive literary 

figures—themselves already virtual—in turn invoke virtuality not merely to compensate for 

the limits of the actual, but to extend their virtual bodies far beyond anything possible in 

physical reality. Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, and Mark 

Danielewski’s characters in House of Leaves all escape the disability and ephemerality of their 

given circumstances by remediating themselves into self-composed works of art. Unlike the 

protagonists of Chapter II who seek refuge from the “counterfeit” of the virtual in the 

“natural” body, these figures flee the desert of the real for the oasis of the virtual (sometimes 

discovering this oasis to be a mirage, or worse). To compensate for various amputations to 

his physical body, Tristram Shandy writes himself into being as a hopelessly and delightfully 

discursive literary text, and in so doing exposes how every one of us is likewise psychically 

amputated, and how we must all rely on artistic fictions to remedy our lack of a durable 

sense of self. In the same way that Shakespeare immortalizes his “Young Man” through the 

“eternal lines” of Sonnet 18, Dorian Gray attempts to stay young and beautiful forever by 

becoming a living work of art. In turn, Danielewski’s blind poet Zampanò, like the blind 
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poets Homer, Milton, and Borges, spins impossible visions out of dark imagination—

fictions that not only blur reality and fantasy, but which incarnate as multiple virtual bodies 

haunting and haunted by an inescapable dwelling place: a House of Leaves. These figures 

reveal the flipside of Marshall McLuhan’s notion that amplifications amputate, which is to 

say that amputations also amplify: the greater the truncation performed by the real, the more 

extravagant the fiction incarnated by the artist. 

 
Part I 

Remedying (and Remediating) the Knotty Problems of  

Narrative Identity in Tristram Shandy 

Thus we feign the continu’d existence of the perceptions of our senses, to remove 
the interruption; and run into the notion of a soul, and self, and substance, to disguise 
the variation. […] The identity, which we ascribe to the mind of man, is only a 
fictitious one…  

—David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (259) 
 

When David Hume in his 1740 Treatise of Human Nature addressed questions 

concerning personal identity, he picked his words carefully. His rejection of an essential self 

is usually read as a skeptical conclusion about the impossibility of ever experiencing the self 

as a singular sense impression and thereby coming to know it. That is, when we examine the 

contents of our awareness, we find only a flux of intermittent sensations and no sensation of 

a stable identity underlying these impressions. This point is certainly important, but it’s only 

part of the story. Equally worth noting is Hume’s insistence on how we as human beings 

respond to gaps in our awareness. He emphasizes our role in filling in what’s missing: it is we 

who feign continued existence, we who ascribe identity to a bundle of sensations. In short, 

we remediate our fragmentary experience by actively creating a fiction—namely, we tell 

ourselves a story that makes durable, sequential and continuous what in our immediate 

awareness is digressive and subject to constant interruption. Remediation here works in two 
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distinct but related senses. First, we re-mediate by fashioning one medium (the chaos of 

fleeting sensations) in terms of another (fiction). Second, the virtualizing power of 

remediation remedies by bringing a fictive sense of stability, order, and meaning to a life that 

otherwise threatens to degenerate into chaos and meaninglessness. 

In Laurence Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy (1759), the narrator (who for convenience 

I will identify with Tristram) finds himself in precisely such a scenario. In order to account 

for his own “Life and Opinions” he must tell a story, but he has enough philosophical 

sophistication to recognize that the contents of his awareness do not make an orderly 

narrative as they stand. But rather than perceiving this as an obstacle, Tristram cleverly 

devises a “history” that represents not life itself, but life as it presents itself to his own 

awareness. 

“I will tell you in three words what the book is.—it is a history—A history of who? 
What? Where? When? Don’t hurry yourself—it is a history book, Sir, . . . of what 
passes in a man’s own mind.” (98) 

 
For the empiricists Locke and Hume (the former being Sterne’s chief philosophical 

influence) specifically what “passes in a man’s own mind” are ideas. These have only two 

possible sources: 1) sensation (sense perception) and 2) reflection (the mind’s putting ideas 

into relation with one another). But because relations of ideas are governed not by temporal 

sequence but purely by association, a faithful representation of “what passes” in Tristram’s 

mind will necessarily be disordered. Tristram’s artful refusal to mask over the gaps of his 

lived experience is in this respect ironic: where Hume accuses us of “feigning” by imposing a 

stable identity onto a flux of sensations, here Tristram enacts a fiction precisely by representing 

a frenzy of interruptions, interpolations, nonsequiturs, digressions, and temporal 

displacements. The Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovsky cannily elaborates on this point:  

Upon first picking up Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, we are overwhelmed by a 
sense of chaos.  
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The action constantly breaks off, the author constantly returns to the 
beginning or leaps forward. The main plot, not immediately accessible, is constantly 
interrupted by dozens of pages filled with whimsical deliberations on the influence of 
a person’s nose or name on his character or else with discussions of fortifications. 
 The book opens, as it were, in the spirit of autobiography, but soon it is 
deflected from its course by a description of the hero’s birth. Nevertheless, our hero, 
pushed aside by material interpolated into the novel, cannot, it appears, get born. 
(147) 

 
Shklovsky concludes that because of these features—and not in spite of them—

Tristram Shandy is “the most typical novel in world literature,” namely because it “lays bare 

the device” of artful fiction-making through the recurrent, self-conscious use of these 

interruptions, temporal transpositions and digressions in the text itself (170). But Sterne’s use 

of digressive form as novelistic content bears strong implications not only for narratology 

but also for epistemology and ontology—and virtuality. Like Hume’s Treatise, Tristram Shandy 

undermines stable notions of the self—but instead of using systematic argumentation, 

Tristram exploits narrative performance to demonstrate the artistry required to write a self 

into being in the first place. In this way, novel-writing becomes the model for identity as 

narrative fiction rather than identity as a pre-given concept or essence. In short, the only 

consoling, coherent identity we ever possess is a virtual one, namely, that of sensations and 

reflections remediated into text. 

 
Talking Around Tristram 

 One of the big problems that novelists, autobiographers and philosophers share in 

common is that of knowing where to begin. Tristram attempts to be “thrice-great” like his 

namesake Trismegistus and embody all three of these roles. But whereas most novelists and 

autobiographers situate a protagonist’s origin in relation to his or her birth, Tristram starts at 

his conception and then narrates backwards and forwards from there, talking around his birth 

more than actually about it. This is not a symptom of contrarianism but of a genuine inability 
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to figure out where he himself actually starts and ends. Philosophy’s supposedly clarifying 

role in such matters doesn’t help, either. Although Sterne depends on Locke’s empiricism 

for his emphasis on the “association of ideas” throughout the novel (e.g., the winding of the 

clock with his parent’s scheduled act of coition) and although Locke proposes identity 

through memory rather than identity as a substance, Locke nonetheless posits a definitive 

starting point for individual identity that is at variance with Sterne’s, namely childbirth. For 

Locke (and presumably, for Hume) humans enter the world with no innate ideas; at birth 

you are a tabula rasa, or “blank slate” waiting to be imprinted. Your individual story—

however it might be constructed thenceforth—starts there.  

But instead of being born a Lockean blank slate, Tristram represents himself as 

entering the world already inscribed. He is from the start a cluttered tablet, impressed from 

without by a series of grossly material relations. Throughout the novel, we are provided 

detailed account of physical accidents—most predating his birth—on which his very identity 

depends. These begin in the very first line of the novel, which gives us not a concept of 

Tristram but represents instead his botched physical conception. 

I Wish either my father or my mother, or indeed both of them, as they were in duty 
both equally bound to it, had minded what they were about when they begot me; had 
they duly considered how much depended upon what they were then doing… (5)  

 
The interruption of coitus by the (verbal) ejaculation, “Have you not forgot to wind up the 

clock?” (6), uttered by his mother, scatters and disperses the “animal spirits” so vital to 

Tristram’s safe entry into the world. Tristram thus faces an existential struggle before he can 

properly be said to exist in the first place, as his father Walter laments: “--But alas! continued 

he, shaking his head a second time, and wiping away a tear which was trickling down his 

cheeks, My Tristram’s misfortunes began nine months before ever he came into the world” (7). Copulative 

interruption is succeeded by other accidents that leave permanent “impressions” on 
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Tristram, nose-mangling by forceps being a particularly significant one because of his 

father’s speculations on the nose’s predictive role in physiognomy: noses as gnosis.  

Most fascinating is how throughout Tristram Shandy a single event is explored as a 

nexus point, in terms of its associations backwards and forwards in time, rather than as an 

object-in-itself. For Tristram, each event becomes interesting and significant because of the 

vast series of relations that it “ties together.” This is nowhere more evident than when 

Tristram’s mother is in labor and Doctor Slop’s medical bag proves impossible to open 

because of the numerous and difficult knots closing it tight. Tristram explains that these 

knots in turn only came about because when the servant Obadiah went to fetch the bag on 

horseback, the clatter of the doctor’s instruments made so much noise that he couldn’t hear 

himself whistle; his only solution, of course, was to knot the bag tightly. But the mere 

mention of knots then provides Tristram an occasion for an excursion into the nature of 

knots themselves, of the most “virtuous” ways to disentangle them, and an allusion to the 

knot-related catastrophe of his Uncle Hammond Shandy. But the knots ultimately prove so 

exasperating to Doctor Slop that he mutters curses at Obadiah that lead Walter to pull from 

a shelf a means of authentic condemnation, namely a writ of excommunication. This 

provides Tristram an excuse to narrate—in both Latin and English—a multi-page account of 

its being read out loud. Of course, all these “associations of ideas” enacted through verbal 

play are happening while Tristram’s mother is presumably screaming in labor. Ultimately, 

when the bag is finally opened, Doctor Slop is so unnerved that when he uses the forceps to 

deliver Tristram, he crushes Tristram’s nose in the process. This leads to his needing to 

prepare a “bridge” to repair it, which makes Uncle Toby mistakenly believe that the Doctor 

is graciously providing a replacement for the damaged bridge belonging to his vast battle 

simulation in the garden outside.  
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This knotty series of associated events is not, however, merely a comedy of errors—

or if it is, then Tristram’s life is precisely that comedy. For these happenstances find 

themselves in turn represented in further relation to the agreements Tristram’s parents had 

made for the location and method for his birth, which in earlier chapters required not only 

an account of the midwife, but a lengthy account of Parson Yorick who hired her, of his 

horses, and of why he needed to hire her in the first place. Significantly, for Tristram this 

tangle of seemingly incidental relations proves indispensable not only for telling his tale but 

for adequately accounting for his own knotty identity: “Sport of small accidents, Tristram 

Shandy! that thou art, and ever will be!” (148).  

As the narrator of his own “Life and Opinions,” Tristram faces a bigger problem 

than that of where to begin, however: namely, of where to stop. Each narrated relation—

from Toby’s obsessive fortification-simulations to his father’s rhetorical hobby-horses ridden 

to exhaustion—has such bearing on Tristram’s “life and opinions” (or, seemingly, life as 

opinions) that to stop ever narrating he risks losing critical pieces of himself (hence his 

concern that it has taken him a year to write of a single day). Moreover, Tristram’s ingenious 

wordplay throughout the novel leads the reader to suspect a philosophically rich undertone 

in his lament that he is the “sport of small accidents.” In Aristotle and natural philosophy, an 

“accident” is that which is “inessential” to the nature of something. But it seems that these 

enumerated roundabout relations in Tristram Shandy—no matter how seemingly tangential 

and “accidental”—are precisely essential for constituting the narrator’s identity 

(unsurprisingly, shades of Derrida’s supplement rise up alongside such a reading). This 

paradox in identity-formation parallels a major paradox of novelistic realism: as with Roland 

Barthes’ so-called “reality effect,” in identity formation apparent superfluities constitute the 

essentials (Barthes, “The Reality Effect”). That is to say, for Tristram, living is digressing. His 
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dependence upon digressive form thus provides a clue as to why truncations figure so 

prominently in the book, for they provide the narrator with opportunities for safely “cutting 

off” the narrative. For example, Tristram finally dates the beginning of his own story as 

when his brother Bobby dies: in that direction there exists no more tale to tell, no sprawling 

strand of identity to pursue any farther.   

 
Tristram Shandy: Hobbyhorse as Textual Avatar  

Can we blame Tristram for thinking such thoughts? After all, the bodily world of the 
Shandys is anything but enviable: it is characterized by sexual impotence, castration 
anxiety, the spleen, consumption, war wounds, clumsiness, depletion of animal 
spirits, and other such infirmities and misfortunes. Not surprisingly, the Shandys turn 
to their hobbyhorses to help them cope with their frailties.  

—William C. Mottolese, “Tristram Cyborg and Toby Toolmaker” (680) 
 
Even if we have come to understand Tristram’s self-composed identity as both 

relational (i.e., relationships precede relata) and accidental (i.e., inessentials become essential) 

we still haven’t seen how this identity depends upon its remediation into a series of words on 

the page. The full title already gives us a hint, though: the book is not called the “Life and 

Adventures of Tristram Shandy” but rather the “Life and Opinions.” Opinions are verbal 

constructs, not physical events. Early in the book, Tristram makes it clear how these 

opinions have come to him, namely through Toby’s anecdotes; his identity is already 

composed into a narrative before it reaches his ears. Similarly, the digressive form and 

content of Tristram Shandy does more than highlight the consequences of narrating the 

association of ideas. Repeated impasses encountered in the act of reading—collisions with 

dashes, asterisks, interpolated manuscripts, cryptic symbols and illustrations—constantly 

bring the reader’s attention back to the materiality of the very text she is reading. Along 

these lines, Christopher Fanning explains how such self-conscious typographical 

representation highlights the materiality of printed words. He links this concern in Sterne 
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with Menippean satire and the Scriblerians (Swift, Pope, etc.) who parody literary form by 

exposing its “materially embodied style”—implicating themselves in their own satiric acts of 

writing and publication. What interests me is Fanning’s notion of “textual presence”—the 

self-consciousness of textual representation that exceeds straightforward meaning or 

reference and draws attention to its own problematic, physical mode of representation by 

digressions and interruptions that constantly remind the reader of the materiality and 

indeterminacy of what he reads (for an example of the latter, think of the multiple possible 

readings of the asterisks in Toby’s disrupted aposiopesis of “****” in the broken pipe scene).  

The self-awareness of a work as a textual work is especially important here because 

Tristram not only presents a self-conscious text, but what appears to be a self-conscious 

text—the written production of identity as digressive, fragmented narrative built up out of 

Lockean sensations that form complex ideas through the relations of impressed particles of 

text on the blank page (simple letters into more complex assemblages of words into 

sentences into paragraphs, etc.—but never making a complete self-identical whole, which 

again suggests a more Humean than Lockean reading of self here overall). I see this notion 

of textual identity as a potential link from “bibliographic signification” (Fanning’s term) to 

what might be called “biographic signification” in which the textual body becomes a 

surrogate for the physical one. In this way, Tristram Shandy becomes the textual avatar of its 

own title character. 

But at the same time that Tristram writes himself into being, he is also being written 

by others. In “Sterne’s System of Imitation,” Jonathan Lamb inverts Fanning’s notion of 

text-as-identity into identity-as-text. In his view, Tristram’s dependence upon other writers 

for his own imitations (Cervantes, for example) suggests more than merely influence. For 

example, Lamb contends that “A true imitator does much more than simply spatchcock 
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other texts into his own […] other men’s thoughts are not a supplement to his own but the 

very means by which his own thought takes place” (143).3 Lamb construes the narrator’s 

self-confessed “associative habit of mind” (from Locke) as inherently literary, which suggests 

an ontological and not merely epistemological consequence, namely, one in which the 

self/other binary breaks down as the influence of “external sources” not only pervades but 

ultimately constitutes the self. Self identity becomes discursive identity; citing other authors (or 

plagiarizing them) becomes indistinguishable from accessing the contents of one’s own 

(putatively) private consciousness. As Lamb puts it, the narrator’s “commonplace-book and 

his memory are to all intents and purposes identical” (143). In this way, written text becomes 

a prosthesis of not only memory, but identity.  

But perhaps this notion of Tristram being inscribed from without makes him too 

inert. In Reflexivity in Tristram Shandy, James E. Swearington distinguishes Tristram’s 

expression of personal identity from the kind represented in Locke, and as a result challenges 

Lamb’s notion as well. Whereas Locke emphasized the passivity of the subject and its being 

at the mercy of external sensory impressions, the narrator of Tristram Shandy in contrast 

“keeps himself before us as an agent—sifting, reflecting, deciphering, appropriating his 

heritage, his intentions, and even, occasionally his activities in the present” (50). Swearington 

concludes that through his narration, Tristram moves from a mere subjective “I” to an 

empirical or “objective” self. (This “objective self” would presumably be the novel Tristram 

Shandy.) Thus, even if Tristram is composed entirely of literary citations and family 

anecdotes, he nonetheless skillfully uses these to construct a particular kind of objective self 

by narrating it into being—he is not merely impressed from without. Christina Lupton 

argues similarly that because the act of writing creates physical impressions, it actually 

participates in the “remote world of causes” (110), implying that it is more than merely a 
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“secondary impression” of reflection. For these reasons, it makes most sense to construe 

Tristram’s narrative identity (a la Shklovsky) not as a pre-given unfolding of a story (fabula) 

but instead as an artfully contrived plot (syuzhet)—a combination of internal agency and 

external constraint. Tristram’s virtual absence from the book as a character himself 

underscores his presence as a literal “man of words” rather than physical actions. The only 

extended passage in which he appears as a physically active character, namely when he 

travels to the Continent, is among the book’s flattest and least successful, possibly by design.  

Tristram’s narrative prostheses parallel the prosthetic landscapes devised by his 

Uncle Toby, whom Frederick Garber cites as one who has become “divorced from effective 

action” through his groin injury and who consequently constructs a coherent, self-contained 

battle simulation as a surrogate world—the virtual amusement park built atop the desert 

ruins of the real. Scott Black points out that all such “hobby-horses” in Tristram Shandy—

whether they be novels or simulated battlefields—operate in fact as compensations for injury 

(Black). Toby’s groin wound and Tristram’s own “truncations” of the nose, penis and name 

(Tristram was formerly “Trismegistus” or Susanna’s “Tristram-megistus”) suggest that the 

creation of a virtual space acts as a surrogate for damaged members—a prosthetic wooden 

hobby-horse, as it were, instead of a real one.4 William C. Mottolese points out likewise how 

tools, particularly Tristram’s pen, function as technological prosthetics that compensate for 

the deficiencies of the body. “Tristram frequently calls the reader’s attention to his tool, the 

pen, so that the pen becomes almost a controlling artificial intelligence, a miniature machine 

with its own sometimes-malevolent ghost within” (690). Mottolese sees the pen as that point 

at which “body, mind, and tool fuse” (690). To invoke McLuhan again, technological 

prosthetics in Tristram Shandy can be seen not only to extend the body but actually environ it 

in an alternative space. When Widow Wadman wants to see where Toby has been hurt, he 
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points not to his groin but to the artificial battlefield he has constructed. Thus to the degree 

that Toby’s seat of virility has been truncated physically it becomes extended virtually. 

Inverting Korzybski, Toby’s map becomes the only territory. 

Such imaginative compensations in texts like Tristram Shandy and Don Quixote remind 

the reader constantly that novelistic actions occur only in the writer’s consciousness, not in 

the world itself. Garber refines this point by insisting, however, that the “autonomous 

imagination” of the narrator becomes distinctively Shandyan precisely by becoming its own 

subject matter. Whereas Don Quixote’s imaginative wanderings lead him still to adventure in 

the “real world” of physical performance, in Tristram Shandy the narrator need not escape the 

membrane of his own fragmentary consciousness to perform imitative action (65). Ironically, 

rather than resisting novelistic conventions of “formal realism,” Tristram’s self-enclosed, 

dash-riddled, digressive mode of narrative representation actually reinforces them. In the 

same way that J.M.W. Turner would later upset Sir Joshua Reynolds’ conventions of painting 

by representing landscapes with smudges and blurs rather than with crisp distinctions all the 

way out to the vanishing point, Tristram challenges not realism itself but only realism’s 

object. Instead of feigning a capacity to represent the “external world” perfectly, he strives to 

perfect his representation of a swarming inner experience through a literary phenomenology. 

But this very effort demands supreme artistry. Tristram’s supposed refusal to mask over the 

gaps, interruptions and digressions of one’s awareness—as if he were really just transcribing 

his inner experience—is itself a fiction, one requiring as much artifice as any attempt at 

naturalistic realism. Such seeming transparency and immediacy are, in fact, the hallmarks of 

subtle hypermediation. 

Hume’s inquiry into personal identity led him to conclude that such questions “can 

never possibly be decided, and are to be regarded rather as grammatical than as philosophical 
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difficulties” (262). If identity is, as Hume argues, a function of grammar and not ontology, 

then identity and language are inextricable, and the former depends wholly on the latter. If 

this conception sounds limiting, keep in mind that however remote language might be from 

the “real,” it nonetheless remains the domain of the phenomenologically present, as 

Swearington reminds us: “Language does not just facilitate communication: it establishes the 

phenomenal horizon in which speakers and things spoken about are constituted” (177). If 

Hume is right, then identity cannot in fact be conceptualized. But that does not limit its 

potential for being represented verbally. As Hume himself pointed out, identity is not simply 

false, but a fiction: that is to say, an invention of narrative. To account for himself, then, 

Tristram therefore must write. In this way, through such remediations Tristram Shandy lays 

bare not only the device of the novel, but the device of the self. In place of a tidy identity or 

a definitive origin, Tristram finds gratification in remediating himself into discursive textual 

play, one of the many consolations of virtual embodiment.  

 
Part II 
 
“Camp” as Artful Self-Remediation in The Picture of 
 
Dorian Gray 
 

Art, the mask of Apollonian beauty and serenity, has a pharmaceutical function: it 
makes the Dionysian “real” tolerable and prevents us from having to die of “truth.”  

—Sarah Kofman, “The Imposture of Beauty: The Uncanniness of Oscar 
Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray”(41) 

 
“To become the spectator of one's own life, as Harry says, is to escape the suffering 
of life.”  

—Dorian Gray, The Picture of Dorian Gray (107)5 
 

In “Notes on ‘Camp,’” Susan Sontag famously argues that a camp sensibility “sees 

everything in quotation marks […] It’s not a lamp, but a ‘lamp’; not a woman but a ‘woman.’ 

To perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand Being-as-Playing-a-Role. It is the 
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farthest extension, in sensibility, of the metaphor of life as theater” (281). Of course, seeing 

the world in quotation marks is only one aspect of camp sensibility, and other facets include 

excess, frivolity, self-awareness, exaggeration, and ostentation—not to mention queerness 

and homosexuality—but the campy performance of an object as “object” can also be 

understood very generally as a form of remediation, a re-framing of one medium in terms of 

another. Camp’s most basic formal aspect is the remediation of life into art.6  

It should come as no surprise that as the paragon of “campiness,” Oscar Wilde 

performs multiple campy remediations in his 1891 novel The Picture of Dorian Gray. The 

character of Lord Henry is perhaps the most straightforward example. His conversation-via-

epigram suggests a theatricality in which circumstances and other people exist solely as the 

occasion for him to perform with wit. In so doing he effectively encloses himself in 

quotation marks that delimit him as a kind of stage-performer; others in turn take on the role 

of fellow performers and, more importantly, as an audience of admirers. As a flat, painted 

surface, Dorian Gray’s portrait initially performs a similar function, embodying the framed 

“role” of representational artwork in virtue of its surface appearance. But Lord Henry’s 

assertion that “only shallow people [...] do not judge by appearances” (24) suggests that 

surface appearances are for the artist in fact most real. Thus in a precession of the 

simulacrum, Basil’s newly painted artifact pushes aside the flesh-and-blood Dorian to 

become the “real” Dorian Gray instead (28).  

In virtue of its unchanging beauty, Basil Hallward’s painting of Dorian attains the 

status of idealized form. But far from suffering the stigma of being mere imitation or 

representation of a pre-existing referent, the beauty and timelessness of this work of art sets 

a decadent new standard for what counts as reality itself. In effect, the painting becomes a 

new “original.” Lord Henry, as Sarah Kofman points out, sees the painting before he even 
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meets Dorian in the flesh (26). Christopher Craft likewise explains “It is, after all, the picture 

and not the character that gives the story its title,” and the painted “copy” provides the 

origin for Dorian’s first Lacanian mirror-stage moment of self-recognition: “Until this 

moment, Dorian's ‘self’ is but a blank canvas awaiting the artist's touch” (Craft 113). As a 

second-order likeness caught in the field of time, the three-dimensional, fleshly figure of 

Dorian Gray consequently recognizes that—unlike his portrait—he will inevitably diminish 

into a derivative shadow that, as he ages, will become only more and more hideous and 

shadow-like: “The life that was to make his soul would mar his body” (27). Thus the only 

way for Dorian to survive the ravages of time unscathed is to become a work of art himself. 

In order to do so, like the bounded canvas, Dorian must enclose himself in a durable frame 

that designates his status as role-player—the frame of Sontag’s camp quotation marks. In 

answer his to his softly voiced wish, “If only it were the other way! If it were I who was to be 

always young and the picture that was to grow old!” (28), Dorian exchanges his temporally 

bound body with Basil’s painting, the canvas taking upon itself all the moral consequences of 

his behavior in “real life.” In turn, his three-dimensional bodily form is no longer Dorian 

Gray the man, but instead “Dorian Gray,” the quotation-mark enclosed, fleshly avatar of 

camp. 

Through this Faustian exchange of virtual and actual bodies, Dorian Gray 

experiences a striking double-remediation: even as his human life is flattened and 

transformed into paint on Basil’s canvas, the formerly enframed image springs into bodily 

being as a living artwork—a full-time performance piece that incarnates what Lord Henry 

most idealizes, namely, the giving of “expression to every thought, reality to every dream” 

(21). Though Des Esseintes’ self-enfolded world of artifice in Huysmans’ 1884 novel A 

Rebours did in some measure gesture towards camp’s world-enclosing quotation marks, Lord 
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Henry and Dorian feel compelled not merely to sense and observe the aesthetic, but to 

perform it actively themselves to make up for the limits of reality as “given.” The remedying 

power of Dorian Gray’s remediation is thus twofold: the artwork is freed from the bounded 

confines of the canvas, and the body is freed from the ravages of not only time, but also 

conscience—with art in effect “quarantined” from all ethical considerations (an ideal Wilde 

emphasizes in his famous preface to the novel). Unlike Sterne’s character Tristram Shandy, 

who artfully textualizes himself but nonetheless remains a purely relational construct, Dorian 

Gray as a combined artist and artwork becomes literally self-enclosed. Isolated inside his 

aesthetic frame, he holds himself unaccountable to and disconnected from the world outside 

his aesthetic purview. The result, as readers well know, is a story that does not end well for 

its title character. The violent and deadly consequences of Dorian Gray’s surrounding 

himself in virtualizing quotation marks ultimately expose his self-remediation as a Derridean 

pharmakon, its remedying power also a powerful poison.  

 
Role-Playing as Remediation 

“I love acting. It is so much more real than life.”  
—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray (77) 
 

 By centering his novel on questions concerning the reality of the artwork and the 

relationship between art and the artist, Wilde is able to explore what happens when the 

distinction between players and their roles collapses, and allows him to ask what it might be 

like to live one’s life as a performance piece. But whereas the character of Dorian actually 

embodies camp in the novel, Lord Henry and Basil Hallward only haltingly gesture at it. 

Lord Henry’s identity depends in large part on role-playing and verbal performance, so he 

succeeds in merging life and art to a limited degree, but his artistry remains constrained to 

the verbal forms of wit and epigram. Basil’s painterly role in turn keeps him at a literal arm’s 
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length from his own artwork. Though he bewails his own presence in Dorian’s portrait, 

lamenting that “There is too much of myself in the thing” (14), his living self never wholly 

identifies with the object of his aesthetic (if not carnal) desire. Of the remaining characters of 

the story (leaving Dorian Gray aside for the moment), the actress Sibyl Vane comes closest 

to incarnating a camp sensibility—at least from Dorian’s point of view. For when Dorian 

falls in love with Sibyl and relates his infatuation to Lord Henry, he operates under the self-

deceiving pretense that, as an actress, Sibyl functions as a full-time performance piece.  

Harry, I do love her. She is everything to me in life. Night after night I go to see her 
play. One evening she is Rosalind, and the next evening she is Imogen. I have seen 
her die in the gloom of an Italian tomb, sucking the poison from her lover’s lips. [...] 
She has been innocent and the black hands of jealousy have crushed her reed-like 
throat. I have seen her in every age and in every costume. Ordinary women never 
appeal to one’s imagination. [...] But an actress! How different an actress is! (51) 

 
Dorian is so taken with Sibyl’s performance that he fuses (or confuses) her with her 

role on stage; so art-stricken is he that he even frames his description of her in a poetic 

blazon, using overblown alliteration (“lover’s lips”) and the hackneyed rhyme of “tomb” 

with “gloom” when speaking about her. His conflation of actress and role is so complete 

that when the theatre proprietor offers to introduce him to the play’s “Juliet,” Dorian retorts 

that she has been dead for hundreds of years and that she lies in a tomb in Verona (52). 

When Sibyl finally meets her admirer, she similarly equates Dorian with his fairy-tale 

appearance, dubbing him “Prince Charming” (52). When Lord Henry inquires of Dorian 

about Sibyl’s family and real-life entanglements, Dorian dismisses such concerns with yet 

another conflation of role and role-player, pointing out how “to-night she is Imogen,” and 

“to-morrow night she will be Juliet” (54). Lord Henry investigates further and asks, “When 

is she Sibyl Vane?” to which Dorian retorts, “Never.” (54). Similarly, when Dorian departs, it 

is “Imogen” who awaits him, not Sibyl (56). “You don’t understand her, Harry. She regarded 

me as merely a person in a play. She knows nothing of life” (53). For Dorian, Sibyl’s identity 
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is wholly subsumed by her performance, and as such she is esteemed by him entirely in 

terms of her universal qualities: “She is all the great heroines of the world in one. She is 

more than an individual” (54). Sibyl is thus not “a” woman, but “Woman,” a concretized 

universal expressed as a living work of art—again, from Dorian’s point of view.  

Sibyl, however, does not value such role-playing as constituting her true identity. 

Although for readers she appears shallowly melodramatic at first, Sibyl ironically fails Dorian 

by finding too little satisfaction in the play of surfaces. After she accepts Dorian’s marriage 

proposal, she—to the dismay of both Dorian and Lord Henry—deliberately acts badly, 

performing on stage with complete self-awareness, embodying the knowledge that she is not 

identical with the role she portrays. Unlike Dorian, she is a failed self-remediation. After the 

dismal play she declares to Dorian that she “will never act well again” (83), explaining that 

[B]efore I knew you, acting was the one reality of my life. It was only in the theatre 
that I lived. I thought that it was all true. I was Rosalind one night, and Portia the 
other. The joy of Beatrice was my joy, and the sorrows of Cordelia were mine also. 
[...] The painted scenes were my world. I knew nothing but shadows, and I thought 
them real. You came—oh, my beautiful love!—and you freed my soul from prison. 
You taught me what reality really is. (84) 
 
It is significant that Sibyl accounts for her new ability to perceive stagecraft as a 

second-order imitation specifically in terms of awareness. “I became conscious that the 

Romeo was hideous, and old, and painted, that the moonlight in the orchard was false, that 

the scenery was vulgar, and that the words I had to speak were unreal, were not my words, 

were not what I wanted to say. I have grown sick of shadows” (84). As with a fairy tale 

curse, it is Dorian’s kiss that breaks the enchantment that had blinded Sibyl to what “real” 

love and beauty are like, but the consequences of her newfound vision prove disastrously far 

removed from a “happily ever after” fairy tale ending. Dorian’s beloved actress is now 

merely Sibyl—conspicuously free of quotation marks—not a role-enframed “Imogen,” or 

“Juliet,” or “Rosalind.” And because Dorian is only capable of loving a living artwork—one 
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who through her performance embodies all women—he finds Sibyl’s humble particularity 

repellent. It is moreover worth noting that when Dorian retorts, “You have killed my love” 

(84), he explicitly links Sibyl’s newfound awareness not only with failed artistry but also with 

death.  

Considering how Sibyl’s rejection of her stage role “kills” Dorian’s love and thereby 

proves fatal for her as well, it is ironic how Lord Henry so easily remediates Sibyl’s suicide 

into an artful performance, critiquing it as if he were a “spectator of the play” (98). For him, 

the violent and tragic manner by which Sibyl “leaves the stage” highlights the very 

theatricality of her unwitting performance, rendering it beautiful and dramatically effective.  

No, she will never come to life. She has played her last part. But you must think of 
that lonely death in the tawdry dressing-room simply as a strange lurid fragment 
from some Jacobean tragedy, as a wonderful scene from Webster, or Ford, or Cyril 
Tourneur. [...] To you at least she was always a dream, a phantom that flitted through 
Shakespeare’s plays and left them lovelier for its presence, a reed through which 
Shakespeare’s music sounded richer and more full of joy. The moment she touched 
actual life, she marred it, and it marred her, and so she passed away. Mourn for 
Ophelia, if you like. Put ashes on your head because Cordelia was strangled. Cry out 
against Heaven because the daughter of Brabantio died. But don’t waste your tears 
over Sibyl Vane. She was less real than they are. (100) 

 
Lord Henry’s assertion that Sibyl is “less real” than the roles she performed is an inversion 

(if not perversion) of Plato’s art-depreciating ontology in The Republic and more specifically 

of his famous “Allegory of the Cave” in Book VII. As a result, it also serves to assuage the 

vestiges of Dorian’s conscience. For Sibyl, “sick of shadows,” thought she had found the real 

in the luminous idealized form of Dorian Gray, who freed her from her shackles in the dark. 

But Dorian, under Lord Henry’s influence, perceives no bondage in his servitude to art, and 

consequently reads the shadow play on the wall as the only reality to seek. Lord Henry, 

echoing the maxim that “no artist has ethical sympathies” from Wilde’s preface (3), is thus 

able to defend philosophically the dissociation of ethical concern from the artist’s purview. 
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For if the goal of life is to live every moment as an experimental artist (and artwork), then 

death and even murder must be viewed purely in terms of their aesthetic, and not ethical, 

implications. What results, Douglas Robillard, Jr. explains, Dorian’s emotions “become 

sterile, like the emotions that Wilde suggests are aroused by art. Dorian reacts to Sibyl Vane’s 

suicide by choosing to regard it as a work art. This aesthetic distance absolves him of guilt 

and responsibility for her death” (34).  

To cope with his confusion, Dorian yet again seeks remedy in remediation. When 

Basil threatens to grieve Sibyl’s death, Dorian beseeches him to use the power of virtuality to 

make him feel better, “Basil, if you really want to console me, teach me rather to forget what 

has happened, or to see it from a proper artistic point of view. Was it not Gautier who used 

to write about la consolation des arts?” (106). Because Sibyl’s death was more artful than her 

life, Dorian convinces himself that her tragic suicide is artistically justified: the artistic 

remediation that failed in life is atoned for in her consummate performance of dying: “She 

passed again into the sphere of art” (106). The built-in irony of camp surfaces, moreover, in 

Sibyl’s very disillusionment and suicide. Even as she declares her abandonment of role-

playing performance, Sibyl’s final “act” succeeds in impersonating yet another literary figure, 

namely Tennyson’s “Lady of Shalott”—who, captive in the tower of artifice, similarly grows 

“half sick of shadows” and meets her death by attempting to escape into the light of reality.  

 
Life Remediated into Art 

“There is something fatal about a portrait. It has a life of its own.”  
—Dorian Gray (112) 
 

When Dorian Gray first discovers the uncanny power of his painted doppelgänger, 

he locks it in an attic room and hides it behind a screen, spatially bifurcating his already 

virtualized body.7 Whereas Des Esseintes’ virtuality in A Rebours was entirely enclosed inside 
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his hypermediated mansion of artifice, Dorian’s virtual self is half “in the world” (as his 

unsullied yet fleshly social body) and half cloistered in a Baudelaire-styled retreat “out of the 

world” (as the leprous hidden portrait). Less significant than either location is that through 

such dissociation, both body and canvas become works of art. Guided by Lord Henry’s 

artistic vision, Dorian Gray soon discovers the aesthetic potential in remediating the sins of 

his body into paint on the canvas. When after abandoning Sibyl he discovers in his portrait 

“lines of cruelty round the mouth” (88), Dorian delights in them because he recognizes that 

these are lines that he himself inscribed through his artful performance of wickedness in 

everyday life.  

For there would be a real pleasure in watching it. He would be able to follow his 
mind into its secret places. This portrait would be to him the most magical of 
mirrors. As it had revealed to him his own body, so it would reveal to him his own 
soul. [...] What did it matter what happened to the coloured image on the canvas. He 
would be safe. That was everything. [...] He drew the screen back into its former 
place in front of the picture, smiling as he did so, and passed into his bedroom... 
(103) 

 
When Dorian Gray had originally sat as Basil’s model, Lord Henry was able to 

compare both of Dorian’s mediated self-representations: body and painted canvas. 

Astonished by both but dismayed at the transience of Dorian’s youth and beauty, he warns 

Dorian that a battle of inscriptions is in fact taking place, and that whereas the strokes on the 

canvas will endure forever, Dorian will himself become marked not by the splendor of art, 

but by the ravages of life: “No, you don’t feel it now. Some day, when you are old and 

wrinkled and ugly, when thought has seared your forehead with its lines and passion branded 

your lips with its hideous fires, you will feel it, you will feel it terribly” (24). But now that 

Dorian has divided himself into two discrete, virtualized selves, he finds consolation by 

wielding an artist’s brush of his own. Such thoroughgoing dissociation from his painting thus 
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serves not only to secure his body’s imperishable beauty, but also to provide him with a 

canvas on which to experiment. As Robillard puts it,  

Instead of the beauty that Gilbert describes in his dialogue [“The Critic as Artist”] 
Dorian discovers the aesthetics of ugliness, pain, and horror, and learns to take 
pleasure from them. His search for new and novel sensations leads him to explore 
the extremes of human experience. (33)  

 
The portrait’s first suggestion of his degradation intrigues Dorian not because it 

traces his moral decline but because it bears the marks of an artist’s inscription, and before 

long, fastidiously scrutinizing the canvas becomes a consuming passion for him. The 

disfigurement of his own painted image, if experienced as moral feedback, would be 

devastating—as it had been when he first read it as a moral compass, as “a visible symbol of 

the degradation of sin” (93). But now, viewed instead aesthetically, it achieves a grotesque 

charm. Dorian’s detailed appraisal and analysis of the portrait thus make him not only artist 

and artwork, but critic, 

[L]ooking now at the evil and aging face on the canvas, and now at the fair young 
face that laughed back at him from the polished glass. [...] The very sharpness of the 
contrast used to quicken his sense of pleasure. He grew more and more enamoured 
of his own beauty, more and more interested in the corruption of his own soul. He 
would examine with minute care, and sometimes with a monstrous and terrible 
delight, the hideous lines that seared the wrinkling forehead or crawled around the 
hideous mouth... (124) 
 

Like the “Young Man” of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18, Dorian Gray achieves immortality (albeit 

for a limited time) precisely through the “eternal lines” of art. Just as Basil inscribed lines of 

elegance in Dorian’s portrait, Dorian’s artistic performance of excess and dissipation 

inscribes an elaborate—albeit horrid—tracery of its own upon the canvas. To Dorian, for 

whom “Life was the first, the greatest, of the arts,” (125) the canvas becomes the visible 

record of the performance of living itself. In dissociating himself from the moral effects of 

his actions, Dorian is able to live his life as an experiment in aesthetics, as an embodiment of 

camp that abjects morality and thereby unites the artist and the artwork.  
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By embracing the aesthetics of Lord Henry, Dorian Gray re-visions Walter Pater’s 

famous (or notorious) conclusion to The Renaissance, in effect carnalizing it. In this 

conclusion, Pater promotes an aesthetic in which the viewer of art ought to cultivate the 

most intense and high-frequency impressions possible from witnessing the work of art. But 

as Barbara Charlesworth argues, Lord Henry seeks to cultivate not merely the most vibrant 

“impressions” (as Pater puts it) but rather the most intense “sensations” (384). Doing so not 

only encloses the quotidian inside an aesthetic frame, echoing the “everyday-as-art” 

experience of the detached flaneur, but also actively transforms every sense experience into a 

specimen of “found art”—like Marcel Duchamp’s urinal “Fountain” from a quarter-century 

later. Dorian eagerly adopts Lord Henry’s sensation-rich conception of art, taking pleasure 

“not so much in enjoyment of the moment as in watching the effect of the moment upon 

himself” (Charlesworth 384). That is to say, the painterly responsiveness of the canvas to 

Dorian’s behavior allows him to use moral corruption as a privileged mode of artistic 

inscription: “There were moments when he looked on evil simply as a mode through which 

he could realize his conception of the beautiful” (140). Using his multiform sensations as a 

veritable painter’s palette, Dorian requires a virtual body which can experience all such 

sensations as pure aisthesis, without scarring or weighing down his conscience. All such 

inscriptions find themselves displaced, or remediated, from life to art: from morality to 

aesthetics, from the body to the canvas. Where Des Esseintes’ jeweled tortoise collapses 

under the weight of art, Dorian’s body is unburdened by it. Only his portrait grows more 

heavy. 

  
Victorian Avatar-Identity: Remediation as Incarnation 
 

When Dorian rejected Sibyl, he said that he had only loved her because she had 

“realized the dreams of great poets and gave shape and substance to the shadows of art. 
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Without your art you are nothing” (85). These words highlight just how close Sibyl came, for 

him, to fulfilling the terms of Lord Henry’s artistic manifesto earlier in the book:  

I believe that if one man were to live out his life fully and completely, were to give 
form to every feeling, expression to every thought, reality to every dream—I believe 
that the world would gain such a fresh impulse of joy that we would forget all the 
maladies of medievalism, and return to the Hellenic ideal—to something finer, 
richer, than the Hellenic ideal, it may be. But the bravest man amongst us is afraid of 
himself. The mutilation of the savage has its tragic survival in the self-denial that 
mars our lives. We are punished for our refusals. (21) 

 
But as we have seen, Sibyl’s rejection of full-time role-playing kept her from attaining the 

status of living artwork. For Wilde’s story to succeed, Sibyl in fact must fail, for otherwise the 

uniquely realized union of artist and artwork in the character of Dorian Gray would fall 

short of heroic (and ultimately tragic) grandeur. Keeping this reading in mind, it might be 

useful to construe Sibyl (and perhaps even Lord Henry and Basil) as artistic prototypes that 

hint at the possible remediation of artist into artwork, prophets pre-figuring an incarnation 

that finds its realization only in Dorian Gray. Dorian’s encounter with the enigmatic “Yellow 

Book” in Chapter XI encourages such an interpretation, for in it he construes “The Hero, 

the wonderful young Parisian, in whom the romantic and the scientific temperaments were 

so strangely blended” as “a kind of prefiguring type of himself.” He concludes that “the 

whole book seemed to him to contain the story of his own life, written before he had lived 

it” (123). This “Yellow Book” is inspired in part by Huysmans’ A Rebours.  

[Dorian’s] eye fell on the yellow book that Lord Henry had sent him. […] It was the 
strangest book that he had ever read. […] It was a novel without a plot, and with 
only one character, being, indeed, simply a psychological study of a certain young 
Parisian, who spent his life trying to realize in the nineteenth century all the passions 
and modes of thought that belonged to every century except his own, and to sum up, 
as it were, in himself the various moods through which the world-spirit had ever 
passed, loving for their mere artificiality those renunciations that men unwisely called 
virtue, as much as those natural rebellions that wise men still call sin. […] One hardly 
knew at times whether one was reading the spiritual ecstasies of some medieval saint 
or the morbid confessions of a modern sinner. It was a poisonous book. (121) 
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As a gift from Lord Henry, the Yellow Book unsurprisingly embodies l’art pour l’art 

yet again. The young Parisian’s love of virtue and sin “for their mere artificiality” signals that 

moral considerations hold no value apart from their aesthetic effect: virtue is estimable only 

for its performative aesthetic function as “virtue,” sin as “sin.” Dorian’s ambivalence over 

whether he is reading the work of a saint or sinner reinforces what Wilde suggests in his 

famous preface, namely that the aesthetic simply does not map onto the ethical. More 

important, though, is how Dorian reads the book in relation to himself. If the “certain young 

Parisian” (the baron Des Esseintes) in effect “prefigures” the protagonist of Wilde’s novel, 

then Dorian becomes a Christ-like fulfillment of a pre-written typology, “the Word became 

flesh.” Dorian thus embodies and performs what was before only dimly sensed on the page 

(note how this passage campily draws attention to its own artifice, given that Dorian is 

himself a literary character). His yearning for the “subtle antinomianism” (128) that he finds 

in mysticism also suggests that he views himself as Christ-like in being exempt from the old 

Law—and exempt he is, because a canvas is punished in his place. But if Dorian exists as an 

artistic performance “outside the pages” of the Yellow Book (and Des Esseintes’ self-

enclosure does suggest being bound within the covers of a literary artifact), then his 

ontological status should transcend that of his predecessor (in a parallel manner to the New 

Testament’s fulfillment of what was haltingly shadowed forth in the Old Testament). If Des 

Esseintes points the way as a dissipative John the Baptist crying from inside an artificial 

wilderness, then Dorian Gray incarnates within quotation marks as a manifestly decadent 

Christ: “Dorian Gray,” avatar of Camp. But this typological reading of artistic doubling goes 

even further. If the “real Dorian Gray” (28) is the artistic representation of Dorian Gray, 

then it’s significant that “Dorian Gray” in turn must be represented through yet another 
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artifice, namely the novel of Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, and suggests that the enclosing 

frame of the novel, like the frame of the painting, makes it that much more real. 

In the chapter that Dorian reads from the corrupting “Yellow Book,” Dorian 

discovers himself to be the culmination or summation of a grand process, in which he fulfills 

a more-than-human, more than individual, or even a god-like role. When Wilde first presents 

the reader with Basil’s portrait of Dorian Gray, he likewise describes it in terms that link 

Dorian not only with the aesthetic but the divine. The “full length portrait of a young man 

of extraordinary personal beauty” which is “clamped to an upright easel” (5) suggests both 

the elevation of splendor as well as a Christ-like pose of crucifixion. Basil correspondingly 

elevates Dorian to the level of deity by proclaiming that he is “made to be worshipped,” and 

when he completes Dorian’s portrait, he declares, “it is quite finished” (26), echoing Christ’s 

voiced completion of salvific suffering on the cross. Dorian himself links his image on the 

canvas with an atoning sacrifice, noting that it bears “the burden of his passions and his 

sins” and is “seared with the lines of suffering and thought” (88). In another exaltation of 

Dorian over the individually human, Lord Henry proposes that Dorian be hedonism’s 

“visible symbol” (25). Similarly, the canvas later becomes for Dorian “a visible symbol of the 

degradation of sin” (93).  

The repetition of the term “visible symbol” in relation to Dorian makes it worth a 

closer look. Liturgically, the term “visible symbol” suggests a sacramental reality in which the 

symbol not only stands in for, but also embodies the invisible, making it physically present. In 

Christian mythology, for example, Christ is the “visible symbol” of the invisible God; the 

Eucharist is a “visible symbol” of the body and blood of Christ. Under Lord Henry’s 

influence, Dorian values the religious symbol solely for its performative features, namely the 

sensuousness of the ritual, the theatrics of the priest (128), and the splendor of ecclesiastical 
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vestments (134). For Dorian there is no reality that “underlies” the ritual that one might 

seek, which is why Dorian is drawn to the beauty of the High Church mass and liturgy but 

not Christian dogma. Dorian is one for whom “the visible world existed” (125)—and that 

world alone.  

The association of Dorian with Christ and his status as “visible symbol” thus invite 

the reader to read Dorian not only as a religious or symbolic figure, but also as a remediating 

“incarnation” himself. Christian orthodoxy since Athanasius has held that through the 

mystery of the Incarnation, Christ entered flesh not as “a man,” but as “Man.” Christ is 

therefore more than an individual; by becoming universal “Man,” Christ assumes all of 

humanity into himself and thereby draws it into godhood. Irenaeus had earlier argued in the 

same vein that by participating in the universal stages of the human life, Christ redeemed all 

particular lives.8 Significantly, a similar notion of “incarnation” holds true not just for religion, 

however, but for art. In An Apology for Poetry, Sir Philip Sidney argued that Poetry remedies 

the deficiencies of History (which consists of concrete particulars) and Philosophy (which 

emphasizes abstract universals) precisely because it gives body to the concrete universal. The 

figures of art, and particularly of allegory, thus represent universal truths and not just 

particulars (Sidney 335).  

Keeping the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation and Sidney’s Apology in mind, it is 

easy to see how Wilde’s incarnation of Camp in The Picture of Dorian Gray follows the same 

pattern of concretizing the universal. With art as the decadent real, the performance of art 

becomes that of universal truth made sensuously concrete rather than rationally abstract. 

Recall that Dorian encounters the role-playing Sibyl as “all the great heroines of the world in 

one. She is more than an individual” (54), and that he rejects her specifically when she 

becomes merely “a” woman. In contrast, as “Dorian Gray,” the living artwork, Dorian 
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transcends particularity, becoming more than merely “an artist” or even “an artwork.” He 

instead embodies “Artist” and “Art” in all of their universality, and in the same way that for 

Athanasius Christ’s incarnation elevates humanity into godhood, Dorian transforms all of 

life into Art, with the canvas bearing the scars of many lives just as Christ bears the scars of 

the lives he redeems in his incarnation and passion. For Dorian, the redemptive power of 

taking on multiple lives is manifest not, however, through self-denial and suffering but 

through sensual indulgence and “insincerity,” a term he bestows with special significance.   

Is insincerity such a terrible thing? I think not. It is merely a method by which we 
can multiply our personalities. Such, at any rate, was Dorian Gray’s opinion. He used 
to wonder at the shallow psychology of those who conceive the Ego in man as a 
thing simple, permanent, reliable, and of one essence. To him, man was a being with 
myriad lives and myriad sensations, a complex multiform creature that bore within 
itself strange legacies of thought and passion, and whose very flesh was tainted with 
the monstrous maladies of the dead. (137) 
 
In Christ, the Word is remediated into flesh; but through Dorian Gray, Art becomes 

carnal—a reminder of the meaty roots of the word “incarnation” itself.9 Although both 

Christ and Dorian Gray embody the universal in the concrete, Dorian’s incarnation of art 

strikingly perverts the doctrine of the Christian Incarnation by inverting its terms precisely. 

Christ’s divine condescension exemplifies kenosis, a great “emptying out” of his divinity in 

order to become a servant. In a fulfillment of what Walter Pater called “multiplied 

consciousness” (159), Dorian’s hunger for multiform sensation in blinding contrast 

represents a grand “filling up,” an incarnation of sensuous indulgence. The cluttered canvas 

becomes the visible symbol (or parody) of pleroma, of plenitude or fullness, a grotesque 

overfilling of brushstrokes inscribed by the sensuous excesses of multiple sordid lives. 

Instead of making himself into a sacrifice, Dorian ultimately murders Basil, his own creator. 

In these ways, Dorian Gray’s condition of dissociated virtuality demonstrates the power of 
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the avatar to perform acts uncontainable, unsustainable, and perhaps even unrepresentable 

in real life.  

 
From Remedy to Poison: Dorian Gray’s Pharmakon  

Basil had described Dorian’s beauty as “unconscious, ideal, and remote,” namely, “all 

what art should be” (110). In thoroughly dissociating art from the fetters of consciousness, 

Basil echoes Sir Philip Sidney, who defended poetry against those who equated it with 

falsehood by famously declaring that “for the poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never 

lieth” (“Sir Philip Sidney,” 947). Because Dorian can watch—but not feel—his slide into 

decay, the image on the canvas remains an object of morbid artistic curiosity and not moral 

feedback. But by the end of the novel the canvas takes on a new role as the image of a 

“monstrous soul-life” (212) that testifies of Dorian Gray’s multiple crimes, tormenting him. 

In the short space of two successive sentences, the portrait slides from being an artistic 

likeness, “it had been like conscience to him,” to becoming the actual representation of 

moral consciousness itself, “Yes, it had been conscience” (212, my emphasis). But any hope 

Dorian had for reclaiming his “soul,” as it were, is dashed by Lord Henry, who points out 

the impossibility of Dorian Gray’s repentance by deriding it as a quest for nothing more than 

yet another novel emotion (201). For Lord Henry, there is no escaping to an “outside” of 

the performative aesthetic frame by seeking to honor conscience—for conscience and 

aesthetics are worlds hermetically sealed from one other with no windows to meet and greet 

one another.  

Dorian Gray, however insulated by his unblemished avatar outfit, in a startling shift 

begins to feel his moral decay. In the same way that Sibyl discovers that her on-stage 

“Romeo” was actually “hideous” (84), on the final pages of the novel Dorian Gray becomes 

aware that his grotesque image is morally repugnant and not merely aesthetically curious. In 
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short, he no longer recognizes the canvas as just a work of art, but as an agent of ethical 

consciousness. His desire to kill it, to stab it with the knife, is predicated on precisely that 

awareness that seeks to look beneath the surface of beauty for its moral qualities—the very 

danger that Basil, Lord Henry, and Wilde himself warn against—because to live one’s life as 

an artwork demands just the opposite, namely, the full-time dissociation of the aesthetic 

from the ethical. As a result, when Dorian slashes at the canvas, the portrait reclaims its 

pristine beauty and stays safe from injury, enclosed in the frame that designates it as an 

immortal, untouchable artwork. At the same time, because art is unable to inhabit a medium 

made morally aware, the living incarnation of camp in the fleshly figure of Dorian Gray 

ceases. He loses his protective membrane of quotation marks and reverts to a hideous 

humanoid form that, far from revealing the graceful lines of art, instead bears the disfiguring 

marks of conscience.                

Dorian’s fatal end shows how Sarah Kofman is right: art does perform a 

“phamaceutical function,” but the doubleness of Dorian himself is mirrored in the 

doubleness of the Derridean phamakon: the cure which also poisons. Like the pharmakon of 

the written word in Derrida’s account from “Plato’s Pharmacy” in Dissemination, the 

representation of Dorian Gray as a painted figure proves toxic to the “original” Dorian. But 

such a poison is one he must either drink or else die of thirst: as we saw earlier, such an 

image is in fact needed as a supplement before Dorian can even see himself in the first place. 

As Lacan points out, all recognition thus depends on misrecognition, the (mis)identification 

of the self with the image. But whereas Plato in the Phaedrus regards such images as defective 

reflections of a certifiable “original” (e.g., writing as a defective form of speech), Wilde 

inverts Plato again by having Dorian Gray see himself precisely as a failure of art, his body a 

defective copy of an artistic original.  
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If Plato believed that speech seamlessly bridged the chasm between signifier and 

signified, then Dorian Gray convinced himself that becoming a work of art would seamlessly 

unite his embodied self with the aesthetic realm and free him from all (in his view) 

extraneous supplements such as morality and time. But all such self-enclosing efforts 

inevitably create their own doubleness and thrive in secret upon the very things they seek to 

abject. The three-dimensional version of Dorian Gray depends, in fact, on both society and 

the dissociated painted image to authenticate his artistry in the first place. Before his fatal 

end, Dorian can, like Lord Henry, choose to read his canvas purely for its aesthetic effects, 

but his fascination with these very effects betrays a dependence on morality as a secret 

source of aesthetic value. Even as Plato’s adulation of speech appears only in writing that 

seeks to efface its own status as a written work, Dorian Gray exults in his own “pure,” 

quotation mark-enclosed status as “work of art,” all the while ignoring the fact that the art 

he creates on canvas could never exist except through the inscriptive powers of morality. For 

if corruption is merely a moral affectation, how then does it wield the power to create a 

leprous image in the first place? As a critic, Dorian Gray wields the Barthean power to 

aestheticize signifieds however much he likes, but how morality has the power to paint new 

signifiers on the canvas is a question he never thinks to ask.  

Dorian Gray’s grim fate results from his violently breaching the boundaries set in 

place around his virtual body, whose quotation-marked membrane cannot be removed 

without killing the man inside of it. But Dorian’s death is not a consequence of art or 

virtuality per se, but rather a consequence of his attempt to inhabit one particular conception of 

art, namely that of self-enclosed autonomy. As we saw with Huysmans and Morris, however, 

even the notion of “art for art’s sake” is anything but monolithic. Where Des Esseintes 

wraps himself in the isolating frame of parentheses, Morris forever links art, humanity, and 
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nature with a hyphen. And for all his glorying in artfully textualized identity, the character of 

Tristram Shandy knows himself to be anything but autonomous—he is in fact so utterly 

contingent on others that his story resists even making it to his own birth. Tristram is thus 

content to see himself artfully summoned to life, not in isolating quotation marks, but in 

italics—not to mention his occasional “dashing” appearances. Indeed, through other voices 

and other characters, Tristram’s self is made up wholly of others. Dorian Gray instead 

inhabits an artfully crafted illusion of himself as a quotation-bound monad—windowless and 

walled off from all emotion and mutuality—dwelling in a narcissistic hall of mirrors that 

torments by multiplying his own image endlessly, to the exclusion of all others.  

Dorian’s enclosure in quotation marks is so multiply embedded that his attempt near 

the end of the book to escape quotation-bound textuality and thereby “become good” 

results in only one further embedded performance of goodness, namely, “ “goodness.” ” (The 

endlessness of such quotation-bound performances makes one wonder if Oscar Wilde was 

himself no aesthete but was in fact only posing as one.) But however Dorian Gray might 

have fancied his remediated self as enclosed and autonomous, he ultimately misreads the 

conditions of his own inherent textuality, and consequently fails to signify. As a work of art 

he can only be meaningfully “read” when put in relationship with a world bigger than that of 

his own enclosing frame—the world of the more-than-aesthetic text outside the confines of 

quotation marks.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 182

Part III 
 
The Return of the Remediated: Consolation and Uncanny  

Horror in House of Leaves 

“And again, was this artifice or reality?” 
—Zampanò, House of Leaves (Danielewski 6) 
 

Mark Danielewski’s sprawling experimental novel House of Leaves, like the infamous 

house of its title, is too vast and too bewildering to represent critically. Its multiple narrative 

frames, hypermediating textual windows, and countless footnotes on footnotes—not to 

mention its fluctuating typography, oscillating typefaces, and vacillating narrative 

perspectives—enact an epic series of textual digressions that make Tristram Shandy seem 

altogether terse in comparison. N. Katherine Hayles, Mark B.N. Hansen and others have 

already written extensively on the ubiquitous mediations, remediations, and the pervasive 

media technologies represented in the novel’s 700+ pages. Rather than reiterate these critical 

media perspectives here, I want to gaze at a particular facet of remediation in House of Leaves 

that has so far received less attention, namely, how the novel’s characters remediate 

themselves specifically in order to remedy reality, and how such virtualizing remediations 

return to haunt the real. Johnny Truant, Zampanò, Will Navidson, and Karen Navidson all 

create symbolic, virtualized orders of their own devising that allow them to make their 

broken worlds inhabitable: Johnny frantically imprints the typewritten page with fictitious 

stories about himself so as not to see the actual painful burn marks on his arms and to avert 

his gaze from the childhood scars raked across his psyche. The blind graphomaniac 

Zampanò inscribes writing on top of every conceivable surface, documenting a non-existent 

film about a non-existent house, conjuring endless visual images about the productions of 

visual media, doing all this precisely in order to see, in this way literarily compensating for his 

lack of literal vision. Will Navidson in turn fixes the flux of ephemera with his camera and by 
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constantly filming his family with Hi-8 video, remedying transience and loss through the 

stability of the technologically captured visual image. His wife Karen similarly builds a 

stabilizing stronghold for her fragile household by binding literary fictions in sturdy, well-

disciplined bookshelves.  

But each of these efforts goes horrifically awry. The animate powers of the virtual 

refuse to stay safely enclosed in their textual wrappings, bursting forth into actuality to make 

rival inscriptions of their own through a proliferation of endless bewildering “passages” and 

violent bodily markings. Zampanò’s big black trunk full of sprawling texts refuses to stay 

shut when Johnny tries to keep the story safely sealed off; he soon finds himself stalked by 

the very creatures that inhabit Zampanò’s (ostensibly) fictive House of Leaves. Zampanò is 

already dead when the novel begins, appearing only as a textual trace reported by Johnny, 

but deep gashes inscribe the floor near his body, seemingly caused by the same beast that he 

himself had inscribed in the pages of his Navidson Record—the same nightmarish creature that 

now terrorizes Johnny’s waking life. The inhabitants of Will Navidson’s footage haunt both 

him and Karen, as does their house, which refuses to stay bounded by the dimensions of its 

“real” external frame.  

These characters’ artistic compensations and remediations, like the house on Ash 

Tree Lane itself, prove vastly bigger on the inside than on the outside. Ultimately, they 

threaten to expand far beyond the constraints that frame them in order to haunt those who 

had thought themselves safely “outside” the purview of such representations. As in Tristram 

Shandy, these knotty proliferations of text take on lives of their own, though here they 

achieve a vastly less sanguine effect. As in The Picture of Dorian Gray, artful remediations in 

House of Leaves indeed compensate for “real life,” but they do so not only by evading the 

claims of reality, but also by violently overwriting reality with gashes of their own devising: 
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under the logic of Danielewski, instead of Dorian’s slashing the canvas, the canvas slashes 

him. In House of Leaves’ unholy fusion of Nabokov, Borges, and Gothic horror, virtuality does 

more than just supplant reality. It also plays necromancer, raising textual and architectural art 

to uncanny life equipped with a malevolent agenda, enabling it to entwine “real” characters 

in a gloomy labyrinth woven of endlessly forking paths, a tangle of “passages” that growl, 

menacingly, at the very ones who devise them. If, as Derrida insists, there is in fact “no 

outside text” (il n’y pas hors-texte), then there likewise remains no safe place for these literary 

characters (and readers?) to hide from the dark fabrications that have escaped the binding 

covers of their textual inscription.  

 
Johnny Truant and Zampanò: Healed and Haunted by  

Remediation 

I wash the sweat off my face, do my best to suppress a shiver, can’t, return to the 
body, spread out across the table like papers—-and let me tell you there’s more than 
just The Navidson Record lying there—bloodless and still but not at all dead, calling 
me to it, needing me now like a child, depending on me despite its age. After all, I’m 
its source, the one who feeds it, nurses it back to health—-but not life, I fear—bones 
of bond paper, transfusions of ink, genetic encryption in Xerox; monstrous, maybe 
inaccurate correlates, but nonetheless there. And necessary to animate it all? […] Not 
some heaven sent blast of electricity but me, and not me unto me, but me unto it, if 
those two things are really at all different, which is still to say—to state the 
obvious—-without me it would perish. […] Except there’s something else […] by 
which I mean to say—to state the not-so-obvious—without it I would perish. 
 —Johnny Truant, House of Leaves (Danielewski 326) 
 
In the (it would seem) hastily typed opening pages to House of Leaves, Johnny Truant 

is terrified. He writes both to convey and to relieve himself from his horror of a looming 

beast, something he knows not what, but ironically he seeks deliverance textually from that 

something whose discarnate growls originate in the writings of Zampanò. Johnny warns his 

readers that “Old shelters won’t protect” (xxiii), yet he nevertheless tries to construct a 

surrogate sanctuary made out of stories. Like Zampanò’s own “snarls of words,” Johnny’s 
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writing evokes, incarnates, and amplifies the very horror he seeks to escape. So why does he 

do it? Fiction has forever been Johnny’s mechanism of coping, as readers find in his ever-

expanding footnotes, which colonize Zampanò’s “original” Navidson Record like the 

progressively ever more self-referential and self-serving commentaries by Charles Kinbote 

on John Shade’s poem from Nabokov’s Pale Fire. Readers discover, for example, that 

Johnny’s arms are scarred (so he tells us) by horrific burns. He compensates with storied 

inscriptions of his own for how these burns came about—sharing at one point a bogus 

Kung-Fu styled etiology centering on a martial arts cult—elaborate tales that take on lives of 

their own despite their lack of a referent in reality. To dismiss these stories as mere lies 

would make a reader miss the reprieve Johnny experiences through such artful feigning.  

I’m sure most women know it’s bull but hey, they’re entertained. I also think 
it’s somewhat of a relief not to hear the true story. I mean you look at the horror 
sweeping all the way up from my wrists to my elbows, and you have to take a deep 
breath and ask yourself, do I really want to know what happened there? In my 
experience, most people don’t. They usually look away. My stories actually help them 
look away. 
 Maybe they even help me look away. 
 But I guess that’s nothing new. We all create stories to protect ourselves. (20) 

 
Despite a fictive taint, Johnny Truant’s protective inscriptions retain their sheltering 

power because of their calculated immediacy. The transparency of the typewritten page, like 

a confessional, wields a talismanic force because it cloaks Johnny in the garb of a reliable 

narrator, a mere courier (embodied in the typewriter-emulating Courier typeface he uses),10 

one who carries somebody else’s message, one who merely reports rather than contrives. His 

interjecting footnotes moreover suggest that he genuinely “writes to the moment” by 

responding spontaneously to what he encounters in Zampanò’s source text. At the same 

time, however, Johnny not only admits to making up stories to compensate for his pain, but 

also glories in actually interpolating his own words into Zampanò’s ur-text. Johnny’s 

celebrated interpolation of “water” into Zampanò’s text about the Navidsons’ heater (12) is 
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an early instance of a self-professedly unreliable narrator’s insinuating his influence into his 

subject matter, Kinbote-style. As a result, we have no grounds for determining where the 

fiction starts or ends. Johnny delights so much in his stories, especially those told as if they 

were true, that we have no reason to trust that Zampanò even exists outside of Johnny’s 

own literary imagination. Also, as merely a tattoo artist apprentice who makes needles, never 

the one who gets to mark actual skin with ink, Johnny suffers from frustrated inscriptive 

power which composing fictions alleviates.  

On the other hand, for all we know, Zampanò is instead the master-framer who 

poses Johnny as the ostensibly reliable courier (Zampanò is in fact listed as the author of 

House of Leaves on the title page, with Danielewski’s name displaced to the facing page, 

making the novel itself a case of embedded self-remediations: Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of 

Leaves, by Zampanò, with introduction and notes by Johnny Truant). Moreover, the so-called 

“editors” of the novel are themselves diegetic—fictional characters, not the actual editors of 

the volume published by Pantheon—for they interact not with author Mark Z. Danielewski 

but with narrator Johnny. Further destabilizing their ontological status and that of the book 

itself, these editors appear not only as commentators inside of Zampanò’s Navidson Record, 

but also in the liminal fact/fictional zone of the House of Leaves copyright page, where they 

advise readers to keep in mind that what follows is “a work of fiction.” But considering the 

fictional status of the editors themselves, one scarcely knows how to take such an injunction, 

which of course raises questions about the authorial integrity of any given passage from The 

Navidson Record, if not House of Leaves in its entirety.11 Boundaries and categories thaw, making 

actuality and fictiveness flow back and forth like liquid, mixing. Highlighting such fluidity, 

Johnny’s fictive interpolation of the specific term “water” might be more than arbitrary. 
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For all their digressive strangeness, Johnny Truant’s remediating remedies appear 

straightforward in contrast to those performed by his putative subject, Zampanò. We 

encounter Zampanò only as represented through Johnny’s typewritten account, after he has 

already died. After Zampanò’s body is removed and Johnny’s friend Lude brings him into 

the dead man’s apartment, Johnny discovers that the windows are nailed and caulked shut, 

and vents are sealed with duct tape. But Johnny becomes convinced that Zampanò was 

trying not to keep the world out, but to keep his own productions in, “to retain the various 

emanations of his things and himself” (xvi). At first distracted by the disturbing claw marks 

gouging the floor, what Johnny doesn’t immediately perceive is the utter proliferation of text 

throughout the blind man’s apartment, “reams and reams of it.” 

Endless snarls of words, sometimes twisting into meaning, sometimes into nothing 
at all, frequently breaking apart, always branching off into other pieces I’d come 
across later—on, old napkins, the tattered edges of an envelope, once even on the 
back of a postage stamp; everything and anything but empty. (xvii)  
 
Zampanò’s extreme visual disability and proportionally extravagant textual 

compensations are striking not just for their written form, but for their visual content. 

Johnny explains that “Zampanò writes constantly about seeing. […] Over and over again, in 

one form or another, he returns to the subject of light, space, shape, line, color, focus, tone, 

contrast, movement, rhythm, perspective and composition” (xxi). For Zampanò, evidently 

the use of visual signs and the “language of light, film and photography” (xxi) create a 

prosthetic organ of sight. In this respect, Zampanò’s compensatory fictions parallel those 

invoked by Leonard Shelby (Guy Pierce) in Christopher Nolan’s film Memento (2001). Rather 

than suffering blindness, Leonard experiences anterograde amnesia after his wife’s murder 

and is unable to create any new memories. To compensate for his forgetting all new 

encounters just minutes after experiencing them, he in effect “programs” himself to play 

detective through ubiquitous external inscriptions: the notes he writes on the Polaroids he 
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snaps (“Don’t believe Teddy’s lies”), the diagrams with which he papers the walls of his 

motel room, and the clues he has tattooed over every inch of his muscular body (“John G. 

raped and murdered your wife”). These texts keep him forever on a quest to find his wife’s 

murderer, a quest that he has guaranteed will have no end. When Leonard discovers that he 

has already wrought his revenge by killing the perpetrator (presuming we buy his story at all), 

he nevertheless keeps the fiction going because it is the only way to give his profoundly 

transient existence any sort of meaning.  

Zampanò’s use of writing is likewise a self-sustaining triumph of virtuality over the 

given, one that he achieves by superimposing his own fictions over the real. Rather than just 

functioning as a limitation, Zampanò’s blindness paradoxically opens up all surfaces to his 

artistic inscription. Acknowledging no obligation to the prior imprint, his sightlessness 

makes the whole world into a potential palimpsest. Even more crucially, Zampanò’s 

transgressive overwriting of pre-existing texts, and onto surfaces not meant to be inscribed 

in the first place, anticipates House of Leaves’ fascination with the incursion of textual virtuality 

into everyday actuality. As Mark B.N. Hansen points out,  

By subordinating its orthographic [“straight-writing”] function—recording 
something that exists elsewhere, in absentia—to its role as a trigger for the production 
of meaning via embodiment, House of Leaves exemplifies language’s capacity to 
produce new images understood as material realities in their own right rather than as 
representations of something else. (223)  
 
So rather than invoking a gothic exchange of doubles like that in Dorian Gray, House 

of Leaves instead violently perforates the boundary between actuality and virtuality itself to 

create gaping fissures and osmotic rifts, compromising each side’s very distinctiveness—a 

dark expression of mixed, rather than virtual, reality. When text-induced madness is upon 

him and he seals himself in inscription-covered isolation, Johnny attempts the one thing left 

for him to reclaim his sanity, namely, to “Re-inter this thing in a binding tomb. Make it only 
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a book” (327). Where Dorian Gray initially sees the merging of life and art as liberating, in 

House of Leaves it becomes terrifying. Sealing himself away, Johnny ultimately nails measuring 

tapes along the floor and walls of his apartment to maintain objective distinctions between 

actual and fictive realities, so he can “tell for sure if there are any shifts” (296).12 Zampanò, 

we should remember, is found dead next to very real, very scary claw marks on his wooden 

floor—a victim, like Dorian Gray, of a breached membrane between reality and art. For 

every wound healed by art, the self-remediations performed by House of Leaves’ characters 

open up a new lesion which acts as a portal through which fictions can enter and thereby 

colonize—and terrorize—reality. 

What’s happened here? My memory’s in flakes. Haven’t slept. Nightmares fuse into 
waking minutes or are they hours? What scenes? What scenes. Atrocities. They are 
unspeakable but still mine. The blood, though, not all of it’s mine. I’ve lost sense of 
what’s real and what’s not. What I’ve made up, what has made me. (497) 

 
 
Echoing Hallways in a House of Leaves 

Thus it would appear that the ghost haunting The Navidson Record, continually bashing 
against the door, is none other than the recurring threat of its own reality.  

–Zampanò (Danielewski 149) 
 
See, the irony is it makes no difference that the documentary at the heart of this 
book is fiction. Zampanò knew from the get go that what’s real or isn’t real doesn’t 
matter here. The consequences are the same.  

–Johnny Truant (Danielewski xx) 
 
If Johnny Truant styles himself as the transparent “courier” whose immediacy of 

representation guarantees the appearance of unvarnished authenticity as a reporter, then Will 

Navidson instead embodies calculative hypermediacy. A Pulitzer Prize-winning 

photojournalist, Will consciously experiences representations as representations, and 

consequently frames images to convey the precise vision he wishes to evoke, not exactly 

tampering with the truth, but at least obtaining some measure of artistic control over an 

unwieldy and uncompassionate reality. (To account for Navidson’s documentary style, 
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Zampanò’s Navidson Record accordingly uses the Times typeface, which evokes the standards 

of newspaper reporting.) Like Johnny, Will seeks consolation through prosthetic bodily 

extensions such as visual images and architectural enclosures. Will’s and his brother Tom’s 

childhood is marked, Zampanò explains, by continuous uprootings and absentee parents: 

“By the time they were teenagers they were already accustomed to a discontinuous lifestyle 

marked by constant threats of abandonment and the lack of any emotional stability” (22). As 

a result, both Will and Tom learn to fear transience and to “identify with absence” (22). By 

hemming himself, his partner Karen Green, and their children inside unaltering 

photographic frames, in the Hi-8 video footage he constantly films, and in the embracing 

enclosure of the house itself, Will thus remedies the real by building an “outpost” that arrests 

the implacable onslaught of time, emptiness, and mutability, as Zampanò explains. 

By definition “outpost” means a base, military or other, which while safe inside 
functions principally to provide protection from hostile forces on the outside. This 
has always seemed a bizarre word to choose to describe a small house in the Virginia 
countryside, but it does shed some light on why Navidson undertook this project in 
the first place. More than just snapping a few pictures and recording daily events 
with a few Hi 8s, Navidson wanted to use images to create an outpost set against the 
transience of the world. No wonder he found it so impossible to give up his 
professional occupation. In his mind abandoning photography meant submitting to 
loss. (23) 

 
Like Des Esseintes in A Rebours, Will Navidson attempts to make his home into a 

pastoral retreat crammed with artful mediations that compensate for the defects of the given. 

Will’s version of pastoral inspires not decadence, however, but horror—and the comfort of 

his enclosures proves short lived. Will finds himself haunted, for example, by the Pulitzer 

Prize-winning image he took of the starving Sudanese girl Delial, whom he photographed 

alongside the vulture that looms impatiently beside her as it awaits her imminent demise, 

fearing that he himself was—by taking the photo instead of assisting her directly—a 

conspirator in her doom. From the perspective of Will’s wounded psyche, Delial’s death still 
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echoes. Her skeletal body has been virtually summoned back to life, and she refuses to stay 

inert and silently bounded inside the photographic frame. Photographic representation thus 

gives permanence to the fleeting, but like all species of virtuality, it is a pharmakon that both 

feeds and famishes. In the same breath that brings a flicker of life to those long gone, photos 

bring along with them memories of pain and amplifications of absence that feel that much 

more acute for becoming half-present. But whereas Johnny’s stories invoke the remedying 

powers of the virtual as a means of distraction—his stories being preferable to facing the 

actual burns on his arms—Will’s photographs work like scar tissue to mend burns by 

generating patchy scabs. Ultimately, Will hopes to harness the mediating and stabilizing 

power of camera footage to splice together his wounded family. As N. Katherine Hayles 

points out, in House of Leaves, “When relationships are not mediated by inscription 

technologies they decay toward alienation, and when they are mediated, they progress toward 

intimacy” (Hayles, “Saving the Subject” 783). With his countless photographs and jump cuts, 

Will endeavors to capture enough scraps of footage to staunch the gaping wound of the real. 

This metaphor of fragments and scabs is particularly apt, for like Doctor 

Frankenstein, Will Navidson aims to remedy death and dissolution through the creation of 

an undying human simulacrum—only instead of using the putrefying remnants of corpses he 

employs countless photographic images and endless feet of film to fabricate the semblance 

of an organic human whole, namely a well-integrated family. But virtuality proves 

treacherous stitching: as Zampanò puts it, “not even ten thousand photographs can secure a 

world” (23). Not only does Will’s use of images fail to make his family life cohere, but, like 

Frankenstein’s creature that rebels against its creator, the interior of the Navidson’s new 

house violently resists representation and the stasis conferred by such images. When the 

family discovers that the dimensions of their inside upstairs rooms are ¼” larger than those 
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measured from the outside, Karen becomes especially unsettled, and seeks to sturdy herself 

by building a bookshelf, as a footnoted commentator explains: “Karen refers to her books as 

her ‘newly found day to day comfort.’ By assembling a stronghold for them, she provides a 

pleasant balance between the known and the unknown” (34). Zampanò indicates that 

Karen’s project defends her family from the un-homelike uncanniness of the house by 

“introducing normalcy” (37). When Karen removes a photo album from the shelf, the 

remaining books, instead of collapsing off the edges, are held in place by the house itself: 

“No better book ends than two walls” (34).  

Karen’s symbolic order thus depends wholesale upon non-permeable boundaries, of 

insides staying in and outsides staying out. In such a scheme, fictional novels are securely 

bound inside meta-fictional covers. These sealed fictions are in turn gathered inside the 

stronghold of the constructed, actual bookshelf, which ensures that these fictions stay well-

ordered and safely bounded. In turn, the walls of the house secure the bookshelf, ensuring 

the stability of it and of its contents. The architecture of the house—like Yggdrasil, the 

world tree of Norse mythology which Zampanò evokes both through the address of “Ash 

Tree Lane” and in a typographic image on the final page of the novel—becomes the 

domestic axis mundi, the orienting, immoveable center of the world. As a result, human 

domestic constructions are meant to be, simply put, “homelike,” capable of bracketing out 

the unheimlich. So when Will’s brother Tom later reaches for a novel on Karen’s bookshelf 

and the books go toppling off the shelf entirely—revealing an extra foot-and-a-half between 

bookshelf and formerly bracing walls—Karen screams. The foundational dimensions of the 

domestic center have refused to stand still. In consequence, the breaching and breakdown of 

Karen’s securely nested symbolic order generates, in Julia Kristeva’s terms, “powers of 

horror.”   
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The “spatial rape” performed by the house (55) echoes the boundary violations 

mentioned earlier: the interpolations Johnny inserts into Zampanò’s text; the hauntings of 

Johnny and Zampanò by the creatures of Zampanò’s texts; and the violations enacted by the 

novel’s own fictive structure upon what a reader might expect to be a metafictive editorial 

frame. Like the painting Escaping Criticism by Pere Borrell del Caso, in House of Leaves, the 

boundaries between actuality and fictiveness hold no power to keep fictions contained (see 

Figure 11). Like the “endless snarls” of text in Zampanò’s apartment, the inside of the house 

 

 

Figure 11. Pere Borrell del Caso, Escapando de la crítica (Escaping Criticism), 1874. 

 
extends into hallways that branch and break endlessly out of their own inscrutable whim, 

and which, like Zampanò’s blind disregard for existing inscriptions, violate all known spatial 

laws and physical conceptions. Like Zampanò himself, the house is blind to the limiting 

conventions of a readable blueprint, providing no exterior frame and showing nothing but 

blankness. (Thus for Mark B.N. Hansen, the house—foregrounding the blue hyperlink-
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typography of the word house throughout Danielewski’s novel—becomes a figure for the 

eruption of digital media, unbounded by the restrictions of physical dimensionality, into the 

realm of ink and paper.) In the house’s effort’s to claim authorship, its hallways moreover 

resist being used as a means of representation by all others: the explorers are unable to leave 

lasting traces of their own on its ashen walls. As much as this unplumbed subterranean 

sublime appalls Karen, it lures Will ever deeper inside, where the enclosing house and the 

photographer compete to wield the transcendental signifier, where each strives to capture 

the other in a final enclosing frame: “We mustn’t forget the most obvious reason Navidson 

went back to the house: he wanted to get a better picture” (418). 

 The lack of final “closure” inside the house is of course mirrored in the very 

structure of the book. Both the characters’ and the reader’s access to the Navidson’s house is 

mediated through multiple disorienting frames, none of them final, making the readers of 

the novel as lost as those who enter the dark passageways of the house itself. Looking at the 

text from the “outside in,” in “Mark Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” Johnny Truant 

represents and comments upon Zampanò’s texts, which themselves represent Will 

Navidson’s footage, which in turn receives endless commentary from the scholars who are 

appropriated by Zampanò. Allegedly. Hayles has moreover compiled a list of the various 

“inscription technologies” used to tell the story: “film, video, photography, tattoos, 

typewriters, telegraphy, handwriting, and digital computers”—not to mention Zampanò’s 

use of “all available inscription surfaces” (Hayles, “Saving the Subject” 780). This multiply 

mediated content is paralleled by the multiply mediated typographical images that confront, 

resist, and disorient the reader (some passages requiring repeated rotations of the book or 

even a mirror to read), thereby undercutting one’s ability to follow the text along a single 

linear thread. Ariadne’s pathway out of the labyrinth is not exactly severed, but equally 
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frighteningly, multiplied, as extra hypertextual threads appear which string readers down 

numerous blind passageways, which themselves tie to further threads that proliferate the 

confusion further. Formally, then, textual mediations in House of Leaves come alive and resist 

the reader’s efforts to keep them tidy, linear, or safely bracketed in the categories of either 

“factual” or “fictional.”  

The unruly (re)mediations employed throughout Danielewski’s novel thus challenge 

standard models of media’s relationship to both its author and its recipient. From Marshall 

McLuhan’s perspective, the allure of media derives from how it extends the body. But along 

with such remediating extensions comes the threat of “Narcissus as Narcosis” (McLuhan 

63). Through media/technological representations, we mistake for others what are in fact 

only replications of ourselves reflected back at us, and in consequence find ourselves locked 

in a self-referring circuit lacking any genuine alterity. But the logic of remediation in House of 

Leaves works very differently. Instead of having Narcissus function as the governing metaphor 

for remediation, Zampanò invokes the mythological figure of Echo, who is cursed by the 

gods to be able only to repeat the last words she hears, her body fading away entirely.  

In his chapter on “the importance of space in the Navidson Record” (42), Zampanò 

details how the echo presents a different sort of threat than that of reflected visual images in 

pools—namely, the threat of imperfect recurrence.13 The echo’s treachery lies in its ability 

not only to feign originality, but its ability to distort and alter the original sound with an 

agency seemingly all its own.14 Zampanò thus calls the mythological figure of Echo “an 

insurgent” who “manages to subvert the gods’ ruling.” He continues, saying that “After all, 

her repetitions are far from digital, much closer to analog. Echo colours the words with faint 

traces of sorrow (The Narcissus myth) or accusation (The Pan myth) never present in the 

original” (41). Zampanò proceeds by further emphasizing Echo’s autonomy: “To repeat: her 
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voice has life. It possesses a quality not present in the original, revealing how a nymph can 

return a different and more meaningful story” (42). This passage is key to understanding the 

relationship between representation and original in Danielewskian gothic and its departure 

from McLuhan’s paradigm of media as extensions of the self. If Narcissus represents the 

threat of the self contaminating putatively other-oriented mediations, then Echo represents 

the horror of the other contaminating mediations that one had trusted to be self-governed. 

This is to say that in House of Leaves, the remediations performed by all its characters 

effectively function as uncanny echoes, not mirrors—representations no longer subject to 

the authority of the image-maker. It is thus no coincidence that the book’s dedication page 

reads, “This is not for you.”  

The echoing remediations of Zampanò bring forth a vast space of possibility from 

behind both his darkened eyes and from beyond the shut closet door of the Navidsons’ 

house, the architecture itself a grand echo of Shandyan digressiveness and Derridean free 

play. The centerless rhizome sprawls endlessly beneath the trunks of Ash Tree Lane just as 

text proliferates inside the big black trunk of Zampanò. But just as Baudrillard insists that 

there is “no room for both the world and its double” (Baudrillard, The Perfect Crime 34), these 

remediations refuse to play the part of dependent shadow. If “the author is dead,” as Roland 

Barthes famously declared, House of Leaves attempts to literalize this trope by having the 

author’s own voice bounce back as a lethal echo. The threats the explorers encounter in the 

house’s endless hallways, and those which Johnny fears are stalking him, accordingly 

manifest in audible form as the growling echo of an unseen beast. This growl signifies the 

return of the remediated, the representation which not only refuses fidelity to its source, but 

which, like Frankenstein’s creature or Dorian Gray’s portrait, assumes a monstrous life of its 
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very own, one which it uses to haunt and hunt the authors who would see their textual 

creations stay securely bound as fictions. 

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 In Neuromancer, Case finds so much consolation in his Ono-Sendai cyberspace console that 
Molly considers his strokings of it to be “pornographic” (47). 
 
2 In his forward to Alter Egos, Julian Dibble is quick to point out that the huge variety of 
avatar representations shows that they do more than just compensate for their players’ 
deficiencies: “very little of what they have to say is final. One the one hand, for instance, the 
abundance of powerful, beautiful avatars posed next to glamour-challenged suburban 
nobodies seems to argue the proposition that we fly to virtual worlds as a departure from 
quotidian reality; yet just as striking is the number of avatars shaped to look precisely like the 
people who play them, suggesting just as forcefully that virtual worlds are better understood 
as an extension of reality and no escape from it at all.” He concludes that Cooper’s images of 
the digital self are “neither an escape from the offline self nor just a mirror of it” (qtd. in 
Cooper et al., n.p.). Although here I focus purely on the compensatory features of the virtual 
body, I do not mean to suggest that this is the only function the virtual body serves. 
 
3 Note another Derridean read invited by Lamb’s use of the term “supplement” here. 
 
4 Such a reading is complicated, of course, by the fact that Tristram’s circumcision-via-
windowframe occurs because the lead weights holding the window open had been 
reappropriated for use in Uncle Toby’s battle simulation: in this view, the virtual 
compensates for the injuries incurred by a reality which is already thoroughly infected by 
virtuality. 
 
5 All subsequent citations for Wilde are to The Picture of Dorian Gray unless otherwise 
indicated. 
 
6 See Bolter and Grusin’s seminal text Remediation. Although my somewhat abstract 
invocation of camp here centers on remediation and does not explicitly engage with queer 
theory (my lens is for instance highly Sontagian in its emphasis on performance and its de-
emphasis on homosexuality), significant overlaps nonetheless exist. As Moe Meyer argues in 
his introduction to The Politics and Poetics of Camp, “What ‘queer’ signals is an ontological 
challenge that displaces bourgeois notions of the Self as unique, abiding, and continuous 
while substituting instead a concept of the Self as performative, improvisational, 
discontinuous, and processually constituted by repetitive and stylized acts”(2). If Meyer is 
right, then the plural selves repeatedly taken on and discarded by Lord Henry and especially 
by Dorian Gray should be as crucial (I will not say “essential”) to their queerness as to their 
campiness. That being said, Meyer would still object to my Sontagian framework and my use 
of the term “camp sensibility” in my account.  
 
7 Nancy Jane Tyson intriguingly points out that the initial letters of the compound word 
“doppelganger” are “DG”—the same as Dorian Gray’s (209). 
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8 The full passage from Irenaeus reads, “For He came to save all through means of Himself 
– all, I say, who through Him are born again to God – infants, and children, and boys, and 
youths, and old men. He therefore passed through every age, becoming an infant for infants, 
thus sanctifying infants; a child for children, thus sanctifying those who are of this age... So 
likewise He was an old man for old men, that He might be a perfect Master for all, not 
merely as respects the setting forth of the truth, but also as regards age, sanctifying at the 
same time the aged also...” (“The Incarnation”) 

9  The related term avatar derives from the Sanskrit term avatara, which means “descent.” 
Dorian Gray literalizes this etymological conception of avatarhood through what Linda 
Dryden calls his “descent into narcissism” (114). 

10 In these respects Johnny’s typewritten text echoes the devices of cinema vérité, which is 
itself (as Zampanò quotes Stephen Mamber) meant to be “based upon a faith of 
unmanipulated reality, a refusal to tamper with life as it presents itself” (139). Whether it 
succeeds is another question (see my treatment of Herzog in Chapter IV). Chris Patton 
points out that, rather than seeming immediate, the medium of typewritten text could also 
signify the carefully calculated project of a typed dissertation. For Danielewski’s comments 
on Johnny Truant-as-courier see his Flak Magazine interview (Wittmershaus). 
 
11  Much later in the book, Johnny compounds the dubiousness of his reliability following an 
extended account of his supposed “doctor friends” who help him recover from his trauma: 
“Are you fucking kidding me? Did you really think any of that was true? I just made all that 
up. Right out of thin air. Wrote it in two hours” (508). 
 
12 See Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris for a parallel narrative in which the protagonist is forced to 
make detailed objective measurements to determine if his experience is real or fictively 
manipulated. 
 
13 Considered in the context of the myth of Echo, Johnny’s comment that Zampanò was 
“blind as a bat” (xxi) takes on extra significance—bats navigate by echolocation. 
 
14 The character of Echo (Eliza Dushku) in Joss Whedon’s Dollhouse, despite her supposed 
blankness and infinite reprogrammability, likewise claims agency for herself and resists being 
imprinted from without.  



 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER IV 
 
 

THE MISTRESS OF SP[L]ICES: TECHNOVIRTUAL LIAISONS IN 

ADOLFO BIOY CASARES’ THE INVENTION OF MOREL (1940) 

AND WERNER HERZOG’S GRIZZLY MAN (2005) 

 
Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigor 
of his own invention, doth grow in effect another nature, in making things either 
better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew, forms such as never were in nature 
[…] so as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow 
warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit. Nature 
never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have done. […] Her world 
is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden. 

—Sir Philip Sidney, “An Apology for Poetry” (330) 
 

He who controls the sp[l]ice, controls the universe!  
—Baron Vladimir Harkonnen, Dune (my splice) (Lynch) 

 
Virtuality holds the power to bring forth an all-enclosing alternate world like A 

Rebours’ decadent pastoral or Neuromancer’s disembodied cyberspace matrix. But as we have 

seen, it can also evoke a this-worldly partnership mingling actuality and the aesthetic, as in 

the handcraft of News from Nowhere, locative art in Spook Country, faerie overlay in Synthetic 

Serendipity—or more darkly, in the consuming blackness of Danielewski’s House of Leaves. If 

the former approach—virtual reality—attempts, in Sir Philip Sidney’s terms, to make things 

“better than nature” or “such as never were” (330), then the latter method—mixed reality—

aims instead to go (in some measure) “hand in hand” with nature and work within the 

constraints of the world as it “really is.” But what if art not only went “hand in hand” with 

nature but in fact extended our reach to help us feel nature’s hand reaching towards us in the 

first place? Or what if instead of enclosing us in an estranging environment that severs us 
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from intimate relationships, the virtual instead provided the very means for forging such 

connections? Representations ranging from the cave paintings of Lascaux to Shakespeare’s 

sonnets to Ian McEwan’s 2001 novel Atonement suggest how (among other things) art 

compensates for absence, uniting in the virtual those relationships that reality tears apart. As 

one reviewer tersely puts it, “fiction atones for life” (Taylor). Through painted cave art, 

hunting cultures make slain food animals “present” and whole again, “re-membering” them 

virtually in hopes of bringing them back physically into the landscape. One literarily (if not 

literally) conjures the dead by uttering Shakespeare’s “eternal lines” in reading a sonnet, and 

by reading McEwan’s novel fulfills the (nec)romantic impulse to unite lovers on the page 

who are lost to each other from violent death in war.  

Likewise, technovirtual interfaces such as the video camera hold potent fictive 

power. As Heidegger would remind us, such technologies are more than merely 

technological: they are modes of poiesis, fiction-making devices capable of “bringing forth” 

artfully feigned worlds that unite those made present in the image. Sharing space in the 

technofictional frame convinces the viewer—and perhaps, the one being imaged—into 

believing that those sharing the frame in fact share a world. Even if such liaisons are merely 

apparent, taking virtuality on its own terms, appearances are more than good enough. And 

like the demon that, impatient with its confinement, refuses to toe the line of its constraining 

pentacle, the technovirtual world summoned forth pushes wildly against its enframement (as 

we have already seen begin to happen in House of Leaves). The image, whether Mephistolean 

or a Frankenstein-creation, bursts outside its prescribed domain to enframe and consume its 

creator instead. Both Adolfo Bioy Casares’ 1940 novel the Invention of Morel and Werner 

Herzog’s 2005 film Grizzly Man enact just such a scenario. Spliced images create the illusion 

of spliced worlds, and these virtual sanctuaries in turn lure their authors deep inside the 
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fabricated relationships they themselves have contrived, wherein they receive immortal 

union with the beloved—at the price of death.  

 
Part I 
 
Virtual Liaisons in Adolfo Bioy Casares’ The Invention of Morel  
 

What we see in the photographic image is not simply a copy of a referent but an 
emanation of the past that pursues its career independently of its original, making the 
photographic or filmic image something uncanny.  

—Nicholas Daly, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000 (7) 
 

The fiction-making power of the camera is perhaps most striking in how it unites 

through the virtual what the real inevitably severs. Adolfo Bioy Casares’ 1940 novel The 

Invention of Morel represents two dissociated worlds that, although spatially connected, remain 

temporally estranged—and which ultimately become immortalized in a virtual union, 

endlessly played back.1 In Morel, Argentine writer Bioy Casares attempts a Borgesian splicing 

of virtual and actual that demonstrates the tremendous manipulative power of the splice and 

the image overlay. In the story, a fugitive seeks refuge on a deserted island that he eventually 

discovers is haunted by fleshly phantasms that play out fragments from their lives over and 

over again. These life-segments were in fact recorded by Dr. Morel during a week on the 

island and now play back, endlessly projected in a technologically mediated Nietzschean 

eternal recurrence. When the protagonist falls in love with one of these phantoms, he gets 

no response from her. Driven to desperation, his solution is to record and splice himself into 

her virtual world—killing himself in the process—so that if anyone were to observe the 

scene as it played, it would appear that the two actually interact, though she remains only 

aware (if aware at all) of the forever unaltering “script” as she initially played it out. Bioy 

Casares’ work of Latin American speculative fiction raises striking questions about our ability 

to love media images and our desire to achieve satisfaction from virtual liaisons—
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simulations that can never themselves reciprocate. The consequences are unsettling, if not 

outright uncanny. Ultimately, Morel’s juxtaposition of temporally disjointed images recalls the 

grotesque human/animal hybrids created in The Island of Dr. Moreau (note the echo in Dr. 

Morel’s own last name) instead of providing a utopian technological solution to the problem 

of mortality. 

 
Solitude, Desire, and Textual Relationships on the Island of 

Doctor Morel 

Do you wanna date my avatar? 
She’s a star 
And she’s hotter than reality by far 
Wanna date my avatar? 

—The Guild, “Do You Wanna Date My Avatar”  
 

Whom the novel’s protagonist is running from, and why, is not made clear (nor is his 

name, so I will call him simply “the Fugitive” for simplicity) but the diary form of the novel 

and his choice of safe haven early on suggest that he seeks refuge in virtuality—specifically, 

in an epistolary form of identity. The Fugitive hides for several days inside one of the Persian 

rugs of an Italian merchant in Calcutta, enclosing himself in a woven textile for safety, even 

as he weaves his own self-contained yarn in a first-person diary account. This merchant 

provides not only the binding of a (text)ile, but also information on where the Fugitive might 

escape from the “real world”:  

“There is only one possible place for a fugitive like you—it is an uninhabited island, 
but a human being cannot live there. Around 1924 a group of white men built a 
museum, a chapel, and a swimming pool on the island. […] Chinese pirates do not 
go there, and the white ship of the Rockefeller Institute never calls at the island, 
because it is known to be the focal point of a mysterious disease, a fatal disease that 
attacks the outside of the body and then works inward” (10). 
 

With a stolen boat, the fugitive somehow makes his way to this island, where he finds it 

glutted with dying plant life, a reproductive excess of vegetation foreshadowing his concerns 
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about unchecked “reproduction” later on. He finds no people, but only the ruins of the 

museum, chapel, and swimming pool mentioned by the rug merchant. Soon things change, 

however, and the Fugitive is initially unsure if he is hallucinating when a second sun appears 

in the sky and a boatful of holiday-goers disembarks onto the island, all dressed like tourists 

from the 1920s.  

When I was finally able to sleep, it was very late. The music and the shouting woke 
me up a few hours later. I have not slept soundly since my escape; I am sure that if a 
ship, a plane, or any other form of transportation had arrived, I would have heard it. 
And yet suddenly, unaccountably, on this oppressive summerlike night, the grassy 
hillside has become crowded with people who dance, stroll up and down, and swim 
in the pool, as if this were a summer resort like Los Teques or Marienbad. (11) 

 
To stabilize and account for such incongruous, erratic, and temporally disjointed 

perceptions, the Fugitive inscribes durable signs in his diary. His reliance on the diary as a 

stable reference point will, in fact, become crucial for understanding his more general 

valorization of the virtual throughout the text. For him, text is not only stable, but belongs 

to a realm of such transcendence that it exposes the evanescence of the mundane. 

(Although I have been making entries in this diary at regular intervals, I have not had 
a chance to work on the books that I hope to write as a kind of justification for my 
shadowy life on this earth. And yet these lines will serve as a precaution, for they will 
stay the same even if my ideas change. But I must not forget what I now know is 
true: for my own safety, I must renounce—once and for all—any help from my 
fellow men.) (20) 

 
Like Plato and Parmenides, the nameless Fugitive in Morel here identifies reality with what 

endures without change, and equates everyday existence with shadows, which are not only 

evanescent but also depend on an external source to cast them. But unlike Plato’s realm of 

invisible and purely “intelligible” Forms, the Fugitive’s unchanging real exists instead in the 

field of representation, specifically through his own unaltering verbal inscriptions on the 

page. Artistic inscription, rather than dwelling two shadowy steps away from the real as an 

imitation of an imitation, becomes itself the Fugitive’s very basis for what counts as reality 
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(recalling both aestheticism and Sir Philip Sidney’s notion that art creates a second, superior, 

“nature”).  

This criterion of invariance becomes an exceedingly crucial point in Morel, for if it 

holds, then events occurring in the field of time become real only to the degree that they can 

be made stable and invariant.2 For the Fugitive, his waking life is a fearful shadow comprised 

of chaos and meaninglessness: suffering from a veritably Phildickian anxiety, he is uncertain 

how he made it to the island and of the epistemic status of what he thinks he sees. As a 

result, he considers himself to be “real” (and as a fugitive, “safe”) only to the degree that he 

remediates himself into a work of unalterable art: first, his diary, and ultimately, through 

becoming part of Morel’s projection (with the projected images themselves being remediated 

back into the Fugitive’s own textual inscriptions). The Fugitive’s very namelessness thus 

suggests an ontological failure—he lacks a textual identifier. Moreover, his unstated crime has 

exiled him from symbolic exchange as a participant within the social order. In addition, he is 

seeking escape from the authorities—does he flee these competing “authors” in order 

compose a text under his sole jurisdiction? Was the narrator “framed” for a crime for which 

he now plays fugitive? And if so, is that perhaps why he now seeks to substitute a frame of 

his own? 

But the diary is not enough. Despite his attempt never again to seek validation from 

other people, the Fugitive nonetheless craves human relationship. In particular, he is 

intrigued by one of the newcomers to the island, a dark-haired woman who sits alone near 

the shore to watch the sunset each day (he later discovers that her name is Faustine). He 

soon falls in love with her and seeks to gain her attention, but she proves utterly indifferent 

to his advances. When the Fugitive sees Faustine walking with a “bearded man” whom he 

dislikes (later revealed to be the scientist Morel), the Fugitive starts to notice that their 
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behavior together carries with it stylized repetitions from previous conversations. “I began 

to realize that the words and movements of Faustine and the bearded man coincided with 

those of a week ago. The atrocious eternal return” (41). At this point in the text the Fugitive 

does not yet realize that such repetition occurs because Morel and Faustine are being 

“replayed” from a recording. The palpability of their images is strikingly unlike any imagined 

“phantom”: the flower garden that the Fugitive plants to woo Faustine is demolished when 

Morel steps through it: the image, more palpable than actuality, obliterates the real. Such 

wanton indifference by the projections creates a crisis of identity for the Fugitive, who 

comes to recognize just how much the use of the word “I” demands an implicit “we” to 

secure it—he must (qua Lacan) first be recognized and called out by an “other” to exist for 

himself as a self in the first place. He becomes ever more desperate for Faustine and the 

other projections to register his own presence, but no matter what he does, the fleshly 

apparitions never respond. His desire “to make Faustine realize that she and I were all that 

mattered” (41) is of course impossible because of their separation by media, something akin 

to that of a cinema-goer who yearns for the celluloid image to come alive and reciprocate the 

viewer’s affections, as it does in Woody Allen’s The Purple Rose of Cairo. (Bioy Casares himself 

claimed that he fell “deeply in love” with the silent film star Louise Brooks [qtd. in Beltzer].) 

The fugitive’s power of imaginative projection becomes crucial here both as a parallel to 

Morel’s power to project images through technology, and as an anticipation of the fugitive’s 

use of Morel’s projector himself. Because of his inability to garner a response, he is 

ultimately driven to wonder if he might in fact be dead: “Now I understand why novelists 

write about ghosts that weep and wail. The dead remain in the midst of the living. It is hard 

for them, after all, to change their habits—to give up smoking, or the prestige of being great 

lovers” (53). Like a ghost severed from the material plane, his pain is that of being forced to 
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witness others enjoying their communion with one another without experiencing any such 

reciprocation himself. “I was not dead until the intruders arrived; when one is alone it is 

impossible to be dead” (54). 

Dead or not, ultimately the Fugitive recognizes that Faustine’s indifference will not 

be overcome by the flower garden-portrait he plants for her, for she ignores it and Morel 

blithely tramps through it. He receives final confirmation when he stumbles upon a 

presentation that Morel gives to the other phantoms, explaining why he has brought them to 

the island and asking for their pardon in the “abuse” he has shown them. 

[Morel] paused for a moment, rolling his eyes, smiling, trembling; then he continued 
impulsively: “My abuse consists of having photographed you without your 
permission. Of course, it is not like an ordinary photograph; this is my latest 
invention. We shall live in this photograph forever. Imagine a stage on which our life 
during these seven days is acted out, complete in every detail. We are the actors. All 
our actions have been recorded.” (66) 

 
Morel then proceeds to explain just how his photographic invention works. 

“With my machine a person or an animal or a thing is like the station that broadcasts 
the concert you hear on the radio. If you turn the dial for the olfactory waves, you 
will smell the jasmine perfume on Madeleine’s throat, without seeing her. By turning 
the dial of the tactile waves, you will be able to stroke her soft, invisible hair and 
learn, like the blind, to know things by your hands. But if you turn all the dials at 
once, Madeleine will be reproduced completely, and she will appear exactly as she is; 
you must not forget that I am speaking of images extracted from mirrors, with the 
sounds, tactile sensations, flavors, odors, temperatures, all synchronized perfectly. An 
observer will not realize that they are images. And if our images were to appear now, 
you yourselves would not believe me. Instead, you would find it easier to think that I 
had engaged a group of actors, improbable doubles for you!” (70) 

 
The tactile quality and physical durability of Morel’s images speaks to more than just 

his technological expertise.3 The narrator represents the virtual not as shadowy or 

insubstantial, but rather as pure durability that makes the “actual” world seem flimsy by 

comparison. Thomas Beltzer reads Morel in this respect cinematically: “in the dark we feel 

ourselves to be mere ghosts, lesser beings in the presence of screen grandeur. We know we 

matter less as real brings than the fictional beings before us” (n.p.). When the Fugitive tries 
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to move the images of a projected curtain, for instance, he finds it to be as implacable as 

stone because the image can never be altered; recorded vegetation is likewise impossible to 

cut. In a triumph of the precession of simulacra, the image not only usurps but becomes 

more physically palpable than its referent. The potential for the proliferation of such images 

makes the Fugitive emphasize repeatedly the doctrines of Thomas Malthus, which warn 

about the dangers of unchecked biological reproduction exhausting food supplies. In Morel, 

mechanical (or technical) reproduction threatens to displace all originals. The power of the 

infinitely replicable image amplifies Walter Benjamin’s concerns over the loss of aura in the 

original, but goes even farther than that. The monstrous power of the reproduced image 

brings to mind not only the creations of Dr. Moreau, but also Victor Frankenstein—but in 

so doing inverts the ontological relationship between “creator” and “creature” depicted in 

Shelley’s novel. In Morel, it is the original and not the work of artifice that becomes a hideous, 

doomed deformity. In the face of a timeless reproduced image, the contingent original 

withers, unable to compete with its inalterable offspring. Such figurative imagery is in fact 

made literal in Morel: although the full-bodied projections brim with life, the original 1924 

visitors to the island when discovered later by a Japanese ship are found to be skinless, 

hairless, without nails—and of course, all dead. 

 

Morel’s Machine and Nietzsche’s Gramophone Record:  

Technologies of Eternal Return4 

Once it becomes clear that Faustine will never authenticate the Fugitive’s presence, 

he must decide how to respond to the persistent indifference of his beloved. The fugitive 

had up until this point found consolation for his aloneness through the devices of self-

inscription, namely his diary-writing: “Since I cannot escape, I continue with this 
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monologue” (34). The value of the diary as refuge comes with a big caveat, however, for 

before long he comes to judge this artistic creation “no longer justifiable” (34). Deprived of 

dialogue and weary of monologue, the fugitive opts for a highly technological alternative. To 

cure his isolation he uses Morel’s invention to create a simulacral relationship with Faustine, 

artfully juxtaposing his and Faustine’s individual monologues. Splicing these images together 

as a crafty director/editor/performer, the Fugitive means to project the effect of mutuality 

and the semblance of intimate relations—and he eagerly shrugs off the crucial distinctions 

between such appearances and reality. (Note the similar slippage from “I” into “we” that he 

contrives by snuggling up close to an incognizant Faustine: “The other nights I lie on a mat 

on the floor, beside her bed. It touches me to have her so close to me, and yet so unaware of 

this habit of sleeping together we are acquiring” [79].)5 

Whereas the machine’s inventor, Morel, had devised his invention to ensure that he 

would spend one week, over and over again, actually together with Faustine on the island, 

the Fugitive prepares to sabotage Morel’s machine by overlaying his own newly contrived 

part onto Morel’s original recording. He practices with extreme meticulousness so that he 

will not only look the part of Faustine’s lover, but to ensure that he will possess a method 

actor’s precise frame of mind when the recording commences.6 For if Morel’s machine 

documents his performance as a whole—mental states included—his hope is that it will also 

capture his flaming passion for Faustine, calculated so as to be blissfully unaware of its one-

sidedness (an act of epistemic self-sabotage which recalls the auto-manipulations of the 

amnesiac Leonard Shelby in Christopher Nolan’s film Memento). Morel himself had kept his 

experiment secret from his subjects to ensure that they would provide authentic 

performances, and in so doing allowed them to “live a life that is always new, because in 

each moment of the projection we shall have no memories other than those we had in the 
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corresponding moment of the eternal record, and because the future, left behind many 

times, will maintain its attributes forever” (76). The Fugitive hopes thus to link himself and 

his beloved forever through a carefully crafted artistic inscription which possesses the 

capacity to “utter itself” into being endlessly, giving repeated life to both of them in the same 

way that the poem does in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18: 

But thy eternal summer shall not fade 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st, 
Nor shall Death brag thou wand’rest in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st. 
     So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 
     So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. (Shakespeare 19) 

 
Achieving immortality via the work of art requires more parties than just the Fugitive 

and Faustine, however. Art demands an audience. As a consequence of his desire to create 

and inhabit such “eternal lines,” the Fugitive depends entirely on a third party to 

consummate visually his virtual relationship with his beloved. To the unsuspecting viewer of 

the projected images, Faustine and the Fugitive will seem to interact genuinely, the special 

effects being invisible to the observer, the editing seamless. “I hope that generally, we give 

the impression of being inseparable, of understanding each other so well that we have no 

need of speaking” (101). With her image under the Fugitive’s control, Faustine’s very failure 

to signify any relatedness to him paradoxically generates the very significance he intends it to 

convey—an intimacy so close as to need no overt expression at all. The technological 

uncanny is thereby drained of all its grotesquery: Faustine’s automatic responses are artfully 

reconfigured as endearing habits, however ersatz their application. In the same way that the 

Fugitive gives himself over to the image, reality itself is given over to virtuality—with one-

sided virtual relationships subsuming the actuality of relation. Instead of construing virtuality 

as deficient fake (the Platonic model of mimesis in the Republic), virtuality becomes the 

domain of malleable possibility (the “Golden World” of Sir Philip Sidney)—a means of 
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actualizing fantasy so as to “one-up” brazen reality.7 As in Burke’s conception of art (cf. 

Snook 49), the image created by the Fugitive refuses merely to mirror the given world and 

instead reflects his own internal reality, which he literally projects outward. In consequence 

of the narrator’s craft, Morel’s projection stops functioning as a flat documentary recorder 

and (a la Herzog) instead becomes a window into a directorially contrived “ecstatic truth.”8 

And as with Herzog’s so-called documentaries, there exists in the narrator’s projection no 

“in-film guide” that admits to its internal fabrications. 

The immersive nature of the narrator’s machine-recording suggests that (in contrast 

to say, “literariness” in Russian Formalism) the Fugitive does not want this work of art to 

wear its artistry on its sleeve. However, his use of the diary as a meta-textual commentary on 

the projected images complicates such a reading. The sophistication of his artistry must be 

so evident in the images as to be in fact invisible—like special effects in a film that one does 

not recognize as special effects. The diary in some ways parallels the “Director’s 

Commentary” on DVDs that allows an authorial voice to revel in revealing the tricks and the 

artistry undertaken for such a transparent “effect” on film. Adding a further complication, 

the Fugitive’s diary (the text of Morel itself) contains footnotes by an ostensible editor, 

adding to the “reality effect” and which functions to, as one commentator puts it, “reinforce 

the artifice of the narrator as diarist” (Johnson). Beyond that, the editor even critiques the 

Fugitive’s account on certain points, adding simultaneously a sense of artifice to it and a 

sense that it must have existed as a veridical document in order to have been critiqued in the 

first place. Margaret Snook points out that this dual role makes the Fugitive into both 

“creator and critic” (45)—an ideal position from the point of view of say, Oscar Wilde (cf. 

“The Critic as Artist”). This device moreover recalls Borges’ creation of false (but dated and 

signed) historical documents that destabilize one’s sense of reliability, authorship or 
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“authority” in a given text (it comes as no surprise that Borges and Bioy were close friends). 

In Morel, one is thus overtly led to question how, if at all, the text is moored to “reality.”9  

The various modes of media inscription in The Invention of Morel themselves vary in 

their ability to compensate for the Fugitive’s desolate reality. Margaret Snook argues that the 

Fugitive’s garden—which he plants as “a pictorial representation of himself adoring 

Faustine” (46)—“may be interpreted as an attempt to overcome the temporal restrictions of 

prose” (47). The Fugitive is a writer but discovers that the only way to “capture” his 

experience to his satisfaction comes through pictorial media—ultimately, Morel’s projection 

machine. However, because even that machine only enters his audience’s awareness through 

his diary (i.e., the text of the novel), it is no simple matter to conclude which medium for 

him carries more representational weight. Pictorial media are often considered “timeless” 

because they can be apprehended all in a single moment rather than sequentially (cf. Snook 

47), which suggests that the Fugitive might be using Morel’s machine in an effort to escape 

temporality altogether in a bid for immortality. But Morel’s machine records images in 

sequential motion, not as isolated frames, and in that respect comes closer as a medium to 

literature than it does painting or photography—perhaps indicating that, for the Fugitive, 

Morel’s cinematic machine is the perfect hybrid of visual and literary art? 

In any case, because of its artistic potential, the prospect of dwelling inside an 

endlessly looping recording proves a source of comfort rather than horror to the Fugitive, 

who eagerly embraces the demon who visits in Nietzsche’s “thought of eternal recurrence”:  

What, if some day or night a demon were to steal after you into your loneliest 
loneliness and say to you: “This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have 
to live once more and innumerable times more.” [...] Would you not throw yourself 
down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once 
experienced a tremendous moment when you would have answered him: “You are a 
god and never have I heard anything more divine.” (Nietzsche par. 341) 
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For the Fugitive, Nietzsche’s “thought of eternal recurrence” not only bestows immortality 

onto life by endlessly replaying the record, but also creates the very possibility for life to 

become a work of art itself. This echo of aestheticism is crucial for understanding the 

relationship between eternal recurrence and the role of art in Morel. When suitably “framed” 

as a techno-Nietzschean eternal recurrence, an everyday event can be transformed into a 

performance piece transcending serial narration or fabula (for example, a particular sequence 

of notes might be recorded and later compiled into a score, record, or digital music file, 

becoming thereby tagged as “music” and not merely “sound data”). Transcending such 

constraint, life so artfully arranged and articulated—and bounded by the “frame” of the 

projected field—becomes a Shklovskian syuzhet, or plot. Morel had himself suggested as 

much in his speech to his fellow visitors to the island: “For those who ask, ‘Where are we 

going? Like the unheard music that lies latent in a photographic record, where are we until 

God orders us to be born?’ Don’t you see that there is a parallelism between the destinies of 

men and images?” (72).  

In Morel, artistry asserts itself largely through the formal powers of framing, and less 

so through the “originality” of its content. In her essay “Bodies in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction,” Wendy Ryden points out how critics have depicted Morel in a godlike 

authorial role not only for his scientific prowess, but because his “week-long recording 

session echoes the seven-day creation schema of Genesis.” (197). She goes on to insist, 

however, that “if Morel is playing God, he is a post-modern deity who can only re-present 

what already is” (197). The Fugitive, again echoing the artifice-embracing Des Esseintes of A 

Rebours, out-performs Morel by artistically fabricating a new world, and not merely 

documenting an existing one. His superiority over Morel is like that which Herzog (as we 

shall see) claims over “documentary” filmmakers who, in Herzog’s estimation, merely report 
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the “accountant’s truth.” Through his intricate splicing of worlds, the Fugitive demonstrates 

his preeminence as an artist and author, in line with Borges’ dictum, “works of art that try to 

be realistic fall into a grave error because art should not be an imitation of reality but rather 

an invention, a fiction” (qtd. in Snook 50). 

By reframing himself as an image alongside Faustine, the Fugitive hopes to become 

immortalized as both author and inscription, director and cinematic character, remediated 

into self-inscribed “eternal lines” which will be blind to their own recurring performance. 

A rotating eternity may seem atrocious to an observer, but it is quite acceptable to 
those who dwell there. Free from bad news and disease, they live forever as if each 
thing were happening for the first time; they have no memory of anything that 
happened before. And the interruptions caused by the rhythm of the tides keep the 
repetition from being implacable. (85)10 

 
This “rotating eternity” is crucial not only thematically but formally because of how looping 

characters “interact” with other characters in the novelistic form. Lisa Swanstrom compares 

Morel’s projections to the recording of a human consciousness onto a read-only memory 

(ROM) construct, the so-called “Dixie Flatline” in William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer. Like 

Faustine, the Dixie Flatline is already dead. He embodies E.M. Forster’s conception of the 

(pun intended) “flat” character that undergoes no change in the novel but instead functions 

as a foil for the more “round” protagonist of Case (which is unsurprising when you consider 

the Flatline’s inability to form new memories). Together, the Dixie Flatline and Faustine 

function as “past characters” inserted through technology “into the present tense” 

(Swanstrom 1). As Swanstrom explains, in consequence of their looped playback on top of a 

linear narrative, these characters in effect denaturalize linear time, and on the contrary 

“affirm Borges’ concept of forking time, wherein a linear narrative is split into infinity and 

forward motion loses its place of privilege” (2). Because the character bound up in repeating 

loops is unable to alter its behavior in any way, the looping image becomes something 
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stylized and idealized as a creature more (or less) than human. In the case of the Flatline 

Dixie, loop-identity has a dull and consigned quality to it because he is aware of his pre-

programmed responses and of his inability to grow or acquire new memories—and as a 

result, his only desire is to have his program terminated. But Faustine, who possesses no 

self-consciousness of her identity as an indelible image, instead attains an “authentic” silver-

screen aura that forces her viewer to question the ontological durability of his feebly singular 

existence. As one commentator puts it, Morel “[T]akes the inversion of The Picture of Dorian 

Gray, where the picture and not the man is subject to time, and inverts it again, so that the 

playback of a recording of events takes on greater reality than the continued existence of the 

subjects” (Waggish).11 

 
Faustine’s Bargain—or—Murder by Gorgeous,  

Unreciprocating Art 

Immortality always comes at a steep price. The Fugitive’s desire to join his image 

with Faustine’s proves, appropriately enough, a Faustian bargain in which Morel’s invention 

indeed makes possible the artful contrivance of virtual relationships. But such “duplicity” 

can never endure for long, for the simulacrum inevitably murders its referent. In 

Baudrillard’s terms, there is “no room for both the world and its double” (Baudrillard, The 

Perfect Crime 34)—and in Morel technology literalizes this figure of speech. As Thomas Beltzer 

puts it,  

It turns out that Morel’s invention is a diabolical holographic recording device that 
captures all of the senses in three dimensions. It is diabolical because it destroys its 
subject in the recording process, rotting the skin and flesh off of its bones, thus 
gruesomely confirming the native fear of being photographed and also, perhaps, 
warning of the dangers of art holding up a mirror to nature. (n.p.) 
  
Like the 1:1 map that covers the whole world in Borges’ story “On Exactitude in 

Science” (Borges 181), the bodily original finds itself shaded out by degrees, and ultimately 
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gets pasted over by its representation. As a consequence, to live virtually entails actually dying. 

In Morel, the Fugitive’s living body (which he always considered a hindrance, anyway) 

obligingly fades and decays as it is “given over” to the image, hypostasizing the trope that 

the photograph steals the soul of the one photographed, here making the loss corporeal 

rather than spiritual. For the Fugitive, however, his own bodily death is an acceptable price 

in exchange for living forever as an image, for “The copies survive; they are incorruptible” 

(93). Dying becomes, in short, an opportunity rather than crisis: “The real advantage of my 

situation is that now death becomes the condition and the pawn for my eternal 

contemplation of Faustine” (100). Earlier, the Fugitive had similarly transformed the threat 

of death into an alluring prospect when the visitors first appeared, musing, “So I was dead! 

The thought delighted me. (I felt proud, I felt as if I were a character in a novel!)” (53)—an 

echo of Des Esseintes’ zeal for textual self-enclosure in A Rebours.  

As a fugitive from the real, the Fugitive reconfigures the liability of death into a 

virtual asset, but not without raising disturbing liabilities. The technological amplification of 

image-existence into eternity cuts off its bodily referent, and along with such amputation of 

the Fugitive’s “original” body comes the amputation of any possibility of fleshly conviviality, 

resulting in yet another instance of McLuhan’s “Narcissus as Narcosis.” Earlier in the book 

the Fugitive had been aghast at the prospect of living in a world consisting entirely of his 

own reflections: “I remembered that halls of mirrors were famous as places of torture” 

(64).12 But ultimately he proves willing to trick himself into believing that Faustine’s 

relationship with him is authentic rather than self-contrived. The fugitive’s embrace of 

artifice—admittedly exacerbated by his solitary condition on the island and the non-

responsiveness of its inhabitants—thus makes him resort to the consolation of eternal 

autoerotic stimulation masquerading as intercourse. (“Faustine lives only in this image, for 
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which I do not exist” [95].) Whether or not Faustine genuinely reciprocates his affections 

ultimately stops mattering, so long as he can instead generate the effect of her reciprocation in 

a medium of inscription that immortalizes their images in suitable juxtaposition. On viewing 

his own image moving around with Faustine, he declares “I have almost forgotten that it was 

added later; anyone would surely believe we were in love and completely dependent on each 

other” (103)—a fetishization of an automaton gazed upon in accord with his contrivance 

rather than satisfying the mutuality of erotic union. Rather than entering into a jointly 

inhabited world, the Fugitive makes an eternity out of what might be termed “chronic 

voyeurism” (cf. Ryden 200).13 If (as we shall see) Timothy Treadwell’s filmmaking in Grizzly 

Man attempts to make the Katmai peninsula into a land bridge reaching to the alien shore of 

the grizzlies, then the Fugitive’s goal is to use Morel’s projector to skew the view and make 

his isolated island appear like a peninsula united to the mainland. Both share the visual frame 

with the other, but do not thereby dwell together with it. Morel’s name-association with 

H.G. Wells’ Dr. Moreau would suggest that (at least for the narrator, if not the author) 

Morel’s machine is indeed the diabolical handiwork of a mad scientist. The projected parade 

of simulacra here only yields a parody of genuine life, resulting in what Thomas Beltzer calls 

a “vivisectional splicing of the artificial and the real” (n.p.).  

But even if Morel’s invention of techno-art is genially accepted as compensating for 

every lack (the technotopian response of transhumanism, for example), the very end of the 

novel undermines any comfort that the virtual can do so sufficiently.14 Morel had in his 

speech explained that his machine compensated for all absences, not merely the spatial and 

temporal absences filled up by sonic and visual images. His recordings supposedly capture 

everything: touch, smell, texture, subjective emotions. However, for the Fugitive, the one 

absence he still cannot abide is his own non-presence for Faustine herself. Like the sculptor 
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Pygmalion, the narrator fails to exist in the awareness of his beloved artwork, and he follows 

suit by praying for miraculous intervention so as to become truly present “for her.” In the 

last sentence of the novel, he writes, “To the person who reads this diary and then invents a 

machine that can assemble disjoined presences, I make this request: Find Faustine and me, 

let me enter the heaven of her consciousness. It will be an act of piety” (103). The virtual 

consummation of his desire thus, sadly, brings only virtual fulfillment; the Fugitive’s very 

identity becomes that much more simulacral because his “I” exists inside no “we.” In this 

respect one wonders to what degree Morel anticipates ecocritical concerns over the 

unreciprocated technological gaze, the loss of the other that comes from staring only into 

those technological vistas that we ourselves project.15 But the calculated self-awareness 

behind the Fugitive’s one-sided longing, and Faustine’s utter obliviousness to it, together 

render Morel into something more conceptually bewildering than tragic. Instead of 

showcasing eternal love, the Fugitive’s willing inhabitation of an eternally repeating loop 

demonstrates how when God and reality fail, technology and fiction eagerly compensate, 

becoming “good enough.”16 If Hell is having to gaze forever at one’s beloved without the 

beloved ever gazing back in return, then through Morel’s invention one is able to attain not 

quite heaven, but perhaps the next best thing, a soothing image of heaven, the comfort of the 

mirage that one convinces himself is the real thing staring back. The Faustian “catch,” in the 

Fugitive’s hands, feels no more incarcerating than the artfully carved frame does to a 

painter’s masterpiece. Lost in the island desert of the real, the Fugitive finds but one oasis: to 

gaze upon a beatific fata morgana, Faustine, mistress of splices. 
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Part II 

“Into the Wilde?” Art, Technologically Mediated Kinship, and  

the Lethal Indifference of Nature in Werner Herzog’s 

Grizzly Man 

I was in there the morning the Fish and Game officers were there examining the 
bear that had done the killing. The bear was all cut open. It was full of people. It was 
full of clothing. It was... We hauled away four garbage bags of people out of that 
bear. Treadwell was, I think, meaning well, trying to do things to help the resource of 
the bears. But to me he was acting like...like he was working with people wearing 
bear costumes out there instead of wild animals.  

—Sam Egli, helicopter pilot called to assist on the cleanup after naturalist-
filmmaker Timothy Treadwell and Amie Huguenard were fatally attacked and 
devoured by a grizzly bear, Grizzly Man (Herzog)17 

 
And what haunts me, is that in all the faces of all the bears that Treadwell ever 
filmed, I discover no kinship, no understanding, no mercy. I see only the 
overwhelming indifference of nature. To me, there is no such thing as a secret world 
of the bears. And this blank stare speaks only of a half-bored interest in food.  

—Werner Herzog, Grizzly Man (Herzog) 
 

In The Invention of Morel, the temporal rift separating the Fugitive from his beloved 

Faustine finds “atonement” through a projected overlay that joins their worlds—at least 

from the perspective of an ideal viewer. In Werner Herzog’s film Grizzly Man (2005), the 

yawning chasm dividing civilized humanity from wild nature is likewise bridged by a visual 

overlay, in this case by cinematic footage that superimposes the untamed world of the grizzly 

onto that of naturalist-filmmaker Timothy Treadwell. Like the Fugitive in Morel, Treadwell 

seeks an intimacy that can never be reciprocated by the object of his desire. The depiction of 

such frustrated ideals in a Herzog film should come as little surprise, for the clash of human 

obsession with the indifference of nature famously pervades his entire oeuvre. Recall Klaus 

Kinski’s portrayal of the mad and manic would-be rubber baron in Fitzcarraldo (1982) who 

wants to build an opera house in the middle of the South American jungle and in order to do 

so conscripts hundreds of natives to drag a steamboat over a mountain, or Kinski’s 
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performance as the deranged conquistador whose Amazonian expedition dies off quietly 

one-by-one in search for El Dorado in Aguirre: The Wrath of God (1972). In these films, wild 

nature “revenges” itself on human beings simply by its implacability, its failure to fulfill the 

idealized fantasies of the obsessed.  

Grizzly Man tells another fascinating story of obsession. Treadwell, after spending 

thirteen summers living with wild grizzly bears in Alaska—and recording over a hundred 

hours of video footage—is ultimately killed and eaten by a grizzly in 2003, along with his 

girlfriend Amie Huguenard. Herzog’s dour vision in Grizzly Man reinforces his conception of 

nature as starkly indifferent to human projects, but with a twist. As Herzog explains in his 

narration,  

I discovered a film of human ecstasies and darkest inner turmoil. As if there was a 
desire in him to leave the confinements of his humanness and bond with the bears, 
Treadwell reached out, seeking a primordial encounter. But in doing so, he crossed 
an invisible borderline. (Herzog) 

 
As a passionate and sometimes manic seeker who risks his life to pursue his destiny in the 

wilderness, Treadwell cuts a distinctly Herzogian figure,18 but unlike Kinski’s darkly deranged 

figures in Fitzcarraldo or Aguirre, Treadwell more often resembles the naive and socially 

awkward protagonists of the films The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser (1974) or Stroszek (1976), both 

played by the real-life street musician Bruno S.  Like these latter figures, Treadwell finds no 

place to belong within the complexities of human culture; he consequently cultivates an 

obsession not to overcome nature but rather to unite with it and leave human society 

behind.  

Treadwell’s method of making contact with the creatures of Alaska’s Katmai 

Peninsula departs radically, however, from the standard tropes found in excursion narratives 

characteristic of environmental literature. Pastoral narratives typically promote the 

abandonment of technological interfaces in order for one to re-connect “authentically” with 
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wild nature on its own terms. Witness Edward Abbey’s Thoreauvian lament over the 

dissociating effects of electric generators, flashlights, and his “iron lung” of a trailer while 

living in the Arches in Desert Solitaire, or recall the “aesthetics of relinquishment” (Buell, The 

Environmental Imagination 143) in William Faulkner’s The Bear in which Ike McCaslin sheds 

layer after layer of culture in order to become like the wilderness and make himself worthy to 

approach Old Ben the bear. In blinding contrast, Treadwell uses digital media to provide the 

very means of “making contact” with the creatures of the Alaskan wild. Treadwell’s self-

recorded video camera performances—often depicted in a visual field that he shares with the 

bears—are crucial to his project of making himself into kin (or at least virtual kin) with the 

grizzly bear. Likewise, Treadwell transgresses Herzog’s “invisible borderline” precisely by 

means of the digital video camera and its footage—footage that represents nature and 

culture as if they inhabit the same world. Grizzly Man thus raises striking, ecocritically rich 

questions about the validity of technologically mediated representations that splice humans 

and nature together via visual framing, as well as about potential problems in the use of the 

technological inscription to “capture” nature in the frame in the first place. 

To use N. Katherine Hayles’ terminology, Grizzly Man is a “technotext”—a text, that 

is to say, that foregrounds the mode of its own making and the materiality of the medium 

from which it is made (Hayles, “Saving the Subject” 794)—in this case, videotape and film. 

The interface of the video camera functions not only as Timothy Treadwell’s uncapped lens 

on the grizzly, but more importantly as a framing device for intimately linking himself with 

these bears. But the camera’s very presence in wild nature also opens up possibilities for 

nature to resist such technological enframement, a resistance most viscerally embodied in 

Treadwell’s (and Amie Huguenard’s) deaths-by-grizzly-bear—for nature refuses to stay safely 

on the other side of the camera. That the camera moreover fails to represent their grisly 
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deaths—the audio track records faithfully but the lens sees nothing, being capped—

amplifies Herzog’s view that nature exceeds the human capacity to represent it and belongs 

securely to its own world of sublime indifference to humanity. Herzog and Treadwell thus 

embody competing visions of wild nature and its relation to human beings, as well as about 

the role of technological mediation in representing this relationship (or, in Herzog’s view, 

the lack of such a relationship). Treadwell uses the video camera as a medium of 

technological inscription, and in so doing inscribes cinematic images that evoke not only his 

own subjectivity, but crucially, intersubjectivity: namely, an image depicting himself co-related 

and intimate with the bears, a relationship which Herzog considers in actuality to be no more 

than a one-sided, human projection. Herzog in turn remediates Treadwell’s footage to make 

his own film, and does so in a way that rigorously reinforces his conviction that culture and 

nature are separated by an “invisible borderline” isolating them into two incommensurable, 

non-communicating domains.  

Is Treadwell’s footage of himself among the bears a mere “special effect” that 

fictitiously splices together two radically dissociated worlds, as Herzog insists? Or might 

Treadwell’s use of such a “machine in the garden” somehow become a form of mediation 

enabling actual “contact” with the more-than-human other? Overwhelmingly skeptical at 

such a possibility, Herzog focuses instead on Treadwell’s gifts as a filmmaker, acknowledging 

the astonishing natural beauty that Treadwell captures on film—but, notably, emphasizes 

this point when Treadwell is himself absent from the frame.19 Moreover, Herzog’s use of 

Treadwell’s over-the-top video-recorded theatrics ultimately transform his camp in the 

grizzly maze into a version of “camp” in Sontag’s sense, his presence enframed in quotation 

marks as taped performance pieces. As a result, Treadwell’s campy “wild” often recalls the 

artifice of Oscar Wilde more than it does the wildness of Alaska. Critics of Grizzly Man tend 



 222

to debate questions over Treadwell’s sanity, the legitimacy of his enterprise, and the ethical 

implications of grizzly bears becoming habituated to human presence (not to mention the 

fate of those bears which were fatally shot when recovery teams recovered Treadwell’s and 

Huguenard’s bodies). My interest here is not so much ethical as it is technological and 

aesthetic: what do Treadwell’s and Herzog’s rival conceptions of art reveal about human 

relationships with nature and what do they suggest regarding our use of technology to frame 

wild nature in the first place? Does nature wield the final view, or do we? Validating 

Herzog’s view that Treadwell bears the penalty of crossing an “invisible borderline,” the 

breakdown of technological representation in Treadwell’s death suggests that nature forever 

evades capture by technological inscription: having been devoured by the very bears he once 

filmed, Treadwell becomes literally enframed by the wild creatures he himself once enframed 

with the camera. With cold indifference, Herzog’s nature thus revenges itself on Treadwell 

by means of its own merciless media of inscription, namely, teeth, claws and paws.  

 
Naming and Framing: Mediating Kinship through Treadwell’s 
 
Footage 

 
Early in Grizzly Man, Herzog presents viewers with a striking snippet from Timothy 

Treadwell’s film footage: a grizzly bear cub approaches Treadwell’s camera, and when 

Treadwell’s hand reaches out to make contact, the bear sniffs at it and then—despite his 

voiced protests—persists in approaching him, threatening to unseat Treadwell and knock 

him over along with his camera. Shortly afterward, a subadult male challenges Treadwell and 

his camera, actually tipping them both backwards while the film runs. Instead of staying “on 

script,” these bears not only break out of character as “stably framed objects” but also 

inadvertently demolish the “fourth wall” separating viewer from the viewed. In this way, 

Treadwell’s footage yields paradoxically contrary effects, one suggesting connection with 
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wild nature (Treadwell’s outstretched hand sniffed by the inquisitive grizzly cub), the other 

dissociation (the grizzly’s refusal to stop when asked). Were one of these bears a human 

actor, its behavior might be construed as metatheatrical: a performer copping Calvino or 

miming Brecht and Pirandello, self-aware of his own performance and thereby exposing the 

evanescence of the line dividing the viewer from the viewed. But considered ecocritically, the 

young grizzlies’ challenging the very technology of their filmic inscription suggests that wild 

creatures are more than passive objects of representation or “subjects of the gaze.” Such an 

image for Herzog seems to be metonymic for nature’s resistance to stable representation 

more generally, a resistance to being reduced to documentary footage.  

But Treadwell’s use of the camera is striking in how it unites through visual 

contiguity what (for Herzog, at least) proves an impassible gap ontologically. That is to say, it 

creates an image of humanity at one with wild nature. In another early scene in the film, two 

large grizzly bear males and Treadwell occupy the screen together, Treadwell in the 

foreground, grizzlies in the mid-distance snuffling in the grass. Treadwell speaks directly to 

the camera: “Behind me is Ed and Rowdy, members of an up-and-coming subadult gang. 

They’re challenging everything, including me. Goes with the territory” (Herzog). This 

relatively seamless vision in which a human being shares the same frame with the massively 

more-than-human grizzly—no steel bars between Treadwell’s skin and the bears’ fearsome 

“claws and paws”—suggests an intimacy between them in a communally experienced 

landscape. Contrast the typical Ansel Adams print in which humans are rigorously abjected 

from the frame in order to let nature loom transcendent, uncontaminated by human society. 

In fact, the reference point for what counts as “society” in Treadwell’s films ultimately shifts 

from human society to “human-grizzly” society, where both inhabit the same community.  
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Like his strategic visual framing, Treadwell’s use of naming suggests intimate 

relations between himself and the bears, as we hear in the following monologue.  

I’m here with one of my favorite bears. It’s Mr. Chocolate. Hi, Mr. Chocolate. He is 
the star of many people across the country: Children, people, adults. And we’re here 
in the Grizzly Sanctuary. But I’m wrapping up my work in the Grizzly Sanctuary. 
Why is that? Because I’m on my way to the Grizzly Maze where bears do not have 
human protection, but are under human threat. Bears like Aunt Melissa. Bears like 
Demon, Hatchet, Downey and Tabitha. And it’s time for me to go to protect them. 
(Herzog) 
 

In these images, Treadwell not only appears in the same frame with the bears, but also 

addresses them directly (“Hi”) and by name (e.g., “Mr. Chocolate”). Perhaps even more 

significantly, Treadwell invokes titles indicating family relations, for example, “aunt” and 

“mister,” thereby suggesting ties of kinship that link grizzly families to human ones. As 

Marsha and Devin Orgeron argue in their essay “Familial Pursuits, Editorial Acts: 

Documentaries After the Age of Home Video,” Treadwell is in effect shooting a home 

movie for a family of his own invention (48).20 Like the Fugitive in The Invention of Morel, 

Treadwell uses a machine to splice alienated worlds and thereby invent virtual liaisons.  

But are Treadwell and the bears in fact reciprocally present for each other, or do they 

merely appear in juxtaposition with one another? Does his footage qualify as a genuine 

“home movie” (i.e., with characters in his own family) or instead as voyeuristic peepings by 

an outsider? A skeptic might conclude that Treadwell’s project here is, metaphorically 

speaking, merely another version of those “pictures taken from the right angle” in which a 

carefully positioned camera makes someone’s hands appear to be holding up the Leaning 

Tower of Pisa or where clever camera angles suggest obscene relations between a body in 

the foreground and phallic-shaped geography or architecture in the distance. Relations 

represented in such humorous snapshots, like the crafty framing performed by Morel’s 

Fugitive, are of course purely rigged effects—at best, “virtual relationships.” Sam Egli, the 
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helicopter pilot who flew in as part of a team to retrieve Treadwell’s and Huguenard’s 

remains, echoes such a critique in asserting that Treadwell wasn’t really in contact with 

anything outside his own projections onto the landscape: “Treadwell was, I think, meaning 

well, trying to do things to help the resource of the bears. But to me he was acting like...like 

he was working with people wearing bear costumes out there instead of wild animals” 

(Herzog). 

Like the viewer of Herzog’s Fata Morgana (1970)—a film that depicts both the beauty 

and the optical deceptiveness of mirages—Treadwell seems to delight in mistaking 

appearances for reality (though one might consider the possible deadly consequences if one 

construes a mirage for water in an actual desiccated wasteland and not merely on the screen). 

In The Cinema of Werner Herzog: Aesthetic Ecstasy and Truth, Brad Prager teases out problems 

with reconciling appearance and reality in German romanticism and examines how this 

conflict plays out in Herzog. For if we in fact see the world through “subjective lenses,” then 

we are prevented from ever experiencing the world as it actually is (a point he raises in 

connection with the ruby glass in Herzog’s Heart of Glass). Prager uses an example from 

Kleist: if our eyes were replaced with green glass, it would be true that the world appears 

green to us, but this would be because of our built-in mode of perception, not because of 

how the world is in itself (96). Likewise, it seems that the more Treadwell’s vision is 

mediated by the camera-lens, the more his experience of bears becomes a subjective 

perception dissociated from actual grizzlies-in-themselves. Treadwell’s camera-lens becomes 

a “green glass” that, through visual association, creates an appearance of intimacy with the 

bears not necessarily shared by those on the other side of the camera.21 

Perhaps most intriguing is how Treadwell not only names the bears and films himself 

in their presence, but in fact performs his alleged relatedness with these animals on film. When 
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Ghost, the fox, runs off with Treadwell’s hat in its mouth, Treadwell’s taped response 

reveals in over-the-top stylings just how much he wants for this event to constitute not 

merely a raid by wild animal, but a prank by a naughty sibling: 

What are you doing to that hat? Where’s that hat going? Hey, who’s stealing that hat? 
Let me see that hat. Ghost, I want that hat. Man! Ghost is bad. Ghost, what are you 
doing with that hat? Ghost, that hat is a very important hat. Drop it! Hey! Oh, 
goddamn it! I can’t believe this! Ghost! Ghost, where’s that fucking hat? That hat is 
so frigging valuable for this trip. Ghost, you come back here with that friggin’ hat. If 
it’s in the den, I’m gonna fucking explode. Ghost, where’s that hat? It’s not okay for 
you to steal it. Oh, man! Oh, man! It’s a friggin’ den. (Herzog) 

 
Treadwell here again achieves the appearance of kinship by using visual and audio imagery 

that splice the world of the fox and the world of Treadwell together.22 Significantly, to all 

appearances Treadwell complains not merely about his hat’s disappearance but rather to the 

fox who took it—another crucial demonstration of direct address that I want to take up in 

more detail later. Moreover, Ghost not only takes the hat but, in Treadwell’s words, “steals” 

it, reinforcing the notion that Treadwell and fox share a commonly observed moral code—

and that Treadwell can lay claim to reciprocal moral obligations from Ghost. Treadwell’s 

attribution of human-like motives to a non-human character recalls the child-like simplicity 

of Herzog’s title character in The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser, who enters society only after 

having spent all his formative years locked in a single room. When shown apples that have 

fallen to the ground, Hauser (Bruno S.) comments on “how tired” they must be. Hauser’s 

benefactor attempts to correct him by insisting that apples have no minds of their own and 

only obey physical laws when they fall—and he attempts to prove it by rolling an apple on 

the ground which another person will stop with his foot. The roll goes wild and the foot 

doesn’t stop the apple. “Smart apple!” says Hauser, confirmed in his animistic world view.  

One of the more peculiar methods of demonstrating kinship in Treadwell’s footage 

depicts him kneeling as he delicately cradles a pile of fresh bear scat. 
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There’s your poop. It just came out of her butt. I can feel it. I can feel the poop. It’s 
warm. It just came from her butt. This was just inside of her. My girl. I’m touching it. 
It’s her poop. It’s Wendy’s poop. I know it may seem weird that I touched her poop, 
but it was inside of her. It’s what... It’s her life! It’s her! And she’s so precious to me. 
She gave me Downey. Downey’s... I adore Downey. Everything about them is 
perfect. (Herzog) 

 
What might seem like an unprecedentedly bizarre eco- scat-fetish in fact has considerable 

literary and critical precedent. Treadwell’s actions here reprise those of young Jean Jacques 

Rousseau, as he seeks to experience the unmediated presence of Maman, his beloved foster 

mother, which Derrida discusses in Of Grammatology (152). Rousseau kisses the floor and the 

coverlets that she has touched, and at one point even resorts to telling her that she has 

contaminated food in her mouth so that when she spits it out he can then consume it 

himself. Rousseau (mistakenly) thinks that if only he can get close enough to Maman, he will 

at last overcome his every sense of lack and finally bask in her full presence. Treadwell 

similarly wants perfect union with the bears—and to that end, what was inside Wendy the 

bear he touches adoringly as a surrogate trace of her untouchable interior.  

But as with Rousseau and Maman, the recorded performance of such desire is especially 

crucial because it authenticates Treadwell’s intimate connection with Wendy and the other 

bears in the first place. By registering such seemingly bizarre engagement with bear scat on 

film (bizarre from a human standpoint, that is), Treadwell is performing a tellingly bear-like 

act. Acting himself like another bear, Treadwell treats scat as a meaningful sign demanding a 

visceral interpretive response—and not merely as something to avoid stepping in. Scat and 

urine, in the world of the bears, are identity markers telling secrets about their interior 

worlds. (In Stefan Quinth’s short 2005 documentary Deadly Passion: Tragedy in Katmai, 

Treadwell is described as even smearing bear dung all over himself so as to become more 

bear-like.) Treadwell’s palpable yearning in this scene (which, as my student Alan Reiser points 

out, seems overwhelmingly charged with erotic desire) moreover suggests that he himself 
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wants not only to connect with the bears, but actually to consummate his relations with 

them as another bear himself.23  

Treadwell’s proprietary use of language in the scene with “Wendy’s poop” goes a 

long way towards manufacturing his familial—perhaps even fatherly—role. But has Wendy 

in fact “given” him Downy? Is Treadwell in any way the object of the bears’ awareness at all? 

One is tempted to wonder if Treadwell in fact considers himself the patriarch of this 

“family,”24 but his ebullient and earnest performances on camera suggest that rather than 

merely documenting his relationship with the bears, the camera’s footage in fact plays a role 

in creating such a relationship—much like Judith Butler’s notion of gender as something 

which comes into being by way of repeated performance rather than as a pre-existing 

essence.  

Treadwell’s camerawork thus tweaks Derrida’s logic of supplementarity in a highly 

intriguing manner. Denied “withness”—for he will never be fully “with” Wendy as part of 

her ursine family unit—Treadwell instead uses the camera as witness to create the semblance 

of family on film. In this respect, the camera even assumes the role of a divine, vindicating 

omniscience that recognizes his true status as a member of the grizzly community. 

Addressing the camera, Treadwell says “if there’s a God, God would be very, very... pleased 

with me. If he could just watch me here, how much I love them, how much I adore them, 

how respectful I am to them. How I am one of them” (Herzog). As Marsha and Devin 

Orgeron put it, Treadwell “seems to lose track of his existence outside of the camera’s 

presence, needing it as a witness to these intimate moments, even the flawed moments with 

his unconventional, interspecies family” (58). In a similar vein, communication scholar John 

Durham Peters reminds us moreover that to be a witness to something requires not only 

that one see, but that one speak about what one has seen to another (Peters, “Kittler 
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Seminar”). The camera fulfills this role by acting as more than mere video recorder. Because 

of the easy reproducibility of the cinematic image, the camera provides for ready 

dissemination of all that it views. Scenes like the one where Treadwell apostrophizes to the 

camera over Wendy’s poop thus foreground the importance of the video camera as 

Treadwell’s confessional—one that sees and validates Treadwell’s actions as a 

communicative medium that ultimately tells all.  

The camera eye, as mediating lens, thus arguably has as much of a constructive role 

as it might have of merely recording or documenting nature itself. Along these lines, N. 

Katherine Hayles insists that through their pervasiveness and the textual inscriptions they 

produce, technologies such as the video camera ultimately constitute the subjects they film. In 

“Saving the Subject: Remediation in House of Leaves,” for example, Hayles argues that Mark 

Danielewski’s novel  

instantiates the crisis characteristic of postmodernism, in which representation is 
short-circuited by the realization that there is no reality independent of mediation. 
Rather than trying to penetrate cultural constructions to reach an original object of 
inquiry, House of Leaves uses the very multilayered inscriptions that create it as a 
physical artifact to imagine the subject as a palimpsest, emerging not behind but 
through the inscriptions that bring the book into being. (779) 

 
If the characters from House of Leaves possess subjectivities that emerge only via high 8 video 

and Zampanò’s textual collages (these being themselves further remediated by the narrator 

Johnny Truant), then I am led to believe that something partly analogous but crucially 

distinctive might be happening through technological mediation in Grizzly Man. In Grizzly 

Man, Treadwell’s subjectivity emerges through images that are primarily meant to evoke 

intersubjectivity—or at least a simulacrum of intersubjectivity. Under this logic, grizzly bears 

and Treadwell share footage, and therefore share a world. Treadwell thus forges a family not 

through blood but through media—much as Bioy Casares’ protagonist does in The Invention 

of Morel.25 Echoing the boundary-manglings enacted by Donna Haraway’s cyborg, Treadwell 
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hybridizes a family made up of humans, grizzlies—and, crucially—digital video technology. 

For Treadwell the camera “watches over” him and the grizzlies like one of Richard 

Brautigan’s “Machines of Loving Grace” (1968). The last stanza of that poem reads  

I like to think 
    (it has to be!) 
of a cybernetic ecology 
where we are free of our labors 
and joined back to nature, 
returned to our mammal 
brothers and sisters, 
and all watched over 
by machines of loving grace. (Brautigan)  
 
Brautigan’s poem is ambiguous on the question of whether our being “joined back to 

nature” as “brothers and sisters” actually requires that we be “watched over” by such 

machines. For Treadwell, however, the machine performs the very splicing needed to heal 

the rift dividing a more-than-human set of family relations. In so doing, it moreover 

witnesses and validates Treadwell in his unique, self-appointed role as the protector who 

must in turn watch over the grizzlies himself. For Herzog, however, Treadwell’s project of 

uniting humans with nature via a shared world of footage is like trying to heal a fractured 

bone by photoshopping an x-ray image of it. What happens in art does not magically 

reproduce itself in life. The technology of the camera, as Herzog quickly demonstrates, can 

as easily dissolve bonds as forge them.  

 
Remediating Treadwell: Herzog’s Kinship-Dissolving Lens 

In Grizzly Man, nature is not only mediated variously through Treadwell’s footage, 

Herzog’s footage, and through the vantage point of several interviewees, but also (in Jay 

Bolter and Richard Grusin’s terminology) remediated (Bolter and Grusin, Remediation). This is 

to say that the bears are first rendered into Treadwell’s hand-held footage, and this footage is 

in turn appropriated and re-presented by Herzog for his own film. Although many critics 
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and viewers refer to Grizzly Man as a documentary, Herzog disparages the terms “cinema 

vérité” and “documentary” alike, citing that these offer merely the “accountants’ truth,”— 

i.e., mere correctness or factuality—rather than the “ecstatic truth” of art, so he makes no 

sharp distinction between his “feature films” and his “documentaries.” In the essay 

“Conceiving Grizzly Man Through the ‘Powers of the False’,” Eric Dewberry points out that  

As a filmmaker, Herzog shares this ideological perspective: all documentary is false 
even if it conveys the myth of objectivity. The function of the filmic image for 
Herzog is not to represent reality, but rather to build and shape images to form a 
facet of unseeable and unsayable truth. (n.p.)  

 
As Herzog himself puts it in his “Minnesota Declaration,” a manifesto against the 

“authenticity” of so-called documentary filmmaking, “There are deeper strata of truth in 

cinema, and there is such a thing as poetic, ecstatic truth. It is mysterious and elusive, and 

can be reached only through fabrication and imagination and stylization” (Herzog, 

“Minnesota Declaration” n.p.). Herzog’s “documentaries” are thus filled with imaginative 

stylizations and often outright fabrications, and his so-called “feature films” often use real 

props on authentic locations rather than simulated effects, further blurring the line between 

the two. (For instance, the ship towed over the mountain and later dashed on the rocks in 

Fitzcarraldo was a real steamboat, not a model.)  

Herzog not only directs Grizzly Man, but at times also acts as a literal mediator 

between image and audience, not only narrating but even inserting himself bodily into the 

film. Because the filmic medium is fully under his directorial control, Herzog makes viewers 

fill in whatever information he chooses to eclipse with his own presence—and the audience 

soon discovers that even small trickles of bandwidth will be administered through the 

intercession of the film’s director-priest. Perhaps the most striking moment in all of Grizzly 

Man occurs when Herzog simultaneously reveals and conceals the audio recording of 

Treadwell’s and Huguenard’s fatal mauling. Instead of directly playing back the tape for the 
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audience to hear, Herzog (wearing headphones) relays to Jewel Palovak, Treadwell’s friend 

and exclusive keeper of the tape, what he experiences in listening to Treadwell’s and 

Huguenard’s final moments. The audience witnesses Herzog’s remediation of the footage in 

real time. Herzog begins by relating content such as “I hear rain, and I hear Amie, ‘Get away! 

Get away! Go away!’” but before long, when his hand wearily reaches up to cover his face, 

his physical reactions suggest more than his words do. He asks Jewel to turn off the tape, 

insisting, “Jewel, you must never listen to this […] I think you, you should not keep it […] it 

will be the white elephant in your room all your life” (Herzog). Ultimately, he instructs Jewel 

to destroy it. 

In this scene the video camera’s very failure to represent—caused by the lens cap’s 

obscuration of the video while the audio still records—intriguingly becomes the vehicle for 

amplified storytelling. Herzog’s yearning for “ecstatic truth” over “the accountant’s truth” is 

fulfilled by the inability of the visual image here to denote anything. One might construe 

Herzog’s mediating obscurations as compensating for the cloudless serenity of the Alaskan 

wilderness, which might otherwise be at risk of seeming too transparently pretty (or its 

creatures, too “cute”). Brad Prager argues a similar point in relation to the visual style of 

Herzog’s 1976 film Heart of Glass: “its concealment of its landscape beneath a veil of fog and 

twilight […] resist[s] the cheery mood and bright colors associated with Heimat films” 

(Prager, The Cinema of Werner Herzog 94). (Heimat films promoted images of unspoiled nature 

as “homeland” in postwar German cinema.) Herzog’s remediation of nature via headphones 

not only adds mystery, but also deflates the possibility for wild nature to be sentimentally 

domesticated via the visual image. Herzog perceives Treadwell’s films as, in effect, Heimat 

versions of nature that his own film needs to rectify. Instead of spoon-feeding the viewer 

with cinematic images of sublime arctic scenery, Herzog makes the viewer work to fill in the 
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gaps imaginatively, reader-response style, to overcome the impasse of halting representation. 

But it is not enough that the viewer do this work—instead, Herzog must himself mediate the 

delivery of the audio track, providing his own cues and responses to ensure that the desired 

results obscure all capacities for denotatively secure representation.26 Ironically, the sensory 

limits of the headphones thus allow Herzog to transcend representation and thereby 

engineer an experience of the sublime.27  

Although the audio track is in principle indefinitely replicable, Herzog demonstrates 

a palpable need for this particular recording to be never reproduced. Why does Herzog 

instruct Jewel to destroy it? Because it is too horrible? Or perhaps does he do so to maintain 

the aura of the tape (and his privileged access to it) by destroying all potential copies along 

with it? The camera’s disabled visual sensations, combined with Herzog’s verbal remediation 

of the audio track, themselves generate an aura of mystery, enabling the footage to escape 

from the fate Walter Benjamin ascribes to mechanically produced media in which aura fades 

with the loss of a unique “original.” By thus remediating the audio track into halting 

signifiers of his own production, Herzog achieves the same hypnotic effects he obtained by 

making his camera linger over misty landscapes and waterfalls in Heart of Glass (1976)—

namely, the evocation of an eerie, cloud-shrouded terrain of sublime and hidden depths. In 

that same film, Herzog famously hypnotized his cast during filming to bring forth a more 

“authentic” performance, and at one point even contemplated introducing the film with a 

self-proclaimed attempt to hypnotize his viewers (Prager, The Cinema of Werner Herzog 96). 

“Ecstatic truth” demands some measure of transcendence of conditioned, rational 

responses, and hypnosis is one way to achieve such an escape. But whereas Treadwell fell 

under the irrational spell of the grizzlies, we as an audience are meant to swoon before the 

artistic spell of the director rather than succumb to Treadwell’s call of the wild.  
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Although one might be tempted to read Herzog’s refusal to “cross the line” and 

share the audio track with the audience as a gesture of deference to that audience, such 

calculative obscurations span Herzog’s career and suggest that something more significant is 

going on than merely sensitivity to Treadwell, Huguenard, Palovak, or his viewers. Other 

instances of similar withholding of information in Herzog’s films include the reporting—but 

not displaying—of the “sacred object” in Where the Green Ants Dream (1984) and the signature 

depiction of fog-covered landscapes in Aguirre: The Wrath of God, Heart of Glass, and in more 

recent works like Rescue Dawn (2007). Herzog’s “documentary” film The White Diamond 

(2004) offers perhaps the most striking analog to the headphone-remediation scene in 

Grizzly Man. In the film, Herzog follows aviation engineer Graham Dorrington who wants 

to fly a specially designed airship over the rainforest canopy in Guyana, South America. The 

launch site is near the massive Kaieteur Falls. Below this vast curtain of water up to a million 

swifts gather and flit about each day eating insects, and behind this waterfall all the swifts 

gather each night to roost, invisibly. The site is inaccessible to people and, as a result, has 

become a focal point of local legend. Curious, Herzog sends the team’s physician/mountain-

climber over the cliff’s edge to see if he can film the secret behind the falls. He does so, but 

Herzog tells the audience at the end of the film that he will not show the footage and instead 

only shows the camera spinning in circles as it is pulled back up to the rim of the cliff. The 

swirling image leaves the audience vertiginous. At the end of the movie, Herzog dedicates 

the film to this “secret kingdom of the swifts,” and his withholding of information ensures 

that their domain will remain a tantalizing secret to his audience. The very denial of image-

representation in Grizzly Man demands that the viewer imagine that which is inconceivable 

but which nonetheless must be conceived (see Dewberry n.p.). 
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Herzog’s remediation of Treadwell’s and Huguenard’s final moments evokes not 

only aura and mystery, but also a chilling image of nature that inverts the standard mode of 

enframement imposed on nature by cinematic media. The image is ostensibly something 

produced, whereas the object of representation is consumed. But in Grizzly Man, nature chews 

up this model and violently spits it back out: the represented (nature) instead consumes the 

representer (Treadwell) in an action itself only haltingly representable (no video, and only 

Herzog-mediated audio). The blinded camera and Herzog’s remediation of the audio track 

together insinuate that this “primal encounter”—namely, nature’s inscribing and consuming 

of Treadwell and Huguenard—cannot be adequately captured through media. Rather, nature 

is the one that captures and consumes the image-maker. Herzog thus secures the 

inscrutability of nature and its utter separation from the human symbolic order. To be sure, 

for Herzog nature can still be represented through cinematic art, but in his view such 

representations should aim at “ecstatic truth” rather than seek to document facts. Such 

images are misleading if read literally, or in Herzog’s own terms, when taken as “the 

accountant’s truth.” For example, in the DVD extras for Grizzly Man one sees Herzog 

instruct the musicians as to the appropriate style of music for what might appear an idyllic 

and playful scene of Treadwell and a grizzly bear swimming together. Herzog insists that the 

appearance of unity with nature in this scene is deceptive, and that the music should rather 

convey the irreconcilability of human and wild worlds despite all appearances to the 

contrary. The tones, though harmonically ambiguous, never suggest a major key. 

 Treadwell’s use of his own video footage to demonstrate his intimacy with the bears 

not only raises such issues of “ecstatic” vs. the “accountant’s” truth, but also calls out for a 

reading in relation to a long-standing tradition of pastoral art and literature. In The Machine in 

the Garden, a well-known study of technology and the pastoral ideal in America, Leo Marx 
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argues that pastoral narratives traditionally attempt to occupy the “middle landscape” 

between urban and wilderness worlds, halfway between culture on the one side and savagery 

on the other (139). With this conception in mind, one might conceivably read Herzog’s 

“invisible borderline” as demarcating the liminal zone inhabited by Treadwell on camera, to 

his own hazard: a pastoral enclosure reconfigured as the bounded cinematic frame 

harmoniously inhabited by both Treadwell and the bears. Inside the frame, artifice 

dominates in the form of Treadwell’s directorial stylizations, his self-conscious performance 

as a character, and his arrangement of the “players” to make sure that human and bear 

occupy the field at the same time. Of course, not all versions of pastoral are naïvely ideal or 

romanticized: Terry Gifford reminds us that strains of the antipastoral have haunted the 

pastoral at least as far back as the poets John Clare and George Crabbe (116)—if not 

Virgil—and have led to a more nuanced “postpastoral” (146) in more recent writers like 

Edward Abbey, whose Eden contains rattlesnakes, quicksand, and the bloated corpse of a 

sightseer who loses his way.  

Treadwell himself repeatedly recites, almost like a mantra, that these bears “can kill, 

they can decapitate” (Herzog, Grizzly Man), so he seems more than just nominally aware of 

the dangers he faces as well. Treadwell’s doom thus comes about not by his underestimating 

the voraciousness of his cinematic characters, but rather by misconstruing the narrative 

landscape—or lack thereof—which together they occupied. For even the most nuanced 

pastoral narrative still subscribes to an aesthetic mode of representation, which is to say that it 

attempts to reconfigure nature in terms amenable to artful storytelling. But for Herzog, 

although nature can be represented aesthetically, nature is not itself an aesthetic mode of 

being. To appropriate the narratology of Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky, one might say 

that Herzog’s nature is at best a version of fabula, or mere chronological narrative 
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(Shakespeare’s “tale told by an idiot, filled with sound and fury, signifying nothing”), a 

narrative in which one thing follows another in brutish succession, all governed by the blind 

necessities of hunger and reproduction, not by artfully arranged connections leading in any 

meaningful aesthetic direction. Herzog’s nature equates to, in his own words, “harsh reality” 

and “overwhelming indifference”—and ultimately, death. Treadwell, as both character and 

director, in contrast frames the wild in terms of syuzhet, or plot. After a long soliloquy in 

which he thanks the bears for giving his life purpose—which itself suggests the motivations 

of plot and character in nature’s supposedly having “given” something to him—he abruptly 

switches modes like a newscaster turning to a reporter in the field: “Now let the expedition 

continue. It’s off to Timmy, the fox.28 We’ve gotta find Banjo. He’s missing!” (Herzog). 

Treadwell’s storied landscape thus has distinct protagonists (here, Banjo and Timmy) as well 

as antagonists (including rogue bears or the drought), which suggests that the motives of 

interested characters run the show and not merely blind instinct.29  

Likewise, when Treadwell witnesses a vicious fight between two male bears 

competing for a mating partner, he creatively reinterprets the aftermath by invoking the 

cadences of Howard Cosell commenting theatrically on the outcome of a boxing match: 

Here I am at the scene of the fight. It looks as if tractors tore the land up, raked it, 
rototilled it, tossed it about. There is fur everywhere, and in the camera foreground 
excreted waste. In the middle of the fight so violent, so upsetting that Sergeant 
Brown went to the bathroom, did a number two during his fight. Extremely 
emotional, extremely powerful. (Herzog) 
 

Treadwell’s language quickly shifts to chivalric, however, where he re-conceives the fight as a 

battle for the honor to “court” Saturn, whom he dubs “the queen of the Grizzly Sanctuary.” 

Considering Treadwell’s “Prince Valiant” haircut and his former job as a “squire” working 

with Jewel Palovak at the theatrically themed restaurant “Gulliver’s,” it might not be so 

surprising to witness him placing such campily regal overlays onto nature. (Treadwell’s 
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lengthy monologue in which he insists he is not gay likewise raises the question of whether 

in this filmed performance of straightness he “doth protest too much.”) But the most 

fascinating of Treadwell’s many campy role-playing performances occurs when he, again like 

a sports journalist, actually addresses Mickey the bear, who lies on the ground, seemingly 

exhausted.  

I just wanna discuss that fight with Mickey bear right here. He’s right next to me 
here in the Grizzly Sanctuary on the tide fly. Saturn off to camera left. Mick, you 
underestimated Sergeant Brown. You went in for the head. He seemed to be rope-a-
doping you like he wasn’t that tough. And then once you banged into him, man, he 
turned out to be one heck of a rough bear, a very rough bear. I was so scared, I 
almost got sick to my stomach watching you fight. Then when he knocked you down 
and you were down on your back, it was terrible, it was terrible! I’m not duking it out 
for any girl like that. (Herzog) 

 
Treadwell concludes by imaginatively identifying with Mickey in desiring Saturn. “Well, I’ve 

had my troubles with the girls. Yeah, yeah. And I’ll tell you something. If Saturn was a 

female human... I can just see how beautiful she is as a bear. I’ve always called her the 

Michelle Pfeiffer of bears out here” (Herzog). Treadwell’s reading of the landscape and his 

“dialogue” with its creatures thus proves endlessly creative in its artful fabrications.  

Herzog himself approves of fabrications that challenge denotative truth and serve 

the ecstasy of art. But if I read Herzog’s critique correctly, what Treadwell failed to recognize 

is that although art can freely transform nature into whatever ecstatic truth he might 

imaginatively forge, nature itself is not—and can never be—art. Treadwell’s transgression 

was thus to project art onto the wild and then cross the line dividing them in order to inhabit 

the virtual wilderness of his imagination, Quixote-like, in the real world. But whereas 

Cervantes’ virtual giants overlaid harmless actual windmills, Treadwell’s imagined kindred are 

hungry, and come equipped with built-in claws and paws. Treadwell’s pastoral, as the 

idealized shared space mingling wilderness and culture, is thus sustainable, but only as an 

image, a virtual space on film. When Treadwell attempts to actualize such ideals by living in 
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the kind of intimate harmony that his films suggest, the genre eventually flips channels from 

naïve pastoral (which includes bears with names like “Thumper”) to nameless horror 

(literally “nameless,” for there is no indication that the bear that attacked and ate Treadwell 

was one he even recognized). Disney, meet Lovecraft. As Herzog says in his 1999 film My 

Best Fiend, if nature is indeed a harmony, then it is “the harmony of overwhelming and 

collective murder” (Herzog, My Best Fiend). Six years later, in Grizzly Man, his view has not 

softened: “I believe the common denominator of the universe is not harmony, but chaos, 

hostility and murder” (Herzog). But Herzog’s coherence here is questionable. Even as he 

criticizes Treadwell for projecting human traits onto the wild landscape, Herzog himself 

freely employs terms like “murder” and “fornication”—culturally framed ethical 

assessments—when accounting for natural phenomena like predation and mating, 

respectively. 

 
Aesthetics vs. Communication: Herzog, Treadwell, and the  

Function of Cinematic Art 

Although one might conclude that Herzog and Treadwell disagree primarily in their 

views of nature, even more decisive are their diverging conceptions of art. In many respects, 

Treadwell appears to be an artist only by accident. In one of his most striking and evocative 

images, the mounted camera lingers to witness the unhurried blowing of willows for fifteen 

seconds, Treadwell having absented himself from the frame. Herzog comments, “In his 

action movie mode, Treadwell probably did not realize that seemingly empty moments had a 

strange, secret beauty. Sometimes images themselves developed their own life, their own 

mysterious stardom” (Herzog). Such scenes, in which nature moves to its own rhythms and 

under its own sway, cast a spell over the viewer. Treadwell’s shots here rival those of 

Herzog’s own camera, which lingered over the churning Urubamba River in Aguirre: The 



 240

Wrath of God and which leveled an enduring gaze at the tumbling waterfall in Heart of Glass. 

Treadwell’s images of vegetation tossed by the wind also echo, probably inadvertently, the 

sunset swaying of Terrence Malick’s grasses in films like Days of Heaven (1978). But at the 

very moment the viewer is tempted to succumb to such hypnotic lulling, Treadwell himself 

jumps into the frame, transforming the cinematic idyll into action romp, saying “Starsky and 

Hutch. Over” (Herzog). The filmic reverie only happened, we discover, because of 

pragmatic necessity: Treadwell had to leave the camera rolling on the tripod while he left the 

scene in order to re-enter it dramatically. The Malick-evoking vegetation-in-sway would 

surely never make into Treadwell’s own final cut, however much Herzog foregrounds it in 

his own. Treadwell and Herzog thus diverge with respect to the very uses to which they put 

nature, artistically speaking. For Herzog, however beautiful it might be, life in nature still 

equates to hunger, mutual predation, and death—a harshness only tolerable if nature remains 

utterly impersonal and other, hence “We ought to be grateful that the Universe out there 

knows no smile” (Herzog “Minnesota Declaration” n.p.). If nature in fact had a face, one 

imagines that for Herzog it would look something like Heath Ledger’s grotesque Joker.  

Despite its horror, nature holds power for Herzog as a repository for images that, in 

an able filmmaker’s hands, yield aesthetic and ecstatic truth. But for Treadwell, nature does 

not exist primarily for the sake of art. If Herzog’s nature is setting that demands cinematic 

representation by a director, for Treadwell nature is character with whom we are called to seek 

dialogue as fellow characters in a shared story.30 Whereas Herzog seeks to fulfill the demands 

of aesthetics, Treadwell aims to fulfill the demands of communication. This point is crucial 

because, as Terry Eagleton points out, literary art inheres precisely in using words to do 

more than just communicate—and the same is true with the use of images in cinematic art. 

Thus, for Herzog, Treadwell’s desire to constrain his images to the service of real life 
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interaction risks exorcizing ecstatic truth in favor of terms amenable to the accountant. 

Treadwell’s footage depicting himself interacting with the bears raises a challenge not only to 

Herzog, however, but also to wildlife biologists and makers of nature documentaries, who 

typically seek to obscure their own presence in the landscapes they film, thereby conveying 

an illusion of immediacy and transparency that represents “pure nature” free from human 

interference.  

 But Treadwell has discarded his objective lens in favor of a subjective one. 

Treadwell’s greatest “boundary violation”—if violation it is—inheres in the fact that he not 

only represents himself in nature but actually talks to nature. In so doing, Treadwell 

(consciously or not) in fact reprises the work of earlier visionaries. In In the Remington Moment, 

Stephen Tatum points out how the trope of “the call” in the early twentiety-century artwork 

of Frederic Remington demonstrates an urgent attempt to “register this particular artist’s and 

his dominant culture’s deep-seated anxiety about losing contact with some version of 

authentic, real life located elsewhere than in urban industrial society” (61). Like Herzog, 

Treadwell seeks an ecstatic truth—but for him this truth can exist in literal conversation, not 

just in art. When Treadwell chides Ghost the fox, addresses Mr. Chocolate, interviews 

Mickey, or reprimands the unruly bear cub on film, he engages in a mode of representation 

that transcends existing conventions that reduce nature to mere object of representation. 

David Abram argues that this species of engagement is far from delusional, and in fact 

embodies yet another form of ecstatic truth, namely, prayer.  

In its oldest form, prayer consists simply in speaking to the world, rather than solely 
about the world. We should recognize that it is lousy etiquette to speak only about the 
other animals, only about the forest and the black bears and the storms, since by 
doing so we treat such entities as totalizeable objects, able to be comprehended and 
represented by us, rather than as enigmatic powers with whom our lives are entwined 
and to whom we are beholden. Can we not also speak to these powers, and listen for 
their replies? (Abram, “Between the Body and the Breathing Earth” 189) 
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In response to Abram’s question, “can we not speak and listen?”, Herzog would 

emphatically say “no” because for him, nature’s sounds are inarticulate and signify nothing: 

“Mother Nature doesn’t call, doesn’t speak to you, although a glacier eventually farts. And 

don’t you listen to the Song of Life” (Herzog “Minnesota Declaration” n.p.). To speak to 

nature and listen for a reply would thus be, in Herzog’s view, a category mistake. Such a 

thing might be possible through art—recall the charming animism of Kaspar Hauser—but it 

exists only in the ontology of imagination, bounded firmly by an aesthetic frame. 

 But is Herzog’s own elevated conception of art and (arguably) reductive view of 

nature any less philosophically problematic than Treadwell’s naïve visual realism? For all 

their differences, both directors use video technology to frame nature for particular ends, 

and in so doing literalize Martin Heidegger’s notion of technology as “enframing” (Gestell). 

For Heidegger, technology is itself “nothing technological” but foremost a mode of 

revealing (Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology” 287). Unlike other modes of 

“bringing forth” (poiesis), however, technology “challenges forth” nature into particular 

modes of production readily consumed by human beings, and in so doing, threatens to 

reduce Being to Bestand, or standing reserve: Earth-as-quarry awaiting excavation in order to 

serve exclusively human ends. Perhaps more significantly, technology, aided by what 

Heidegger laments as the modern impulse to conceive the world “as picture,” conflates 

Being itself with the human representations that “frame” it in terms of its human use (think 

of the use-value couched in such terms as “natural resources,” “scenery,” and even 

“lodgepole pine” for example). In consequence, we readily identify nature, for example, with 

our techno-cultural modes of representing nature in the first place, finding in nature what we 

ourselves put there.  
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Such a predicament forces us to ask questions about our use of technology to 

produce images. For example, Kevin DeLuca, author of Image Politics, asks us to consider the 

orienting question “What sort of relationships to the earth and world does a technology 

enable?” (DeLuca, “Thinking With Heidegger: Rethinking Environmental Theory and 

Practice” 78). More specifically, we might ask what the consequences are of a scopically 

oriented technology such as the video camera on our experience of nature. Is Treadwell’s 

footage an enframing that “challenges-forth” a representation of the grizzly that reduces it to 

an image “awaiting human consumption?” And if so, what sort of consumption is being 

served? Does video technology inevitably lead to an image of nature as something that exists 

only “to be consumed?” Image-producing machinery might seem out of place in the pastoral 

garden, but as DeLuca points out, its use is far from alien in the service of environmental 

activism: “[O]ne rhetorical strategy that all stripes of environmentalism have embraced” is 

that of “deploying images to save nature” (DeLuca, “Thinking With Heidegger” 81). One 

way to approach the question concerning technology and Treadwell might be to ask if 

Treadwell in fact “challenges-forth” a particular representation of the grizzlies, or if he might 

be said rather to “dwell” with them. For Heidegger, dwelling implies that one lives in such a 

way that the essence of fellow beings is preserved rather than being re-channeled in service 

of reductive, or specifically human, ends (Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Thinking” 329). 

The word “challenge” is problematic in this case, however, because Treadwell sees the act of 

challenging as in fact characteristic of the grizzlies themselves: as he says about the subadult 

males who challenge everything at the beginning of the film, including him, it “goes with the 

territory” (Herzog). Ultimately, even his own death-by-grizzly does not necessarily mark his 

presence as alien; grizzlies challenge, kill, and eat one another routinely.  
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Treadwell claimed to use his grizzly films to educate school children and to raise 

social awareness about threats to grizzlies from poaching and habitat loss. But, as Herzog 

informs his viewers, most of the bears that Treadwell rose up to “protect” were already 

living in federally protected areas. Treadwell’s footage thus seems to serve a far more 

personal agenda than that of raising general ecological awareness. As we have seen, 

Treadwell uses the images in his films to create the sense that he is himself part of what he 

represents, a member of the grizzly family. In a perverse irony, however, Treadwell’s use of 

exclusively human technology becomes Treadwell’s very means for escaping his humanity. As 

with the Fugitive and Faustine in The Invention of Morel, the machine here fuses art and reality 

together to make something simultaneously beautiful and monstrously inhuman. Treadwell 

and the bears now dwell together forever in a digital ecology as mass-produced images 

etched onto the infinitely repeatable play surface of Herzog’s DVD, haunting a fictive 

peaceable kingdom in the light of an eternal summer. Just as all the world’s dead wait for the 

needle to drop yet again onto Nietzsche’s eternal gramophone record, Treadwell and his 

bears await their digital re-summoning by a spinning of a disc and the caress of a laser beam. 

But must Treadwell’s imagined grizzlies really only wander the spectral landscape of 

his fancy? Does he in fact cleave to a clan of virtual grizzlies like he clings to the childhood 

teddy bear who shares his tent in the Grizzly Maze?31 As Herzog says in the film, the bears 

do more to save Treadwell than he does to save them. But it’s not only Treadwell’s lens that 

does the framing in Grizzly Man. As DeLuca points out, different uses of technology are 

hooked into different technological regimes—and Herzog’s use of film and camera 

themselves reveal a particular agenda in what they “bring forth.” When Herzog says that in 

the bears he sees “no kinship, no understanding, no mercy” but only “the overwhelming 

indifference of nature” is he not projecting and framing as well? To say, as Herzog does, that 
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“there is no such thing as a secret world of the bears” (Herzog) denies the bears any point of 

view of their own, and rules out the possibility that they had their own inscrutable regard for 

Treadwell during those thirteen summers in which he lived so closely with them. DeLuca 

reminds the viewer that not only Herzog’s ecstatic truth matters, but scientific truth as well. 

The bears, which have poor vision but keen olfactory senses, would have in fact been acutely 

aware of Treadwell’s smell for thirteen summers and in that respect they did in fact share 

worlds (in a remarkably tolerant way, it might be noted). Because of this fact, DeLuca argues,  

Treadwell’s smell makes him very much a part of their world. There is very much a 
relationship between Treadwell and the bears (what kind is open for debate). They 
know he is there and react to his presence. It is not a relationship fabricated by 
camera frames and angles. (DeLuca, Letter to the Author)  

 
But to ensure the sanctity of aesthetic truth, Herzog in effect Orientalizes the natural world, 

securing its otherness at the cost of denying it a corresponding selfhood of its own. He thus 

reappropriates Karl Marx’s dictum on the so-called Orient, applying it to nature and wild 

creatures: “They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented” (qtd. in Said xiii).  

As director of Grizzly Man, Herzog likewise wields the enclosing frame that contains 

Treadwell himself. In Herzog’s hands, the question of Treadwell becomes ultimately a 

question about which encloses what: is art the bigger frame, or nature? Like Oscar Wilde’s 

Dorian Gray, who trades his image with one on the canvas, Treadwell occupies the 

cinematic frame as a living performance piece, throwing himself, as it were, “into the Wilde.” 

But like the protagonist of Wilde’s novel, Treadwell’s character tends deathward in direct 

proportion to his exceeding the boundaries of his artistic enclosure. When Dorian Gray 

ultimately holds his own artistic project accountable to the claims of morality, he is slain and 

takes on all the disfigurements which had heretofore been displaced to the canvas. 

Treadwell, too, survives when to all appearances he shouldn’t, seemingly immortal, so long 

as he dwells exclusively in the space of art, which for him consists in the pastoral enclosure 



 246

of the cinematic frame. But like Dorian Gray, Treadwell finds only death when he holds 

cinematic aesthetics accountable to the depredations of nature lurking just outside the 

boundaries of art. The enclosing body of the bear replaces the quotation marks of 

Treadwell’s full-time artistic performance, suggesting that nature and death hold the final 

account, together measuring the ultimate frame that encloses the world—the very frame 

Herzog seeks to enclose through the aesthetic ecstasy of filmmaking.  

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 The Invention of Morel (La invención de Morel) remains Bioy Casares’ most famous work, and 
was praised by Jorge Borges and Octavio Paz as a “perfect” novel. Although this novel of 
Latin American speculative fiction itself possesses little more than a cult following, its 
influence has been widely felt in popular culture, from the inscrutable arthouse film Last Year 
At Marienbad (1961), written by Alain Robbe-Grillet and directed by Alain Resnais, to Eliseo 
Subiela’s Argentine film Man Facing Southeast (1986), to the hit ABC television series Lost 
(2008).  
 
2 An example from ancient Greek astronomy might provide a useful analogy for the 
Fugitive’s ontology. The orbits of the planets obviously embody change because they wander 
the sky against the background stars (the Greek word planetes literally means “wanderer”). 
Because these planets were deemed by the Greeks to inhabit the supra-lunary sphere, they of 
necessity had to at the same time embody perfection, despite their dynamic movement. How 
then to reconcile perfection with change? Make these changes as orderly as possible: the 
orbits of the planets were legislated as circular, invariant (the planets were constrained to 
traveling at uniform speeds) and crucially, they repeated their cycles of motion eternally. 
When planets moved in retrograde motion (which we now know to result from an interior 
planet “catching up” to an outside planet in its orbit), they however appear not only to slow 
down, but to actually move in reverse. To account for such an anomaly, the theory of 
epicycles came into play to “save the appearances”: the planets still moved in circles, but 
these circles in turn traveled along other circles, ultimately creating Spirograph-like effects. 
Similarly, an artfully arranged eternal recurrence is how the Fugitive reconciles change with 
perfection even while wielding a conception that confers reality only onto the changeless.  
 
3 The narrator’s conception of the virtual in fundamental ways reconfigures the relationship 
of the representation to its original, bringing to mind a parallel re-conception performed five 
years later by C.S. Lewis in his 1945 novel The Great Divorce. In it, Lewis uses speculative 
fiction to invert standard tropes that construe angels and heaven as cloudy and insubstantial. 
In Lewis’ novel, celestial grass is instead sharp as steel blades to the evanescent footsteps of 
human beings, and even a leaf is too weighty to lift. In the face of Lewis’ real, we are the 
ghosts, and “reality is harsh to the feet of shadows.” In his preface to the novel, Lewis 
indicates that it was a work of science fiction (one seemingly much akin to Morel) that 
inspired such a mode of representation: “I must acknowledge my debt to a writer whose 
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name I have forgotten and whom I read several years ago in a highly coloured American 
magazine of what they call ‘Scientifiction.” The unbendable and unbreakable quality of my 
heavenly matter was suggested to me by him, though he used the fancy for a different and 
most ingenious purpose. His hero travelled into the past: and there, very properly, found 
raindrops that would pierce him like bullets, and sandwiches that no strength could bite—
because, of course, nothing in the past can be altered. I, with less originality but (I hope) 
equal propriety; have transferred this to the eternal” (x). Morel appears to fuse both Lewis’ 
and this unknown author’s elements together: the past, framed in the present, becomes 
unalterable, eternal art. 
 
4 The term “Nietzsche’s Gramophone Record” is from David Mitchell’s 2004 novel Cloud 
Atlas. I find this term not only lyrical but useful because it emphasizes how Nietzsche’s 
“thought of eternal return” makes all of life into a self-enclosed work of art. In Cloud Atlas, 
the character Robert Frobisher, like the Fugitive, attempts to find solace in the fact that his 
impending death will at least become part of a great eternally recurring performance: “Strip 
back the beliefs pasted on by governesses, schools and states, you find indelible truths at 
one’s core. Rome’ll decline and fall again, Cortes’ll lay Tenochititlan to waste again, and later, 
Ewing will sail again, Adrian’ll be blown to pieces again, you and I’ll sleep under Corsican 
stars again, I’ll come to Bruges again, fall in and out of love with Eva again, you’ll read this 
letter again, the sun’ll grow cold again. Nietzsche’s gramophone record. When it ends, the 
Old One plays it again, for an eternity of eternity. Time cannot permeate this sabbatical. We 
do not stay dead long” (471). 
 
5 A recent commercial hilariously demonstrates how shared worlds can be fictively created 
via camera-phone: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L6Cuq-BueEs&feature=related 
 
6 Such diligence is embodied in the Fugitive’s motto, ostinato rigore, which he takes from Da 
Vinci (it translates roughly as “obstinate rigor”). But the term “ostinato” also carries with it 
the overtones of endless repetition (as in an ostinato, or persistently repeated pattern, in 
music). The connection to both Da Vinci and music suggests that endless repetition can with 
rigorous work be rendered into a work of art. Nature repeats itself in cyclic rhythms; the 
artist, rather than merely conforming to such rhythms, creates them.  
 
7 See Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality, Chapter 1.  
 
8 What this “ecstatic truth” might specifically be is a different question. Is it that that he 
loves her? That they love each other? That their love is timeless and enduring? Non-
denotative truths are, true to form, hard to denotate. See Ryden 194 for further speculations. 
 
9 Such destabilizing effects are perhaps most pronounced in the layered and competing 
documentary texts and editorial commentaries in Mark Z. Danielewski’s novel House of Leaves 
(see Chapter III). 
 
10 Intriguingly, whereas the cycles of nature are usually construed as dully repetitive by those 
who value the virtual foremost (e.g., Baudelaire, Wilde, and Morel’s narrator), here the natural 
variation in the tides provides welcome variation in a repeating cycle of art. With art as the 
new “nature,” nature fulfills the inverted role of artistic improviser.  
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11 The competing reality of image versus original can also be debated in terms of aura, in 
Benjamin’s sense. Wendy Ryden dedicates a lengthy inquiry into questions surrounding aura 
in Morel in her essay “Bodies in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction: Competing Discourses 
of Reality and Representation in Bioy Casares’s The Invention of Morel.” Ryden shows how 
difficult it is to pin down the fate of Faustine’s aura: “Does Morel’s machine destroy the aura 
of its natural object by reproducing it, or does it preserve, enhance, even create the aura that 
surrounds the art work known as Faustine? Faustine is repeatedly re-produced through the 
continual ‘rebroadcasting’ of her film loop. Is Faustine or Faustine’s image degraded through 
the reproduction? Once again the questions are bound up in issues of authenticity and 
authority as they relate to the medium of film. Certainly for the narrator there is no ‘real’ 
Faustine, or rather there is no ‘Copy,’ because each Faustine is as ‘authentic’ as the one that 
preceded her. For the narrator there are only copies, each one as ‘real’ as the last. This, in 
effect, is the conclusion he eventually comes to when he gives up on positing an ‘originating’ 
Faustine to supply meaning to the ‘image’” (197).    
 
12 Ryden reads the threat of endless reflections very differently than I do. She contends that 
“Multiple images are tortuous in the challenge they pose to the uniqueness of the originating 
subject, a torture especially acute for one who has declared his independent subjectivity by 
seeking hermitage on a remote island” (198). I would in contrast suggest that halls of mirrors 
torture largely because they give back to the subject precisely nothing but himself, over and over 
again to the exclusion of all else—denying all possibility for actual relationship with an 
“Other.” If the Fugitive were really seeking “independent subjectivity” on the island, then 
why is he so keen on gleaning a response from Faustine and the other visitors? 
 
13 A recent news story shows how disturbing the consequences can be for using splicing 
technology to overcome the limits of possible (or morally/socially permissible) relations. “A 
Lynchburg man accused of using his work computer to superimpose sexual images of 
himself over otherwise innocent photos of an 11-year-old girl is facing a possible sentence of 
50 years in prison if he’s convicted. […] Ronald Wojdyla, 57, of Wyndview Drive, is charged 
with 10 counts of producing child pornography. […] Investigator John Lloyd of the 
Lynchburg Police Department testified Wojdyla told him that he used his computer at work 
to manipulate photos he had taken of the girl during the family’s trip to the beach. Using a 
computer program, he was able to superimpose nude adult genitals over the girl’s bikini and 
combine those images with photos he had taken of himself to appear as if he was having sex 
with her. ‘He told me it was purely fiction,’ Lloyd testified. […] If he is convicted, the 
charges carry a mandatory minimum sentence of five years in prison on the first offense, 15 
years on subsequent offenses” (“Prosecutor: Lynchburg Man Altered Photos to Create Child 
Porn”). It’s worth noting that under the Child Pornography Protection Act (CPPA), the 
simple representation of a child engaged in sexual acts—not necessarily the actual exploitation 
of a particular child filmed to create such an image—is criminal. The CPPA addresses virtual 
child pornography specifically, imposing severe penalties for the representation of sexual 
acts with children even if the represented child is not “directly” harmed, involved, or even 
aware of the image—and even if no “real” child is depicted in the image. 
 
14 I examine some of the Derridean implications surrounding virtuality and the logic of 
supplementarity in the second half of this chapter in my reading of Grizzly Man. 
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15 See Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous (x).  
 
16 On technology’s supposed compensation for the failures of God and nature, see Simon 
Young, Designer Evolution: A Transhumanist Manifesto. On the capacity (or incapacity) of fiction 
to compensate for death, see Woody Allen: “I don’t want to achieve immortality through my 
work… I want to achieve it through not dying” (Allen, “I Don’t Want”). 
 
17 All subsequent references to Herzog, unless otherwise noted, are for Grizzly Man. 
 
18 In “Grizzly Tale: Werner Herzog Chronicles Life of Ill-Fated Naturalist,” Maria Garcia 
ponders Treadwell’s relationship to Kinski’s characters: “Timothy Treadwell may be the 
newest addition to Herzog’s oeuvre, but in his eccentricities, borne of a troubled life, he 
bears a striking resemblance to the characters portrayed by Kinski in Herzog’s narrative 
films. Asked about this cinematic concatenation that reaches back to Kinski as the mad 
conquistador Aguirre or as the iconoclast Fitzcarraldo, Herzog chuckles. ‘I think the 
similarity between characters like Kinski in Aguirre: The Wrath of God and Treadwell in Grizzly 
Man is there,’ he admits. ‘Yes, it’s true, of course. It is as if they were in the same family, as if 
I was working on a big family series, like doing ‘Bonanza.’ But I am not searching for these 
characters. They just come across me’” (Garcia n.p.). 
 
19 Though Herzog roundly criticizes Treadwell for his numerous boundary-violations, 
Herzog’s view should not be equated with dismissal. His disagreement is, in his own words, 
"not a violent argument,” but rather “the same way I argue with my brothers." Extending his 
praise for Treadwell’s craft, Herzog continues, "I have to give Timothy credit. He created 
footage that is unprecedented in its beauty. I salute him as a wonderful fellow filmmaker.” 
Regarding his own role in directing Grizzly Man, Herzog says, "I wanted to make [Treadwell] 
what he was deep inside: one, a great performer, and for another, a great image-seeker" (qtd. 
in Garcia n.p.). 
 
20 Some of the names, however, have more campy than familial origins. “I want to introduce 
you to one of the key role players in this year’s expedition. The bear’s name is The Grinch.” 
Here a bear is not only given a name, but actually called a “role-player” and happens to be 
named after a villainous Dr. Seuss character. 
 
21 Likewise, the tactic of naming, and Treadwell’s domesticating language more generally (he 
says “go play” to the young bear who threatens to topple him and his camera), of course 
anthropomorphizes the bears, which creates predictably mixed effects. Anthropomorphizing 
the bears by definition makes them “more like us,” which appeals enormously (for example) 
to the schoolchildren to whom Treadwell gives free presentations, and Treadwell is savvy 
enough as an activist to recognize the tactical value of such an approach. Moreover, most 
people only care for that which is “like them,” as the charismatic megafauna that so regularly 
adorn Animal Planet episodes and World Wildlife Fund calendars dutifully attest. However, 
anthropomorphizing or “selfing” a bear’s actions (“rub-a-dub-dubbing” is how Treadwell 
describes one bear’s backscratching) thus risks denying the bears their irrevocable Otherness 
as grizzly bears—rather than as “people wearing bear costumes.” In his desire to become 
like the bears, Treadwell takes the tactic of “selfing” the grizzlies to a perilous extreme—
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namely, by giving them selves too much like his own. On the contrary, Herzog (as I shall 
argue) takes “othering” to an equally dangerous extremity in the opposite direction. 
 
22 In the Discovery Channel special The Grizzly Diaries (2003), footage shows Treadwell 
engaged in a version of “fetch” with a fox, so a less reductive possibility—namely, the 
possibility that Treadwell and Ghost do actually play together—presents itself here. 
 
23 Other footage not in Herzog’s film suggests the extent to which Treadwell would go to 
enter the bears’ world: the Discovery Channel’s Grizzly Diaries (2003) shows Treadwell 
crawling on all fours miming the bears’ snuffling along the ground, scratching his back on a 
pine tree, as well as his aping the grizzlies’ clam-digging efforts along the beach. 
 
24 In footage shown in Quinth’s documentary Deadly Passion, Treadwell uses the term 
“disciplining” to characterize his behavior toward unruly bears, which might indeed suggest 
a perceived fatherly role. 
 
25 In a lighter vein, forging intimate relations by manipulating visual imagery is parodied 
delightfully in the web-video series The Guild (2008), which centers on a group of friends 
who game together obsessively online. After falling in love with fellow guild member Codex 
(Felicia Day), who resists his advances, Zaboo (Sandeep Parikh) nevertheless assures her 
reciprocity (to his own satisfaction, at least) by splicing his own image into her DMV photo 
to make it appear that they are “together” (The Guild, “Episode 3: The Macro Problem”).  
 
26 Many viewers and critics chafed at being told by an on-camera Herzog how they should 
respond to scenes in Grizzly Man. As Dewbury notes, Carlo Cavagna was not alone in 
complaining when he said that “Herzog comes across as the worst kind of cinematic 
Jackass—the filmmaker who doesn’t trust his own work to speak for itself” (qtd. in 
Dewbury 2). 
 
27 A somewhat less-charitable reading is that Herzog through the device of the headphones 
creates a “snuff film sans image” (Orgeron 59). 
 
28 Note how the fox receives Timothy’s own name for a title. 
 
29 It might be worth considering to what genre or genres such “plotting” by Treadwell 
belongs as well. Herzog points out that Treadwell’s footage goes “beyond a wildlife film.” 
Treadwell often took fifteen takes to get his performance right, and as Dewberry puts it, 
“Herzog’s film cuts to a scene where Treadwell emerges out of the Alaskan bush running 
toward the camera, as if staging an ‘action-movie scene.’” (n.p.) 
 
30 Some nuancing of nature as setting (Herzog) vs. nature as character (Treadwell) is in order 
here. Even if Herzog’s nature counts as setting, this setting is always much more for him 
than mere backdrop. For example, the opening sequence in Aguirre: The Wrath of God upset 
Kinski because it lacked any closeups of his signature face; rather it was the face of the 
mountain, covered by tiny plodding human bodies, that dominated (Herzog My Best Fiend). 
Such images exhibit nature’s indomitable presence without regarding that presence as a 
personality. Treadwell’s move to make nature a character might in turn count as more than 
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mere personification, for he appears to consider his own footage as revealing rather than 
ascribing personalities to the bears. In this way he invokes a standard move in environmental 
literature to suggest that humans embody merely one way to exhibit personality along with 
countless other persons inhabiting a shared more-than-human drama. Crucially, Treadwell 
reveals bears as characters not only by making them seem like people but also, through his 
own ursine mimetics—crawling, digging, smearing himself with bear dung—which made 
him in turn seem more like a bear. Author Henry Williamson likewise waded rivers and 
crawled riverbanks in order to take on a mustelid’s narrative perspective in Tarka the Otter. 
Chapter One of Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac is a fine case-study in how to 
transform a natural landscape from setting to character: the winter thaw evokes diverse 
responses from a host of different characters, including hawk, mouse, skunk—and human—
each one viewing the melting snows from a concerned standpoint unique to that particular 
creature.    
 
31 In the scene where Herzog interviews Treadwell’s parents, in addition to its depiction of a 
young Treadwell clutching his teddy bear, the family yard is itself filled with animal simulacra 
including ceramic bunnies and a fake goose, suggesting further artifice at work in the family’s 
imagining of wild landscapes.  



 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER V 
 
 

THE ECOLOGY OF NOWHERE: VIRTUAL SENSES OF 

PLACE IN DICKENS’ RAILWAY SKETCHES 

AND INTERACTIVE NARRATIVES 

 
“What is a place if Cyberspace is everywhere?” 

  —John Perry Barlow (qtd. in Thomas, The Wild Surmise) 
 

“A placeless world is as unthinkable as a bodiless self.” This terse assertion by 

Edward Casey reveals how crucial place is to our most basic conceptions of reality (qtd. in 

Buell, Writing for an Endangered World 55). Lawrence Buell points out that, as unthinkable as a 

“placeless world” might be, it is precisely into such a dystopian “atopia” that our world 

appears to be headed, Brave New World or no (55). For place means vastly more than just 

space. A “sense of place” suggests a meaningful connection to a particular landscape, an 

engagement of one’s body with a specific plot of ground over time and in space. Place 

implies an intimate intermingling of who and where, an act of “dwelling” (to use Heidegger’s 

terminology) that weds “soul” to “soil” (to echo Wendell Berry’s poetic way of putting it). In 

contrast, a “sense of space”—something we don’t ever seem to talk about—suggests little 

more than an awareness of spatial dimensionality, of featureless vacancy, with no “there 

there” required. Buell argues that through the effects of modernity and technology, the sense 

of place is being steadily eroded, with place everywhere finding itself “transformed into 

space” (Buell, Writing for an Endangered World 57). The missing “sense of place” means more 

than modernist alienation, however, and more than just the loss of a sensed “connection” (as 
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D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley expresses her repeated inability to “make contact”). In 

fact, an atrophied sense of place is as dangerous to the planet as an atrophied physical 

sense—the sense of sight, taste, or touch—is to the body. A withering sense of place brings 

about actions that result in the withering of planetary vitality: the vanishing of species, the 

degrading of ecosystems, and—unless something is done quickly—ultimately the breakdown 

and dissolution of the biosphere itself. In this view, ecological crisis is foremost a failure of 

perception. But if we are able to recuperate the perception of space as place, Buell’s argument 

goes, we will in turn become ecologically aware and responsive to a world full of wounds in 

need of healing.  

The more a site feels like a place, the more fervently it is so cherished, the greater the 
potential concern at its violation or even the possibility of violation […] an awakened 
sense of physical location and of belonging to some sort of place-based community 
have a lot to do with activating environmental concern. (Buell, Writing for an 
Endangered World 56)  

 
But the technological mediations that Buell alleges to have eradicated our sense of 

place in fact do vastly more than just confer loss. Rather, through media technologies and the 

speed of mechanically mediated transportation, the sense of place is transformed. When 

Charles Dickens writes about his early experiences of the riding the new technology of the 

railway, he does not lament any losses. Instead, he sketches out with fascination those novel 

sensations that railway travel creates in the passenger. If anything, Dickens’ experience of the 

abstracted landscape “flying by” as he rides the rails virtualizes his sense of place. By 

“virtualizes,” I mean more than just that Dickens’ landscape starts to feel unreal. Rather, it 

participates in a space of imagination and possibility untethered to everyday experiences of 

limiting actuality. A virtual sense of place emerges through what Buell calls “place 

imagination”—an achievement of felt contact with a place through an act that puts you in an 

imaginative relationship with the terrain. For example, Buell points out how the virtual 
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technologies of books, storytelling, religion, and even communal memory can all evoke a 

sense of place in someone who has never been physically “on location” (and the place itself 

might even be fictive as well). Exiles hand down stories of spatio-temporally distant 

homelands and prophets meticulously verbalize their visions of untouched heavenly 

landscapes. Readers of Thomas Hardy wax nostalgic for an imagined English countryside 

and the fancied simplicity of pre-modern village life. Displaced peoples can even recreate a 

virtual homeland in the pages of a book when it has otherwise vanished from the geographic 

terrain—a literal “home page.” Moreover, through modern media, physically remote places 

are brought into our own living rooms. In contemporary cyberculture, everything from 

Internet websites, chatrooms, email, forums, Twitter, and massively multiplayer online games 

link people worldwide to each other and to shared virtual spaces through the use of 

computer-mediated communication. The pixelated sense of presence provided by these 

technologically powered representations of place and identity Sherry Turkle wryly dubs “life 

on the screen” (Turkle)—suggesting possibilities for both alienation and glitz—and perhaps 

authentic connection. Because the representational power of technologically mediated 

interaction is becoming more and more pervasive in our lives everyday, it is important that 

we attempt to understand the possibilities for (and limitations of) a specifically virtual sense 

of place.  

In this final chapter I examine the virtual sense of place as it moves along two 

radically different vectors. First, I look at how physical landscapes become virtualized in one’s 

awareness. By scrutinizing Dickens’ railway sketches I explore how novelty, speed, a 

passenger’s passivity, and the linearity of railway travel all work together to make real places 

feel virtual—and especially how these virtualizing effects in turn work to infect Dickens’ 

own linear narrative form. Second, I explore how virtual landscapes, specifically digital 
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interactive narratives, begin to feel like real places. In this second instance, textual terrain is 

“actualized” or “naturalized” through the imagination and interactions of a user through the 

multilinear paths that reveal themselves in response to the user’s own choices. These two 

alternate conceptions of the virtual sense of place have striking things to say to each other 

regarding corporeality, interactivity, and textuality, and about how these factors might work 

together to evoke a profound sense of virtual inhabitation. 

 
Part I 

“Steam of Consciousness”: Technology and Virtualized 

Sensation in Dickens’ Railway Sketches 

No hurry! And a flight to Paris in only eleven hours!  
—Charles Dickens, “A Flight” (143) 
 

The advent of high-speed passenger railway travel in the mid-nineteenth century 

radically altered the traveler’s perception of self, other people, and the landscape. As 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Nicholas Daly, and others have discussed in detail, the railway not 

only rebuilt the landscape, but also altered the contours of Victorian temporal and spatial 

awareness.1 Unlike the slow-going stagecoach that rolled along the pre-existing contours of 

the countryside, trains now cut across terrain with a smoothness, speed, and rectilinearity 

that divorced the passenger from any perceived connection with his or her surroundings. 

Journeys that once required days or weeks by stagecoach were accomplished in a matter of 

hours, and the rapidity of such transport compressed the passenger’s experience of both 

time and space, leaving the traveler disoriented and unsettled—and more often than not, 

entranced. Impelled passively and linearly along the rails by the power of steam, the railway 

traveler no longer interacted with the terrain using her body. Instead, the landscape itself 

appeared to fly past the passenger as a scrolling artistic panorama, and the passenger was 
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more likely to interact with the lines of a railway novel than with the landscape or fellow 

passengers. The Victorian traveler’s abstracted awareness of the physical landscape in 

combination with heightened textual perception worked together to create a strikingly virtual 

sense of place.  

Charles Dickens was fascinated by the destabilizing effects brought about by new 

technologies like the railway, acting sometimes as critic and often as enthusiast. His novel 

Dombey and Son is widely considered to be the “great railway novel” of the nineteenth 

century.2 But Dickens’ best-known journalistic sketch of railway travel, “A Flight,” is equally 

fascinating, even though it and his other railway sketches have received far less critical 

attention. Though Schivelbusch has conducted a near-encyclopedic account of how the 

railway “industrialized” human consciousness in the nineteenth century, and Daly has made 

a compelling case for how railway literature and the “sensation novel” in turn 

accommodated the passenger to the shocks of modernity, few critics have given “A Flight” 

close inspection.3 Published in August, 1851 as part of Dickens’ weekly journal Household 

Words, “A Flight” narrates the sensations that Dickens experiences on a train (and 

steamboat) journey from London to Paris.4 The piece is intriguing from a formal perspective 

because Dickens writes in a first-person, phenomenological mode throughout, referring 

directly to the mental and emotional phenomena that spontaneously arise for him on his 

railway journey.5 Consequently, the form of the text is dictated by Dickens’ stream of 

consciousness instead of being arranged into a tidy, reader-accommodating narrative 

account. In this one respect at least, the mid-nineteenth-century sketch form—set on rails 

and impelled by steam—anticipates the impressionistic turn of modernist writing that 

renders fragments of linear sensation into lines of literary narrative. Dickens’ writing in “A 

Flight” is at times fluidly continuous, in other places fragmented, with some sections almost 
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telegrammatic in their sparseness or cinematic in their abrupt “jump cuts.” His writing is 

affected by sheer speed to such a degree that even tenses become problematic. Ultimately, the 

experience of “Paris in eleven hours” leaves Dickens’ narrator—as it did Victorian railway 

culture more generally—both alienated and enchanted. Though utterly disoriented by his 

mechanical translocation, he also discovers himself filled with euphoria that carries over with 

him long after he disembarks. Here I want to examine “A Flight” and a few brief selections 

from Dickens’ other railway sketches to see how they represent the novel technological 

interface of passenger rail travel and its virtualizing effects. One reason why Dickens’ 

sketches of the railway (and especially “A Flight”) deserve a particularly close look is because 

of the sort of reading that they typically do not invite. Critics who address the effects of the 

railway on perception (following the lead of Simmel, Freud, and Benjamin) tend to focus on 

the experience of trauma, shock, and the anxiety surrounding the potential (or actual) railway 

accident. As important as such considerations might be they have already been addressed at 

length by Jill Matus and others,6 and would at any rate serve little use in reading “A Flight.” 

Instead of focusing on the dangers of rail travel or its role in revealing and creating urban 

blight (as in Dombey and Son), “A Flight” offers something quite different, namely, an altered 

visual and literary aesthetic driven by the speed of steam—an aesthetic that inflects itself in 

Dickens’ innovative narrative form.  

 
Compensating for Parcel-like Passivity 

“No hurry!”—the injunction of the railway guard to Dickens and his fellow travelers 

in “A Flight” (143)—might seem an unexpected thing for the Victorian railway traveler to 

hear. The railway induced speed not just in its carriages but in its passengers. In particular, 

railway timetables created a sense of constant urgency for fear of missing one’s connection 

(the individual pocket-watch thus functioned like a temporal compass, indispensible for 
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navigating such shifty terrain). The railway station is for Dickens a picture precisely of such 

frenetic haste. In a later issue of Household Words, Dickens comments in “An Unsettled 

Neighborhood” on the destabilizing effect of such stations and how individuality is lost to 

the mass of things in unending motion, calling the Railway Terminus Works “a picture of 

our moral state” (Dickens, Household Words 247). “I have come to the conclusion that the 

moment Luggage begins to be always shooting about a neighborhood, that neighborhood 

goes out of its mind” (Dickens, Household Words 245). He carries the analogy further by 

internalizing the effect of all this matter in motion, applying it to his own person and 

belongings:  

I am convinced that there is some mysterious sympathy between my hat on my head, 
and all the hats in hat-boxes that are always going down the line. My shirts and 
stockings put away in a chest of drawers, want to join the multitude of shirts and 
stockings that are always rushing everywhere, Express, at the rate of forty miles per 
hour. The trucks that clatter with such luggage, full trot, up and down the platform, 
tear into our spirits, and hurry us, and we can’t be easy. (Dickens, Household Words 
247)  
 

Once safely secured inside the train, however, the passenger in marked contrast discovers 

the opportunity for leisure activities like reading and writing (Freeman 82). The irony is not 

lost on Dickens: when the railway guard in “A Flight” repeatedly says “No hurry!”—the 

railway promises to liberate the harried Victorian traveler by using the very technology that 

demands that he hurry in the first place. The railway thus paradoxically makes possible not 

just an escape from the contours of the Earth, but an actual “flight from reality” (Philpotts 

208).  

Once sitting aboard the train as a cramped carriage passenger, Dickens experiences 

himself primarily in terms of passivity. There is literally nothing for him to do that has any 

bearing on where he is going or how he is to get there. 

I have but to sit here thinking as idly as I please, and be whisked away. I am not 
accountable to anybody for the idleness of my thoughts in such an idle summer 
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flight; my flight is provided for by the South Eastern and is no business of mine. 
(143)  
 

Once seated aboard the train the narrator changes from volitional subject into inert object, 

no longer a mover of his own but merely a body “to be moved.” Dickens finds his own 

actions wholly superfluous, for he needs not “do so much as…flap [his] wings” (143). In The 

Railway Journey, Wolfgang Schivelbusch points out that as an object among objects, the 

dependent, inactive passenger finds himself effectively transformed into a piece of freight 

(54)—or as Ruskin puts it, into “a living parcel” (Ruskin 166). Dickens amplifies the feeling 

of being turned into a commodity by comparing himself and the other passengers to the 

produce they carry with them, identifying the passengers’ cramped and overheated 

conditions to that of cucumbers, melons, and pineapples enclosed in a forcing-frame (142). 

Isolated in his carriage from the sight (though not the sound) of the forces acting upon him, 

the passenger performs at best the role of “mere consumer” in the railway’s mobile micro-

economy of production (steam and labor) and consumption (passenger transport). In 

“Railway Dreaming,” (Household Words 10 May, 1856), Dickens comments in a similar vein, 

“I am never sure of time or place upon a Railroad […] Rattling along in this railway carriage 

in a state of luxurious confusion, I take it for granted I am coming from somewhere, and 

going somewhere else. I seek to know no more” (Dickens, Household Words 370). In this way, 

as Karl Marx observed, “production not only creates an object for the subject but also a 

subject for the object” (92). The interface of the “machine ensemble” (Schivelbusch’s term) 

retrains the human to function as mere freight. John Ruskin elaborates on such perceived 

losses in a famous critique of the dehumanizing effects of the railway: 

The whole system of railroad travelling is addressed to people who, being in a hurry, 
are therefore, for the time being, miserable. No one would travel in that manner who 
could help it – who had time to go leisurely over hills and between hedges, instead of 
through tunnels and between banks: at least those who would, have no sense of 
beauty so acute as that we need consult it at the station. The railroad is in all its 
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relations a matter of earnest business, to be got through as soon as possible. It 
transmutes a man from a traveller into a living parcel. For the time he has parted 
with the nobler characteristics of his humanity for the sake of the planetary power of 
locomotion. Do not ask him to admire anything. You might as well ask the wind. 
(Ruskin 165)  
 

Although a passive rider of the rails like Ruskin, Dickens’ own experience is more nuanced. 

He perceives his relationship to the train in conflicting terms, understanding it 

simultaneously as an extension of himself and as an alienated “other” operating upon him. 

Even before he begins to move the alienation creeps in with the experience of disembodied 

sounds with unclear referents: “Something snorts for me, something shrieks for me” 

(Dickens 144).7 However, at the same time he identifies himself with the train’s unimpeded 

forward motion—“something proclaims to everything else that it had better keep out of my 

way,—and away I go” (Dickens 144). Because both the sounds and the impetus for forward 

motion find their source in the engine, not in the carriage, it is almost as if Dickens’ 

conscious, analytic self rides the carriage while his will unconsciously performs the rest, 

steam-powered and embodied in tons of machinery, metal and track.  

Sitting in the railway carriage also alters Dickens’ perception of other people. 

Although the passengers in the carriage do travel in close physical proximity to one another, 

their behavior bears no resemblance to either pilgrims on the road or to groups traveling by 

stagecoach—although they face one another they do not interact. According to 

Schivelbusch, with hearing difficult and their experience of one another limited to shared 

sights and smells, the carriage passengers simply “did not know what to do with each other” 

(67). As a result, reading becomes the passengers’ coping mechanism for avoiding looking at 

one another: passengers mimic the train itself in following lines of text as they are blithely 

conveyed “down the line” and flung across the narrative landscape. Because the other 

passengers in his carriage never introduce themselves to Dickens (being perhaps unwilling to 
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shout), he fills in epistemic gaps by bestowing his own names upon them. One person is 

merely a visual/olfactory conjoint: “Tobacco-smoky Frenchman.” Other carriage 

companions he dubs by way of stereotype: “Monied Interest” or “Demented Traveller”—

and considering the form of his writing it should come as no surprise to see the train 

inhabited by such “sketchy” characters. For others he composes alluring titles out of 

romantic projections: the supposed actress is “Compact Enchantress,” her companion, 

“Mystery.” Dickens refers to the nameless train officials as the “Collected Guard,” alluding 

to his analogy between the train compartment and a cage; at this early stage of the ride the 

Guard serves only to reinforce the inert and parcel-like nature of the passengers, assuring 

them repeatedly that there is “Plenty of time…there’s no hurry” (Dickens 143). In these 

ways, Dickens responds to rail-induced bodily passivity by remaining active through creative 

imagination, re-populating his carriage through the devices of fiction. 

 
Virtualized Railway Landscapes 

As off-putting as Dickens’ experience is within the compartment, his experience of 

the landscape outside the train is even more strikingly alien. The motion of the train is so 

smooth and projectile-like that it feels to Dickens, as it did to countless other Victorians, as 

if he is flying—hence the story’s title. When the train is about to re-embark, he prepares to 

“take wing again” (Dickens 143). Lacking the concrete contact with the ground present in 

stagecoach journeys, he becomes both temporally and spatially disoriented and doesn’t know 

what to make of the images that rapidly flit by out the window.  

Here we are—no, I mean there we were, for it has darted far into the rear—in 
Bermondsey where the tanners live. Flash! The distant shipping in the Thames is 
gone. Whirr! The little streets of new brick and red tile, with here and there a 
flagstaff growing like a tall weed out of the scarlet beans. […] Whizz! Dustheaps, 
market-gardens, and waste grounds. Rattle! New Cross Station. Shock! There we 
were at Croydon. Bur-r-r-r! The tunnel. (Dickens 143) 
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The rapidity of Dickens’ conveyance makes his attempt to “write to the moment” highly 

impressionistic; narration becomes a string of sketchy outlines rather than a coherently 

painted world.8 Note the similar appeal to immediacy in Dickens’ railway sketch “Fire and 

Snow,” (Household Words 21 January, 1854), an account of a train journey in winter to 

Wolverhampton, an immediacy he conveys by repeating the word “now”:  

Now, a smoky village; now, a chimney […] now, a pond with black specks sliding 
and skating; now, a drift with similar specks half sunken in it throwing snowballs; 
now a cold white altar of snow with fire blazing on it; now, a dreary open space of 
mound and fell, snowed smoothly over, and closed in at last by sullen cities of 
chimneys. (Dickens, Household Words 192) 

 
In “A Flight,” an altogether terser passage reads “Now a wood, now a bridge, now a 

landscape, now a cutting, now a—Bang!” (145). In employing such narrative compression 

and repeated “nows” in order to “write to the moment,” Dickens is not unprecedented. In a 

journal recording her experience riding the railway in 1839, Elizabeth King composed a 

stylistically similar account: “Long stop at Warrington, with steam puffing loudly; afterwards 

undulating country. Now we pass through a deep cutting—now a tunnel! Now trees flying 

past!” (qtd. in Jennings 209). In an 1852 sketch from “Walks and Talks of an American 

Farmer in England” the experience of the landscape comes likewise compressed and 

apportioned through “successive gleams,” for example,  

A market-garden, with rows of early cabbages, and lettuce, and peas; - A field of 
wheat, in drills as precisely straight, and in earth as clean and finely-tilled, as if it were 
a garden plant; - A bit of broad pasture, with colts and cows turning tail to the squall; 
long hills in the back, with some trees and a steeple rising beyond them; - Another 
few minutes of green bank; - A jerk—a stop. A gruff shout, “BROMBRO!” (qtd. in 
Jennings 248)  

 
Through the sensations of its riders the railway thus begins to generate its own unique mode 

of narrative self-representation, one which might punningly be described as “steam of 

consciousness.” 
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Whereas earlier modes of travel—like the foot, coach, or sailboat—acted 

mimetically, moving in imitation of the landscape’s contours or the direction of the wind, 

steam and rail in contrast dictate a course of their own, in effect virtualizing the landscape 

outside the railway carriage. Adding to the de-realizing effects of the rail was the experience 

of locomotion with no visible source of propulsion. Based on early reports, these effects 

conspired to make the experience of the railway feel more magical, however, than alienating. 

For instance, an account from the days of earliest passenger railway in 1830 enthuses that  

You can’t imagine how strange it seemed to be journeying on thus; without any 
visible cause of progress other than the magical machine, with its flying white breath 
and rhythmical, unvarying pace, between these rocky walls, which are already clothed 
with moss and ferns and grasses; and when I reflected that these great masses of 
stone had been cut asunder to allow our passage thus far below the surface of the 
earth, I felt as if no fairy tale was ever half so wonderful as what I saw. (qtd. in 
Jennings 174) 
 

It’s no surprise, then, that “A Flight” likewise evokes the enchantment of the Arabian Nights, 

with the carriage filling in as flying carpet (151). Andrew Sanders contrasts such magical 

imagery with the dreary mundanity of coach travel that Dickens represents elsewhere, noting 

how A Tale of Two Cities for example “captures something of the attendant problems of road 

travel in the late eighteenth century” (168). Dickens himself, according to Sanders,  

long remembered the inconveniences of his earliest journeys to Paris. What had once 
been a grueling stagecoach journey to Dover, an unsettling sea-crossing by a sailing 
ship dependent on winds and tides, and finally a tiresome, dusty overland journey to 
the capital by French diligence was, by the 1850s, a matter of smooth transition from 
train to steamship to train. (Sanders 168)  

 
In “A Flight” Dickens notes how the train eradicates countless unpleasant details of the 

coach-experience:  

What has the South Eastern done with all the horrible little villages we used to pass 
through, in the Diligence? What have they done with all the summer dust, with all the 
winter mud, with all the dreary avenues of little trees, with all the ramshackle 
postyards, with all the beggars (who used to turn out at night with bits of lighted 
candle, to look in at the coach windows), with all the long-tailed horses who were 
always biting one another […] Where are the two-and-twenty weary hours of long 
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hot day and night journey, sure to be either insupportably hot or insupportably cold? 
Where are the pains in my bones, where are the fidgets in my legs…? (150) 
 
But even here Dickens proves ambivalent. Tony Williams points out a passage from 

The Old Curiosity Shop (worth quoting at length) that paints a far more congenial—indeed, 

dreamlike—picture of stagecoach travel.  

What a soothing, luxurious, drowsy way of travelling, to lie inside that slowly-moving 
mountain, listening to the tinkling of the horses’ bells, the occasional smacking of the 
carter’s whip, the smooth rolling of the great broad wheels, the rattle of the harness, 
the cheery good-nights of passing travellers jogging past on little short-stepped 
horses—all made pleasantly indistinct by the thick awning, which seemed made for 
lazy listening under, till one fell asleep! The very going to sleep, still with an indistinct 
idea, as the head jogged to and fro upon the pillow, of moving onward with no 
trouble or fatigue, and hearing all these sounds like dreamy music, lulling to the 
senses—and the slow waking up, and finding one’s self staring out through the 
breezy curtain half-opened in the front, far up into the cold bright sky with its 
countless stars, and downward at the driver’s lantern dancing on like its namesake 
Jack of the swamps and marshes, and sideways at the dark grim trees, and forward at 
the long bare road rising up, up, up, until it stopped abruptly at a sharp high ridge as 
if there were no more road, and all beyond was sky… (Dickens, The Old Curiosity Shop 
280, qtd. in Williams n.p.) 

 
Contrast such languorousness of description with Chapter Twenty from Dombey and Son in 

which Dombey travels by railway from Euston to Birmingham.9 Whereas the “soothing, 

luxurious, drowsy way of travelling” in the coach passage above lulls the reader in its smooth 

and prolonged cadences, the passage from Dombey and Son uproots and jolts the reader in its 

staccato form and adjectival sparseness. In Williams’ words, it “captures the rhythms of the 

train as it sweeps through the countryside. The language bristles and crackles; the 

disorientation is exposed; the whirl and vision presented to us is the finest piece of early 

railway poetry I know” (Williams n.p.): 

Away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, from the town, burrowing among the 
dwellings of men and making the streets hum, flashing out into the meadows for a 
moment, mining in through the damp earth, booming on in darkness and heavy air, 
bursting out again into the sunny day so bright and wide; away, with a shriek, and a 
roar, and a rattle, through the fields, through the woods, through the corn, through 
the hay, through the chalk, through the mould, through the clay, through the rock, 
among objects close at hand and almost in the grasp, ever flying from the traveller, 
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and a deceitful distance ever moving slowly within him: like as in the track of the 
remorseless monster, Death! (298) 
 

The repetition of verbal nouns like “flashing,” “mining,” “booming,” and “bursting” 

manifest the steam train’s dynamism and energy—the passage demands to be read aloud for 

one to hear the parallelism10—as if this phenomenon of the railway cannot be accounted for 

either by verb or noun, but only as a technolinguistic hybrid of the two.  

In Dombey and Son, the narrator described the landscape as “ever flying from the 

traveller.” Likewise, when the narrator of “A Flight” attempts to convey his encounter with 

the surrounding terrain, he comes face-to-face with the problem of narrative perspective 

while being “always in motion.” Even as he writes he discovers that his signifiers temporally 

misrepresent what they had intended to signify; before he can complete his sentence, “here 

we are” must become “there we were” because of the inexorable rush of time and space 

induced by the speed of the railway. In this respect train travel amplifies the experience of 

différance. Because of speed-induced temporal deferral, Dickens palpably feels the inability of 

his words to stick to durable referents—and he must as a result continually revise his 

wording in an effort to evoke immediacy—and by the time he does so, the referent has 

vanished behind him, ever ungrasped by his language.11 In short, railway travel exceeds the 

speed of narrative representation—but rather than feel thwarted by this steam-driven 

manifestation of the technological sublime, in a Shandyan move Dickens chooses to 

represent his very inability to represent. To cope with an onslaught of stimuli rushing around 

him Dickens conveys the rapidity of his sensory impressions not only with the repeated 

word “now” as discussed above, but also by conveying such sensations as sensations. He 

conveys sonic and visual imagery using both onomatopoeia— “Flash!” “Whirr!” “Whizz!” 

“Rattle!” “Shock!” “Bur-r-r-r!”—and simple enumeration: “corn-sheaves, cherry orchards, 

apple-orchards, reapers, gleaners, hedges, gates” (Dickens 144) or “Ramparts, canal, 
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cathedral, river […] open country, river, earthenware manufactures, Creil” (Dickens 149). 

Because there is no time for him fully to assimilate (let alone describe) the space through 

which he travels, he instead catalogs it.  

Of all Dickens’ senses, the only one that is neither inoperative nor utterly 

overwhelmed is the visual. He becomes in essence no more than an eye, barraged by an 

unremitting stream of images that render the landscape in terms of its barest generalities and 

its primary qualities of size, shape, quantity, and motion (see Schivelbusch 55). Like the 

brushwork in J.M.W. Turner’s proto-impressionistic oil painting “Rain, Steam, and Speed—

the Great Western Railway” (first exhibited in 1844), Dickens sketches his train-mediated 

landscape wholly in outline. The recurrence in Dombey and Son of “through the fields,” 

“through the corn,” “through the hay” had likewise underlined not only the railway’s 

repetitive chug but the abstraction of the landscape it produces. Though much of Dickens’ 

travel occurs through the countryside, prominent features of the pastoral narrative—

attention to secondary qualities such as color, smell and texture, for example—become 

overrun by the onrush of sense data if they have not already been eradicated by the 

truncation or saturation of all senses but the visual. Contrast Dickens’ monochromatic 

sensory experience with the vivid sensuousness portrayed by the speaker’s reverie in George 

Eliot’s roughly contemporary (1860) novel The Mill on the Floss (the passage is worth quoting 

at length):  

A wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green banks to the 
sea, and the loving tide, rushing to meet it, checks its passage with an impetuous 
embrace. On this mighty tide the black ships—laden with the fresh-scented fir-
planks […] are borne along […] Far away on each hand stretch the rich pastures, and 
the patches of dark earth, made ready for the seed of broad-leaved green crops, or 
touched already with the tint of the tender-bladed autumn-sown corn […] As I look 
at the full stream, the vivid grass, the delicate bright-green powder softening the 
outline of the great trunks and branches that gleam from under the bare purple 
boughs, I am in love with moistness, and envy the white ducks that are dipping their 
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heads far into the water here among the withes, unmindful of the awkward 
appearance they make in the drier world above.  

The rush of the water, and the booming of the mill, bring a dreamy 
deafness… (Eliot 8) 

 
If the same landscape had presented itself to Dickens’ speeding railway carriage it is probable 

that he would have of necessity condensed it, generalized it, and enumerated it as something 

like “plain, banks, tide, ships, pastures, crops, stream, trees, waterfowl, mill.” If Eliot’s 

narrator is guilty here of a kind of “affective fallacy” by depicting the landscape in terms of 

her own emotional responses to it, shouldn’t the railway-journey in turn be held culpable for 

an inverse “fallacy of affectlessness” that occurs when a landscape’s infinite facets are 

reduced to a descriptively barren catalog? 

 Dickens’ railway journey results not only in a fragmented mode of perception, but also 

leads him to depict the objects of his perception as being themselves fragmentary. The 

Parliamentary train rushes by not “full of people” but as a “crowd of heads and faces…and 

some hats, waving” (Dickens 144)—all body parts and accessories. At his first French 

railway-stop, Dickens uses synecdoche to describe Demented Traveller’s rescue by railway 

officials, referring to the rescuers as “two cocked hats” (Dickens 148). He relates his 

encounter at another station similarly, in terms of “uniforms, beards, moustaches” (Dickens 

149). Railway travel has produced in Dickens a kind of “gestalt switch” wherein his 

perception becomes governed by metonymic patterns—specifically, the perception of parts 

to the exclusion of the wholes to which they belong. In a similar manner, Dickens projects 

properties onto the objects he encounters that are properly a function of his own carriage-

situated perspective. Like many other riders of the time, he perceives the motion of the train 

as the motion of the landscape itself (Schivelbusch 60), insisting more than once that 

“Everything is flying” (Dickens 144)—including in his account such wonderful absurdities as 

“four flying cows” (Dickens 145). By ascribing motion to the objects of his perception rather 
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than to himself and the train, Dickens further reinforces the impression of his own parcel-

like passivity: “The hop-gardens turn gracefully towards me, presenting regular avenues of 

hops in rapid flight, then whirl away. So do the pools and rushes, haystacks, sheep…” 

(Dickens 145). Visually, the railway journey transforms the world from static diorama—a 

stable, well-ordered image that invites the inspecting gaze—to moving panorama, an all-

encompassing view that avails only glimpses at the finer details as they slide quickly out of 

view. Through such effects, nineteenth-century vision becomes, in Jonathan Crary’s words, 

“inseparable from transience” (Crary 21, qtd. in Hamilton 137). One of the risks of this 

virtualized mode of perception echoes Marx’s critique of commodity fetishism: the carriage 

window provides a frame that, like distance, “lends enchantment to the view” (Freeman 81). 

Such visuals carry with them a quaintness and charm that only become possible when treated 

as “scenery” divorced from the material conditions required to bring them about. Thus, “it is 

‘the travelers by express train’ who see the illuminated factories as ‘Fairy palaces,’ a sort of 

naïve vision only possible from a distance, and only on the fly” (Philpotts 207).  

 
Railway Travel and the Sketch Form 

However striking these passages might be from a narrative perspective, they are all 

examples from railway sketches, and as such, one might wonder to what degree they are 

informed by the sketch form itself as opposed to being shaped by the virtualizing sensations 

specific to railway travel. Certainly, significant aspects of Dickens’ railway sketch “A Flight” 

are representative of the nineteenth-century sketch form more generally. The term “sketch,” 

as Kristie Hamilton points out, itself draws not only from the form of visual media (e.g., 

“pencillings,” “outlines,” and “lights and shadows”) but also digressive subject matter such 

as “scenes,” “sights,” and especially “incidents” (3). Perhaps most pertinent to the context of 

the railway and speed are the “brevity and ephemerality” of the sketch, which in Hamilton’s 
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words make it a form “consonant with an age that was perceived to be marked by a new 

momentum, a new pace, in which one must see quickly and write with haste, offering 

‘dashes,’ ‘jottings,’ ‘peeps,’ ‘glances,’ and ‘glimpses’” (3). As such, sketches are, in Hamilton’s 

words, “Pretexts for modernity” (132) and hence not a form easily disentangled from its 

social and technological context.12 Moreover, the speed-intoxicated railway sketch of “A 

Flight” incarnates not only Whitman’s “type of the modern” but through its form would 

seem to anticipate several crucial aspects of modernism. Aestheticizing concrete, everyday 

experience in everyday language for instance anticipates imagism. Depicting one’s 

fragmentary perceptions of phenomena in a fragmented style—bracketing out “the things 

themselves” in favor of conveying the immediacy of sensation—anticipates the 

phenomenological turn of literary impressionism and stream-of-consciousness narration. 

(Like an impressionist painting, the literary sketch is mimetic not of the world, but of one’s 

patchy, situated awareness of the world in all its flux and ephemerality.13) And of course, 

relishing the thrill of metal in motion is taken up over half a century later by Marinetti and 

other speed-hungry Futurists.  

Moreover, the reader of “A Flight” finds himself confronted with passages that, like 

high-modernist texts, challenge one’s ability even to make sense of what he reads. In 

encountering fragments and enumerations rather than fleshed-out descriptions in Dickens’ 

sketch, the reader is put into a position much like that of the bewildered rider of the railway. 

Confined to a pre-defined “line,” he seeks to make intelligible a whirl of images that flash 

past his eyes without ever receiving the details needed in order to make sense of the “whole 

picture.” Note for example how Dickens couples indistinct visual impressions and temporal 

qualifiers to convey technologically induced uncertainty as the train exits a tunnel: “After 

long darkness, pale fitful streaks of light appear. I am still flying on for Folkestone. The 
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streaks grow stronger—become continuous—become the ghost of day—become the living 

day—became I mean” (144). Each line of text, like the railway, confines and tantalizes 

through its narrow purview. (As Hamilton explains, the sketch does not “foreclose 

interpretive possibilities”—unlike “the finished picture” [4]). The effect upon the reader is 

part of what Schivelbusch calls the “industrialization” of nineteenth-century consciousness. 

Like the sensation drama and the sensation novel (Daly 7), the sketch form itself trains 

Victorian readers how to become moderns:  

[B]y reconstructing brevity of parts as a literary norm, writers foreshortened the time 
it took not only to relax but also to know. By making discontinuity a literary 
convention, sketch writers diminished the shock of the perception of constant 
change. The sketch must be understood […] within the history of modernity 
(Hamilton 134).  

 
By regularly reading weekly journals like Household Words, whose self-proclaimed 

focus was the “extraordinary condition” of “looking forward or progress” (qtd. in Philpotts 

200), the reader naturalizes technological acceleration:  

The literary sketch was instrumental, then, in generating a cultural consensus about 
what constituted the everyday life of a nation while expanding the literary market to 
meet the demands of a mass readership. […] [T]he sketch had prepared the reading 
public to accept as ordinary the fragmented and diverse experiences and identities 
that now constituted their inner and outer worlds. (Hamilton 149)  

 
In the nineteenth century, evanescence, as Schivelbusch points out, becomes an everyday 

expectation (64). Through habit, rail becomes a Heraclitean real in which everything is in 

flux. 

In light of the above it might be tempting to conflate the sketch form in general with 

the hyper-abbreviated textuality and ephemerality of sensation represented in railway 

sketches like “A Flight.” But the terseness, immediacy, and evanescence found in the railway 

sketch inscribe their own peculiar signature on the narrative landscape in ways absent from 

other sketch-contexts. For instance, in another sketch of Dickens’ from Household Words, 
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“Our Watering Place,” (2 August, 1851), Dickens describes a fishing village and his “lazy 

inclination to sketch its picture” while taking leisure there (Dickens, Household Words 11). 

One particular selection is worth reading in full to get a feel for how much this sketch differs 

from “A Flight,” which he published later that same month in the very same journal. 

The place seems to respond. Sky, sea, beach, and village, lie as still before us as if 
they were sitting for the picture. It is dead low-water. A ripple plays among the 
ripening corn on the cliff, as if it were faintly trying from recollection to imitate the 
sea; and the world of butterflies hovering over the crop of radish-seed are as restless 
in their little way as the gulls are in their larger manner when the wind blows. But the 
ocean lies winking in the sunlight like a drowsy lion—its glassy waters scarcely curve 
upon the shore—the fishing-boats in the tiny harbour are all stranded in the mud—
our two colliers (our Watering Place has a maritime trade employing that amount of 
shipping) have not an inch of water within a quarter of a mile of them, and turn, 
exhausted, on their sides, like faint fish of an antediluvian species. Rusty cables and 
chains, ropes and rings, undermost parts of posts and piles and confused timber-
defenses against the waves, lie strewn about, in a brown litter of tangled sea-weed 
and fallen cliff which looks as if a family of giants had been making tea here for ages, 
and had observed an untidy custom of throwing their tea-leaves on the shore. 
(Dickens, Household Words 11)  

 
Crucially different details emerge in this sketch made in “lazy” repose and with a 

sauntering gaze. Even if the details remain “sketchy,” the pen takes time to not only linger, 

but ruminate on a world that languidly reveals itself more as diorama (if not “still life”) rather 

than moving panorama. The stillness of the landscape invites the narrator to inhabit the very 

space of the objects he describes and to ascribe unique internal motivations to each of them: 

the rippling corn moves “as if it were faintly trying from recollection to imitate the sea,” and 

the butterflies are “restless in their little way as the gulls are in their larger manner.” In 

marked contrast, the flash of the retreating landscape in the railway sketch implies motion, 

but not self-impelled action: dynamism but not animism. But here the ocean is personified—

indeed, “The place seems to respond,” for it “lies winking” like “a drowsy lion.” Likewise, 

the quiescence of the landscape and the stability of the sketch-artist’s vantage point create 

the space—and critically, the time—for artful comparisons, revealing the two colliers not 



 272

synecdochically but rather metaphorically: “like faint fish of an antediluvian species.” Instead 

of merely being catalogued, the “Rusty cables and chains, ropes and rings” are likewise 

substantive enough to warrant extended metaphors rather than shorthand prose: the area 

looks “as if a family of giants had been making tea here for ages, and had observed an untidy 

custom of throwing their tea-leaves on the shore.” The invocation of giants moreover 

suggests a re-enchanted landscape, animated by inscrutable impulses of its own rather than 

having motion flung upon it by the impulse of steam.  

Although this non-locomotive sketch in “Our Watering Place” resembles the railway 

sketch in its account of experiences via personally situated “jottings” and “scenes,” it lacks 

the railway sketch’s compression and urgency. For that reason, such sketches lose some of 

their impressionistic quality because the author’s own impress pushes back so much onto the 

scene, ascribing conjectured figural relations to the objects of sensation within it. Thus, if 

phenomenology is understood as the pre-reflective experience of the world as it enters one’s 

immediate awareness, then the railway sketch (and not just the sketch itself) becomes a 

hallmark of phenomenological representation, for it does not give the rider (or writer) the 

time required for reflection in the first place. (Consider in contrast how the nineteenth-

century novel could compress years into only a few lines!) Of course, taken at its word this 

view might seem naïve, for it supposes that what we read in “A Flight” is an unmediated 

account of Dickens’ sensations rather than an artfully contrived narrative account (which, of 

course, it is). Other efforts to “write to the moment,” however—as happen in dramatically 

interrupted diary entries in epistolary novels like Pamela or Frankenstein—often feel forced, if 

not outright laughable. Dickens’ attempt to “write to the moment” in the railway sketch in 

contrast feels plausible, probably partly because of its subject matter and partly because of its 
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“humble” journalistic and quasi-documentary origins, which permit a linguistic rawness that 

rarely found its way into the nineteenth-century novel. 

 
Railways and the Exhilarating Geography of Nowhere 

Both Dickens’ alienation and his rapt fascination in “A Flight” result from the 

railway’s “annihilation of space and time,” the well-known nineteenth-century trope for the 

effect of the railway on sense experience. The train’s speed compresses both time and space, 

and because the passenger feels no relation to the outside of the compartment (apart from a 

stream of visual impressions) he experiences himself as being in fact “nowhere” 

(Schivelbusch 53). The journey is defined solely in terms of its destination, with no 

localizable “in between” to fixate upon or orient oneself by. As Trey Philpotts points out, 

when the traveler arrives at a new station he finds “Everything the same except the name,” 

further abstracting his sense of geographical space (207). Even the landscape becomes 

reduced to abstract categories. When in “A Flight” Dickens’ journey resumes after a stop, 

the next line repeats the very same list of landscape features he had listed two pages before 

(corn-sheaves, apple-orchards, cherry-orchards, reapers, gleaners, etc.)—except for altering 

the order in which they are listed (146). Despite such apparent experiential losses, for 

Dickens, this speed-driven “annihilation” is perceived as not just alienating but exhilarating. 

Although the potential of disaster does lurk in the very back of his mind—“a bugle, the 

alarm, a crash! What is it? Death? No, Amiens” (Dickens” 149)—his spatial and temporal 

disorientation evoke more euphoria than angst: “There is a dreamy pleasure in this flying. I 

wonder where it was, and when it was, that we exploded, blew into space somehow.…What 

do I care?” (Dickens 144). (Perhaps his metaphor of the carriage as a flying cage provides an 

illusion of security from high-speed impact?) Dislocated in the French countryside, he asks 

himself where England lies and when he was last there—to which he languidly replies, 
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“about two years ago, I should say” (Dickens, “A Flight” 148). Having at last arrived in 

Paris, he stares in disbelief: “I have overflown myself, perhaps, but I can’t believe it. I feel as 

if I were enchanted or bewitched […] Surely, not the pavement of Paris?” (Dickens, “A 

Flight” 150). Having disembarked, his depiction of Paris is telling because such detail of 

description was missing from his prior travelogue while sequestered in the train-carriage. 

[T]he crowds in the streets, the lights in the shops and balconies, the elegance, 
variety, and beauty of their decorations, the number of the theatres, the brilliant cafés 
with their windows thrown up high and their vivacious groups at little tables on the 
pavement, the light and glitter of the houses turned as it were inside out, soon 
convince me that it is no dream; that I am in Paris, howsoever I got here. (Dickens 
150)  

 
Although he is at last on his feet again, the experience of the journey does not end with his 

arrival. It infects his interactions with Paris in a manner both disorienting and enjoyable. “I 

walk up to the Barrière de l’Etoile, sufficiently dazed by my flight to have a pleasant doubt of 

the reality of everything about me…” (Dickens 151).  

 Dickens’ speed-induced exhilaration puts him on the cusp of apprehending railway 

travel on its own terms as a method of transport requiring a new mode of perception, rather 

than exclusively in terms of alienation or loss. His displaced sensations, tethered to nowhere, 

are felt as literally u-topian. Schivelbusch relates that for those who have assimilated railway 

travel into their consciousness, “the velocity and linearity with which the train traversed the 

landscape did not destroy it” (59), but rather enriched it. As Philpotts points out, such 

technologically driven modes of representation are derived more generally from “new 

insights into the fluid nature of material reality itself” (209) that emerged in the nineteenth 

century—namely “solid matter,” in Lewis Mumford’s words, reconfigured as “flowing 

energy” (qtd. in Philpotts 209). Dickens appears to enjoy the rapidity of the railway journey 

and his consequently transformed awareness. He revels in it, both during and after his actual 

time on the railway, experiencing a euphoric altered state of consciousness. Emerson had 
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complained that “dreamlike” train travel reduced passing towns to “pictures on the wall” 

that “make no distinct impression” (Schivelbusch 52). Ruskin likewise equated the railway 

with lament for lost pathways of experience, a denial of the leisure that the foot or even 

coach would maintain. But in “A Flight,” Dickens ultimately does not apprehend such a 

transformation of the landscape as a reduction or loss. Philpotts considers such a seemingly 

technophilic response characteristic of Dickens: “Typically, Dickens desires to have it both 

ways: to acknowledge the dark side of industrialization and technological innovation, but 

also to promote a more positive outlook, one that accords with his general optimism and 

personal buoyancy” (214). To be sure, when riding the railway, crisply delineated, multi-

sensory pastoral imagery may indeed be no more, but it has not been erased but rather 

replaced—with a new visual and literary aesthetic characterized by flashing fragments, the 

sensation of flying, whirr and blur. The technology of the railway amplifies so much in 

Dickens’ awareness that he is insensate to any amputations simultaneously enacted upon 

him. The very form of Dickens’ response reveals just how modern he has in fact become, and 

how far he has given himself over to what N. Katherine Hayles calls “the condition of 

virtuality”—a state in which material things are valued not for their embodied materiality but 

for the sensations they produce and for the different patterns into which they can be freely 

reconfigured. For Dickens, now a certified railway traveler, the physical landscape is 

remediated into sketchy, ephemeral sensations, and these sensations are in turn remediated 

into literary sketches—technologically mediated art.  

Dickens has been transported, both in body and in spirit, the railway functioning both 

as machine and as flying carpet. This conflation should perhaps be no surprise, for (as 

Arthur C. Clarke put it), “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from 
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magic” (Clarke).14 For Dickens, the railway journey’s machine-driven virtualization of time, 

space, and place is a disorienting, alienating, and ultimately enrapturing bewitchment. 

So, I pass to my hotel, enchanted; sup, enchanted; go to bed, enchanted; pushing 
back this morning (if it really were this morning) into the remoteness of time, 
blessing the South Eastern Company for realizing the Arabian Nights in these prose 
days, murmuring as I wing my idle flight into the land of dreams, “No hurry, ladies 
and gentlemen, going to Paris in eleven hours. It is so well done, that there really is 
no hurry.” (151) 
 
 

Part II 

“Doing There” vs. “Being There”: Performing Presence in 

Interactive Fiction 

On East Bank of Fissure 
You are on the east bank of a fissure slicing clear across the hall. The mist is quite thick 
here, and the fissure is too wide to jump. 

 
>WAVE ROD 
A crystal bridge now spans the fissure. 

 
−Computer narration and typed player response from Adventure. 
(Crowther and Woods) 
 

I want now to explore the flipside to Dickens’ virtualizing of physical landscapes by 

exploring how virtual terrain can begin to feel as real, as “present,” as physical actuality. If 

one considers digital methods used for producing presence − that is, for generating a virtual 

but visceral sense of “being there” − then visual imagery and aural effects are likely to top 

the list: temporally warped bullet-time battles in The Matrix trilogy, the THX-powered crash 

of lightsabers, the empathy-evoking CGI images of WALL-E, or the ping of bullets 

ricocheting down smoothly scrolling three-dimensional corridors in the latest first-person 

shooter. Such computer-generated graphics and sound effects confront our immediate 

awareness by directly impinging upon − or overloading − our faculties of sight and hearing, 

sensually inducing awe and wonder by shoving us face-first toward the brink of a newfound 
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technological sublime. Because digital effects are so good at producing presence, for many 

virtual reality (VR) researchers, the explicit goal of VR simulation is to evoke a virtual sense 

of place by immersing participants in visual imagery and sound, usually provided through a 

graphical heads-up display and headphones in a helmet worn by the participant.15  

But this one-directional “transmitter/receiver” characterization of presence − like the 

attempt at realistic representation in the examples above − is only part of the story. Despite 

ever increasing computer power and the ability to generate real-time graphical images with 

greater and greater verisimilitude, there has been a recent trend in VR research towards not 

just improving the realism of virtual simulations, but in exploring the degree to which users 

are in fact responsible for generating presence through their interactions in simulated worlds. 

For instance, note the active presence-producing role of the participant in this excerpt from 

“Elements of a Multi-level Theory of Presence” from the proceedings of Presence 2002:  

Although some authors argue strongly for a realism-based conception of presence 
(e.g. Solomon 2002), this limits presence (at least with the current state of 
technology) to a mainly passive perception. The approach taken in VR is clearly 
based on interaction, yet with a usually low level of perceptual realism (high-end 
flight simulation systems perhaps being the exception). It is interesting to note that 
both non-interactive, photorealistic displays, as well as interactive, nonrealistic 
displays are able to engender substantial levels of presence, where interactivity 
appears to be the more important factor of the two. (IJsselsteijn 247) 
 

The author (citing Heidegger) goes so far as to conclude at the end of the article that 

“presence is tantamount to successfully supported action in the environment. Being there thus 

becomes the ability to do there” (IJsselsteijn 251). In virtual spaces, presence is thus performed 

and not just passively experienced − and probably not just in virtual spaces.16 Interaction is 

thus a mode of revealing, a way of allowing the world to “present” itself.  

Although VR researchers still focus on the use of headsets, data-gloves and motion-

trackers to improve capacities for physically driven action in a graphical virtual medium, their 
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striking conclusions about the immersive power of interaction and agency make me question 

to what degree graphical realism is needed (if it is needed at all) in order to generate presence 

in digital media. As a result, I want to explore how a virtual sense of place might be 

produced in a particular mode of computer-mediated simulation that is highly interactive but 

which does literally nothing to attempt graphical realism, namely interactive fiction (IF).17 

 
Interactive Fiction, Presence and Performance 

“IF” is a fitting acronym for interactive fiction, for IF is ideally all about possibility − 

the realm of “what if?” Embodying such possibility, however, the very term “interactive 

fiction” is only one of many possible names for (or versions of) the recent hybridization of 

textuality with computer technology. “Interactive narrative” and “digital narrative” exist 

alongside the more canonical “hypertext fiction” or “hyperfiction.” Whereas hyperfiction 

requires that users click on links to connect to discrete chunks of texts in a seemingly 

endless, multi-linear narrative, IF in contrast accepts typed, natural language input, which is 

analyzed and responded to by a computerized narrator. But even with these distinctions in 

place, defining IF remains problematic because so many possible approaches to the medium 

exist.18 In any case, the incunabular nature of IF and its unsettling fusion of program, potential 

narrative, world and game (Montfort, “Toward a Theory of Interactive Fiction” n.p.) has 

resulted in plenty of debate over how to classify it and too little discussion about what 

powers IF might still possess, however hard it might be to classify.19 For this reason, I will 

forego the apologetics and polemics that tend to characterize discussions of IF by focusing 

not on what IF is (or what it “might be”), but rather on what it does, specifically its 

generation of presence effects and a virtual sense of place. 
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As Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht points out in Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot 

Convey (2004), the word “presence” refers primarily to a “spatial relationship to the world 

and its objects,” a relationship in which the “present” is what is “tangible” to bodies (xiii). 

For Gumbrecht, the “production of presence” is a corporeal phenomenon involving “all 

kinds of events and processes in which the impact that ‘present’ objects have on human 

bodies is being initiated or intensified” (xiii). Throughout his book, Gumbrecht provides 

examples of how, especially in the academy, “meaning” − the domain of interpretation and 

conceptualization—has very nearly displaced presence, both as a mode for approaching texts 

and as an object of study in itself. His aim is not to destroy meaning but to dethrone it, to 

return presence to equal status with meaning as its counterpart in an ongoing oscillation 

between “meaning effects” and “presence effects” in an individual’s experience (116). 

Gumbrecht focuses on the sensory impressions that impinge on one’s body from the 

“materialities of communication” (8) found in all modes of signification, e.g. the sonic 

“substance” of a poem or the visual impression created by the particular shape and flow of 

script on a page. When considering the possibilities for producing presence through new 

media, Gumbrecht emphasizes how the “special effects” that such media provide can 

generate presence effects through their visceral power. However, his attention to such 

“materialities of communication” privileges media as the exclusive source of presence effects 

in mediated interactions, making the production of presence a one-directional affair. As a 

result, Gumbrecht fails to articulate how a meaning-based response to a literary text, for 

example, might itself generate presence effects through a reader’s emotive response to that 

text.20 Presence effects might likewise be produced when an interactor responds to a text by 

making textual impressions of his or her own.21 Even in the absence of visual stimulation − 

other than that of deliberately arranged traces of ink on paper (or alphabetic characters on a 
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screen) − a reader can, through imagination, conjure up worlds potentially as vivid and as 

body affecting as the visual and aural effects presented through a multi-media entertainment 

system.  

The potential of the imagination for producing presence is precisely how IF made its 

first claim to fame. When the personal computer first became popular in the early 1980s, 

video game graphics remained blocky and slow to render − especially in three dimensions − 

offering little potential in the way of realistic representation. The software company 

Infocom, however, decided to spin this processor-based liability into a veritable asset with 

advertisements like this one, which argued for an almost alchemical potency in combining 

words, imagination and computer power (see Figure 12). 

 

 

Figure 12. 1983 Analog magazine advertisement from Infocom, the dominant producer of software text 

adventure games in the 1980s (Infocom). 
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WE STICK OUR GRAPHICS WHERE THE SUN DON’T SHINE. You’ll never 
see Infocom’s graphics on any computer screen. Because there’s never been a 
computer built by man that could handle the images we produce. And, there never 
will be. We draw our graphics from the limitless imagery of your imagination—a 
technology so powerful, it makes any picture that’s ever come out of a screen look 
like graffiti by comparison. […] Through our prose, your imagination makes you part 
of our stories, in control of what you do and where you go—yet unable to predict or 
control the course of events. […] [Y]ou’re immersed in rich environments alive with 
personalities as real as any you’ll meet in the flesh—yet all the more vivid because 
they’re perceived directly by your mind’s eye, not through your external senses. 
(Infocom n.p.) 

 
However overblown Infocom’s estimation of IF’s powers might be here, their claims that 

“we draw our graphics from the limitless imagery of your imagination” and “your 

imagination makes you part of our stories” are worth noting because they emphasize the 

receiver’s role in producing presence. Simply put, their claim is that even though presence in 

IF is mediated by the computer, it is only actively evoked through the reader’s imaginative 

response to a text—instead of being stimulated directly through sensation with graphical 

imagery, as we typically expect from high-powered computers today.22 In contrast (and 

however clichéd the term might have become), Infocom’s use of the metaphor “the mind’s 

eye” is revealing for it implies a mode of seeing (sense perception) that depends on cognitive 

faculties (conception and imagination)—a mingling of presence with meaning. In fact, 

presence effects in IF depend entirely on meaning effects because the reader’s imaginative 

response is triggered by signs and not just percepts. 

If IF’s stress on the role of the reader in producing presence sounds suspiciously 

similar to literary theories of reader-response (or reception theory), that’s because IF adopts 

precisely the same premises (consciously or not). Note the similarities in Infocom’s sales 

pitch, above, to this passage from reception theorist Wolfgang Iser: 

[I]n considering a literary work, one must take into account not only the actual text 
but also, and in equal measure, the actions involved in responding to that text […] 
The convergence of text and reader brings the literary work into existence. (Iser 50)  
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Equally important to IF and to Iser is not just the active role of the recipient, but the 

specifically relational manner in which literary worlds (or “works”) are brought into being. 

For Iser, the literary work is neither (as the New Critics would have it) an object consisting 

of marks on a page, nor is it (as Stanley Fish argues) “in the reader” (Fish 70). Instead, the 

work manifests itself in a virtual space between text and reader, dependent upon both but 

localizable in neither. Iser’s sense of “virtual space” is one actively evoked through the 

reader’s imagination rather than one stimulated merely through the senses, a creative 

“picturing” rather than a passive “seeing.” Upon encountering the linear, written text 

through time, the reader oscillates between retrospection and anticipation, all the while 

“filling in the gaps” to make the work coherent. The author, by carefully “pre-structuring” 

potential meanings in the text, can evoke effects of surprise or exasperation with skilful 

omissions (and commissions), either confirming a reader’s expectations or subverting them. 

This active “filling-in” by the reader (usually performed unconsciously) engages the reader 

creatively, and for Iser such engagement is critical to literature’s appeal because “reading is 

only a pleasure when it is active and creative” (Iser 51). According to Iser, if the reader were 

“given the full story” (presuming that to be possible), imagination would need never enter 

into play, and the reader would lose interest, being left with nothing to do (Iser 51). The 

reader consequently finds herself in a “field of play,” bounded on one side by the potential 

for boredom (the result of too little creative engagement being required) and overstrain on the 

other (which results from a demand for too much creative work).  

In this view, even if a “text” might be granted objective existence, the literary work is 

always already “virtual” and the reader “interactive”—two familiar buzzwords in digital 

media. Keeping the production of presence foremost in mind, one is then led to ask what, if 

anything, distinguishes the virtual worlds of interactive fiction from the virtual worlds 
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presented by “traditional” texts.23 Most IF theorists are aware, however, that even 

“traditional texts” require interaction in order to be made “present.” Instead of 

characterizing a traditional reader as one who “dutifully trudges the linear track prescribed by 

the author,” Nick Montfort in Toward a Theory of Interactive Fiction (2003), for example, 

recognizes that 

[A] reading of a book may involve browsing it in a bookstore, reading in short bursts 
in different places, skipping ahead to see if it gets any better at the end, looking 
through bits in the middle to then figure out what happened, and giving up without 
actually reading everything […] [R]eadings may not be in sequence and may not be 
total. (n.p.) 

  
That being said, there is a crucial difference between the kind of interactivity that occurs in 

IF and the reader-interactivity encountered in traditional texts. When Roland Barthes (like 

Iser) argues that the reader is an active participant in the construction of the literary work 

(Barthes, S/Z 4)—namely, as the “writerly reader”—he is not speaking literally. To be sure, 

the engaged reader leaves his or her mark on the text, but such inscription occurs only in the 

imagination: the term “writerly” is a metaphor. But in IF, the reader responds to a given text 

by literally leaving his or her mark on the screen in typed strings of alphabetic text: the 

computer screen becomes a digital palimpsest.  

This “writerly” mode of interactivity in IF creates distinctive possibilities for 

producing presence.24 Crucially, IF replies to an interactor’s typed input by disclosing a new 

string of signifiers that are unveiled only after a specific contribution is made by the 

interactor. The latent, multiple potentialities of the text in interactive fiction therefore exist 

not just on the level of the signified, but in the visible signifier as well. Marie-Laure Ryan 

clarifies this important distinction in Narrative as Virtual Reality: “Whereas the reader of a 

standard print text constructs personalized interpretations out of an invariant semiotic base, 

the reader of an interactive text […] participates in the construction of the text as a visible 
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display of signs” (6). This method of text construction itself generates a presence effect. As 

Espen Aarseth explains in Cybertext, interactive narratives differ critically from traditional 

narratives because they constantly remind the reader of “inaccessible strategies and paths not 

taken, voices not heard. Each decision will make some parts of the text more, and others 

less, accessible, and you may never know the exact results of your choices; that is, exactly 

what you missed” (3). The typed response of the reader reveals both a new visible text and a 

new evoked work of the imagination along with it; at the same time, the reader’s typed 

response closes off other possible alternative texts, which − unless the game is re-played 

from the beginning − will never be uncovered. By taking one path, you abandon another, 

and an interesting effect of these choices is the nagging sense of “what if?” − What if I had 

made another decision? What would have happened? The very absence of signification (the text that 

remains undisclosed to the interactor because of his or her choices) thus creates a presence 

effect of felt uncertainty, curiosity, and possibly anxiety. A traditional text may indeed be, as 

Barthes argues in S/Z, a “galaxy of signifiers” (5), but in IF these signifiers are not pre-

revealed or determinately bounded by the covers of a book. They reveal themselves only 

through active exploration by contributing signifiers of one’s own (i.e., typed input).  

 
Performing Presence in Adventure, All Roads and Luminous 

Horizon 

So far, this discussion of the virtual sense of place in IF has remained highly 

theoretical. To make IF more “present,” we need to look at some concrete examples and 

examine how it actually works on the screen and at the keyboard. The earliest example of IF, 

Adventure, was a text adventure game designed in 1975 by Will Crowther and later expanded 

by Don Woods.25 Adventure was a landmark in computer simulation because it allowed users 
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to navigate and interact with a textually represented world for the first time using natural 

language. The interactor was addressed in the second person and given a description of his 

or her current location in the game world, along with a list of objects available for picking up 

or manipulating. The interactor was then given a cursor prompt (“>”) allowing him to 

interact by typing in simple commands in English. The parser (the “decoding” algorithm that 

analyses a string of text entered by the interactor) was extremely simple, and only allowed up 

to two-word inputs in the format of VERB NOUN, for instance, “GET BOTTLE,” 

“OPEN GRATE” or “GO NORTH” (which could be abbreviated to “N”). By typing in 

appropriate, context-dependent commands, players could solve puzzles and thereby 

overcome obstacles to their progress. For example, in one section of a colossal cave the 

nameless adventurer encounters a fissure “too wide to jump” − no further progress can be 

made in that direction. In another room he discovers a “three foot black rod with a rusty star 

on one end.” Although the purpose of the rod is initially unclear, the predicament of the 

fissure suggests particular uses that might be made of it: 

>W 
On East Bank of Fissure 
You are on the east bank of a fissure slicing clear across the hall. The mist is quite thick 
here, and the fissure is too wide to jump. 

 
>W 
The fissure is too wide. 

 
>WAVE ROD 
A crystal bridge now spans the fissure. 

 
>W 
West Side of Fissure 
You are on the west side of the fissure in the hall of mists. 

 
A crystal bridge now spans the fissure. 

 
There are diamonds here!  
(Crowther and Woods) 
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Even in a game as simple as Adventure, the responsiveness of the world to one’s own 

actions is satisfying because the ratio of known to unknown information is (generally) well-

balanced. In a fantasy world, a discovered black rod with a rusty star at the top suggests 

magical power, but it isn’t until one tries to use it at the chasm that it does anything; the 

combination of the mysterious object with an impassible gorge itself provides the clue for 

what to do. The fact that waving the rod creates a magical bridge that remains in place for 

the rest of the game provides the interactor with a sense of achievement, of successfully 

“leaving one’s mark” on the textual landscape. The text has been both altered and opened up 

to further enquiry by the player’s actions. More important, however, is the presence effect 

achieved by what VR researchers call “supported action in the environment” (IJsselsteijn 

251). In this example from Adventure, rather than depending on aural or visual “special 

effects,” the impression of tangibility is achieved solely through an object’s textually 

represented responsiveness to player input. Because one of Gumbrecht’s major concerns is 

how alternative worlds (for him, “worlds of the past”) can be made “tangible” (Gumbrecht 

94), an example like this one is crucial because of its purely performative character. The 

actions of the user here are as critical as the materiality of communication for producing 

presence. When the text registers a player’s interactions by unveiling new signifiers 

representing an altered landscape, a sense of immersion can be produced. 

But in the case of Adventure, just barely. Adventure is now notable as much for its 

limitations as for its breakthroughs. As a text adventure it succeeds in offering spatial 

exploration and puzzle solving galore, but little else.26 And despite the primitive presence 

effects Adventure generates by responding to player input, its use of text is not exactly literary. 

The “plot” (if one is willing to call it that) is narratively static, with no development apart 

from the fulfilment of a treasure hunt (a simplistic “quest narrative” at best)—or the 
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adventurer’s dying or giving up in the process. In any case, puzzle solving does not serve to 

develop any sort of “story.” Characterization is similarly thin: the adventurer himself is just a 

cipher, a conflation of player character with human interactor, not a legitimate fictional 

persona in its own right. In contrast, most current works of IF clearly distinguish three 

different parties (at least) that allow for the “fiction” in IF to maintain a genuinely narrative 

frame. This triad of relations involves the interactor (you at the keyboard), the player character(s) 

in the story (the narrative persona[e] you control, referred to as the second person “you”) 

and the narrator. In paradigmatic IF, the computer-controlled narrator discloses a string of 

text to the human interactor providing a description about the situation of the fictional player 

character. You, the interactor at the keyboard, are called to respond at the cursor prompt.27  

 In many ways, Adventure is a lesson in how IF can fail as fiction, and how it can 

consequently be unsuccessful at generating narrative presence effects − particularly those of 

affect. But more recent works have changed the narrative terrain of IF radically. Ever since 

Infocom crashed in the late 1980s with several dozen high-quality titles under its belt 

including the Zork series and the critically acclaimed Trinity and A Mind Forever Voyaging, IF 

has been commercially unviable (and looks to remain that way). But from the mid 1990s to 

the present, a cadre of computer programmers, hobbyists and creative writers have 

continued to design works of IF—almost all available for free online—motivated in some 

part by several design competitions held yearly. The winner of the 2001 interactive fiction 

competition was All Roads by Jon Ingold. Described by one reviewer as a “supernatural 

espionage thriller set in a quasi-medieval Venice” (Baf’s Guide to the IF Archive n.d.), All Roads 

is worth looking at closely because it provides examples of the potential presence effects IF 

might evoke as fiction—how IF can transcend Graham Nelson’s half-serious characterization 

of it as “a narrative at war with a crossword” (Nelson n.p.).28  
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Like Adventure, All Roads permits spatial navigation through the entry of simple 

compass directions and requires the solving of certain puzzles to advance the narration. But 

that’s where the similarities end.29 On the interactor side of things, the parser is extremely 

versatile and well developed, and can accept full-sentence input—reducing frustration and 

conserving immersive momentum. The narration has equally improved, with much richer 

descriptions like this example from near the beginning of the story: 

You stumble. 
 

Empty Room 
The light is dimmer here, the stones are cold. You are in a wide room, Gothic arches rising 
rib-like to the buttressed roof. Pigeons flit between crevices in the stone, their wing-flaps echo 
like sharp thunder. Dust spirals in the two slices of light from the crack windows by the roof. 
Perhaps this room is mainly underground, with the slots at earth-level. 

 
There is but one door north from this vast space, of solid tarred wood, with a heavy lock set 
into the wood. It is secured. 

 
A small mound of dust and cobwebs has accumulated in one corner. 
Now to sort out your hands, which are still bound behind your back. 
The call of a pigeon echoes sorrowful [sic] around the stone.  
(Ingold) 

 
Suggestive room descriptions like this one provide just enough detail to allow the interactor 

to fill in the gaps and bring forth a setting. The different items brought to the player’s 

attention are particularly tantalizing. How well is the door secured? Is there anyone behind 

it? What might the small mound of dust and cobwebs reveal if you get a closer look?  

>EXAMINE DOOR 
The door is heavy, of wide oak planks riveted together with black rivets. 

  
You hear a noise, from behind the door. Footsteps. Followed by a scraping in the lock, of a 
key being removed. 

 
>LISTEN TO DOOR 
There are footsteps beyond the door, receding. 

 
You hear voices from the street above; a woman says: “I will look after this. Now why don't 
you just check the door is secure, there, Antonio?” 

 



 289

“Certainly,” comes a man's reply. “I wouldn't want any of those cursed birds flying out.” 
 

>EXAMINE COBWEBS 
In one corner, the dust and cobwebs have piled up over something, though it's hard to tell 
what it is. 

 
You hear footsteps in the passage outside the door, and at the same time one beam of light 
passes out, then appears once more, as something falls to the floor through the window slot. It 
is a key − a heavy iron key! 

 
Something clatters through the street overhead, and a few birds are startled.  
(Ingold) 

 
In an unexpected twist, this passage makes striking use of non-interactive plot revelation in IF. 

The fact that the key falls into the room while you are examining the cobwebs − a causally 

unrelated act − creates a sense of gratuitous presence, a feeling that other characters are acting 

independently of you, the player character, and not merely in response to you.30 And by 

overhearing snippets of conversation you only perceive fragments that you do not know 

how to interpret, adding a sense of mystery. You have incomplete information that you must 

begin to fill in yourself creatively. To find out more, you can try to pick up the key and use it 

to escape, but you are unable to reach it because your hands are tied. With such limited 

options, that pile behind the dust and cobwebs begins to look all the more intriguing… 

>MOVE COBWEBS 
You cannot, with your hands bound, so you close your eyes and blow; the dust billowing back 
at you in a cloud. You try to wave it away, cannot, and are forced to retreat for a few 
moments, eyes watering. When they clear, you see an old wine bottle has been uncovered. 
 (Ingold) 

 
The recurrent reminder of your bound hands reinforces the mystery of your circumstances. 

Why are you being treated like a criminal? Who are you, and how can you find out? Who is 

the strange woman you heard speaking to the guard? Can the wine bottle be made useful 

somehow? Thankfully, unlike in Adventure, here puzzles are incorporated into the narrative 

meaningfully, as genuine problems like “how do I get my hands loose?,” instead of “how do 
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I set down the precious vase without shattering it?” A mere situation—as it would be in a text 

adventure lacking a genuine “character”—here becomes an authentic predicament. In All 

Roads, “solutions” to problems thus actually advance the plot—and develop character—

instead of just netting the adventurer a treasure: 

>EXAMINE BOTTLE 
An old bottle, with dark red wine visible behind the green glass. The label is too old to read, 
and maybe never said anything to start with. 

 
>GET BOTTLE 
You stand in front of the bottle, with it between your heels, and kneel, grasping, until your 
fingers brush the glass. Fumbling, you get a grip on the neck, and straighten up. 

 
>BREAK BOTTLE 
You release the bottle neck, and hear the glass shatter on the stone behind you, the sound 
bouncing jagged off the walls. The back of your leg feels wet as wine splashes over your 
trousers. 

 
At the sound of the smash, the pigeons take fright. The birds swoop out of the thin windows 
in a panic, and out onto the street. You hear a man yelping, and footsteps through the 
doorway which run closer. The guard, sheltering from the birds, perhaps? 

 
The birds whirl around the ceiling, clattering and squawking. 

 
>GET GLASS 
You lift one of the larger pieces, a dagger of glass; ever careful not to touch the edge. 
Birds stream in and out of the windows, shredding the light. 

 
>CUT ROPE WITH GLASS 
(the glass dagger) 
Slowly, you align the glass and the ropes. They slip − you try again. It's difficult, fumbling 
work, and each time you get through one strand the glass slips and you have to readjust it. 
Eventually, you sever the width of the rope − but the knot does not come free, it is so tangled, 
and the glass slips off the threads. You pause with ropes half cut. 

 
The birds settle down, and finally come back to roost. 

 
You hear the guard go back up to the street, cursing,“Damned birds.” (Ingold) 

 
The bodily interactions supplied here by the narrator (holding the bottle in your heels and 

kneeling to grip it with your bound hands) make physical sense and add a greater sense of 

physical constraint. The splash of wine on the back of your trousers has absolutely no effect 
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on gameplay or plot (the bottle could just as well have been empty), but its crimson wetness 

serves as a gratuitous piece of textual evocation that adds immersiveness to a dimly lit 

encounter − a nod to Barthes’ “reality effect” (Barthes, “The Reality Effect”). Manipulation 

of objects is also narrated and not merely transacted. Instead of just adding the bottle to 

your inventory or perfunctorily replying with a “You can’t pick it up” (as would be 

customary in earlier games), here a sense of bodily limitation is conjured by making it a 

fumbling, laboured process. The effects of the sound of breaking glass on the birds reinforce 

the sense that this is a world that responds to your actions—a real place. And—again making 

puzzles narrative instead of merely concocted—the guard’s panic at the birds gives you some 

clue of how to get past him and escape.31  

For right now, you’re still locked in the cell and the rope is only half cut. You try 

again: 

>CUT ROPE WITH GLASS 
(the glass dagger) 
Again, you painstakingly angle the glass to the fibres, and begin the slow process of chafing. 
One by one the strands around your wrist snap, and now the tension eases; until finally the 
rope knot slithers to the floor. 

 
Gratefully you rub your hands together, and notice for the first time − you are wearing a gold 
ring.  
(Ingold) 
 

Again, the solution to a puzzle has narrative effect − once your hands are free you encounter 

things about yourself that you didn’t know before. The player character in All Roads thus 

gains legitimacy as a fictional character and not just as a virtual proxy for the person at the 

keyboard; indeed, this character’s identity is unveiled progressively as the story develops, and 

a large part of this development results from interactions with objects and other (non-player) 

characters. You seek to find out more by typing in the following: 

>EXAMINE RING 
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A golden ring, stamped with the Seal of Rome. You do not remember acquiring it; it must 
have been won gambling in the inn last night, or somesuch. It is probably quite precious.  
(Ingold) 
 

You carry a ring with the Seal of Rome? That would seem to imply more than what the 

narrator relates. The results are mysterious, but intriguing, and only come to light gradually 

as you continue to explore the narrative of All Roads by interacting with it further.  

One final presence-producing aspect of IF I would like to examine is the player’s 

capacity, through his or her own actions, to experience alternative narrative perspectives. For 

instance, in Paul O’Brian’s superhero serial adventure Luminous Horizon (first place winner of 

the 2004 interactive fiction competition), the opening description reads like this: 

High Plains 
Scrub bushes and sparse grasses provide a little ground cover for the otherwise rocky, sandy 
soil of this area. Other than the jagged mountains looming a few miles to the east, this spot 
seems entirely barren. 

 
A damaged road sign lies at your feet. 
Emily hovers a few inches above the ground here. 

 
>EXAMINE ME 
Sporting your earthsuit, you look every inch the superhero. Well, except without the 
caricatured physique. 

 
>EXAMINE EMILY 
Like you, Emily is decked out in her superhero regalia, a blue skysuit with cloudy white 
streaks. 
(O’Brian) 

 
So far, this introduction is par for the course in IF, with the distinction that it comes with 

two characters rather than the traditional solo adventurer. The significance of this difference, 

however, is revealed with the ability to enter a “CHANGE” command to swap control over 

these two personae. Note that when you switch points of view, you not only gain control 

over the other character and obtain use of his or her unique superpowers, but the narrative’s 

focalization—and, in turn, the description of the terrain—changes as well.  
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>CHANGE 
[now controlling Emily] 

 
High Plains 
You've never been much of a fan of Westerns, but this area just seems to cry out for some 
cowboy to mosey through it. Everything's here − the scrappy little bushes, the rocky ground, 
the mountains in the eastern distance, and the sense of barren desolation. All that's missing 
is a lonely ghost town and a tumbleweed slowly bouncing across the frame. The air seems 
unusually still here, as if the landscape were holding its breath in anticipation. 

 
Austin is here, staring intently at the landscape. 

 
A damaged road sign lies at your feet.  
(O’Brian) 

 
Austin’s description had been antiseptic in its bare categorizing (“sparse,” “rocky,” 

“sandy” and “jagged” are his primary descriptors). But when Emily becomes the focal point, 

the narrator instead populates the landscape with imagined associations specific to Emily: for 

her the area is redolent of popular culture (“Westerns”) by seeming to “cry out for some 

cowboy to mosey through it,” and its bushes are personified as “scrappy.” The fact that the 

landscape seems to be “holding its breath” reinforces a sense of agency in the area rather 

than inert backdrop: for Emily, it’s a place and not mere space. The gendering suggested in 

Austin and Emily’s respective points of view is perhaps predictably schematic—Austin is the 

objective/rational male, Emily the subjective/intuitive female—but whether or not the 

stereotyping of gender roles counts as a weakness in the story, the capacity of the interactor 

to switch roles at will is striking. It allows him or her to experiment with virtually embodied 

perception and thereby experience two distinct versions of gender-situated presence. Later in 

the game, each character’s particular mode of perception becomes critical because each one 

interprets the use of important objects differently: viewing the game world and interacting 

with it from both perspectives is required in order to complete the story. What might be more 

important here than the content of such gender-swapping perspectives is the effect that such 
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role switching might have, generally speaking, on the generation of presence effects in digital 

narratives. In online role-playing games like World of Warcraft and other graphically based 

computer games, it is common for male players to control female avatars, but this switch to 

a “feminine perspective” does literally nothing to alter the landscape as it represents itself to 

the player. One’s avatar looks different, and other characters might respond differently 

because of the avatar’s gender markers, but the representation of the world itself remains 

unaltered.32 In the same way that binocular vision and stereophonic hearing synergistically 

bring forth a new dimension of awareness through their combination of multiple inputs, 

multiple narrative perspectives might generate unexpected new possibilities for presence 

production in IF.   

 
Interactivity, Virtuality, and the Sense of Place 

 These examples provide a glimpse into IF’s potential for creating a virtual sense of 

place—for making a fictional world present in a distinctively electronic, but non-graphical, 

manner. One might ask, however, why that would matter. Traditional fiction itself requires 

some degree of interaction to evoke presence and leave its mark on us, so why resort to the 

use of a computer? I suspect that the current zeal for “interactivity” through computers has 

something to do with a desire to reclaim a meaningful sense of agency in our lives—and, for 

many readers, “traditional” print texts can feel (justifiably or not) too passive. Through 

community fragmentation and a mechanized, push-button solution to many basic human 

needs and desires (these being represented by the existentialist cover-all trope of 

“alienation”), we lose a sense of concerned engagement with the world; our actions leave no 

lasting “mark” there. Gumbrecht suggests that because communication technologies have 

become so pervasive, they create a compensatory yearning in us for what we’ve lost because 
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of them, namely a sense of embodied interaction (139). Paradoxically, IF might be one 

technologically mediated method for us to produce—and, indeed, perform—such presence. 

I find this conclusion striking not so much for what it implies about conjuring up a 

virtual sense of presence, but for what it might suggest about the sense of place more 

generally. For if the sense of being there really hinges so profoundly on doing there, then this fact 

goes a long way toward explaining how our sense of place in the physical world has become 

so atrophied. Like any sense, the sense of place is only kept sharp through use, through 

“sensing.” But to what use do we regularly implement such senses anymore? Think of 

Heidegger’s concerns for Dasein, human “being-in-the-world” that only dwells meaningfully 

in a landscape through concerned engagement with it—and how it is threatened foremost by 

diminished place-interaction, having succumbed to the easy technology of a push-button 

culture. In contrast, see Aldo Leopold’s advice about “Good Oak” in A Sand County 

Almanac:  

There are two spiritual dangers in not owning a farm. One is the danger of 
supposing that breakfast comes from the grocery, and the other that heat comes 
from the furnace.  

To avoid the first danger, one should plant a garden, preferably where there 
is no grocer to confuse the issue. 

To avoid the second, he should lay a split of good oak on the andirons, 
preferably where there is no furnace, and let it warm his shins while a February 
blizzard tosses the trees outside. If one has cut, split, hauled, and piled his own good 
oak, and let his mind work the while, he will remember much about where the heat 
comes from, and with a wealth of detail denied to those who spend the week end in 
town astride a radiator. (7) 
 
The physical components of such interactions are only part of what is required to 

reconnect us meaningfully to a place. The physical exchanges Leopold mentions—the 

cutting, the splitting, and the hauling—only bring a “wealth of detail” to one who “lets his 

mind work the while.” (Is mindless chopping any more place-connected or revelatory than 

button-mashing on a console video game controller?) Thoreau likewise pointed out that 
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mindfulness—and not merely moving one’s legs—is needed in order for actual “walking” to 

occur. In just this vein, perhaps place-imagination demands both things Leopold prescribes—

meaningful interactions and the ability to attend mindfully to these interactions and find 

them full of meaning, crammed with the truth of relation. But if mindful interactions are so 

crucial to a felt sense of presence, one might then ask if the mediations that Leopold 

privileges (use of the muscular body to cut, haul, and split wood) ought to be valued less for 

their stark materiality and the exertion required to perform them (these being what Kuno 

endorsed in “The Machine Stops”), or rather because of the sense of intimate relatedness 

and subsequent “emplacement” they bestow on the agent. In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 

Maintenance, Robert Pirsig argues that muscle power simply isn’t the issue. Instead, 

technologies used to mediate an encounter with the landscape only compromise one’s 

experience of presence if they diminish the quality of one’s attention. 

You see things vacationing on a motorcycle in a way that is completely 
different from any other. In a car you’re always in a compartment, and because 
you’re used to it you don’t realize that through the car window everything you see is 
just more TV. You’re a passive observer and it is all moving by you boringly in a 
frame.  

On a cycle the frame is gone. You’re completely in contact with it all. You’re 
in the scene, not just watching it anymore, and the sense of presence is 
overwhelming. That concrete whizzing by five inches below your foot is the real 
thing, the same stuff you walk on., it’s right there, so blurred you can’t focus on it, 
yet you can put your foot down and touch it anytime, and the whole thing, the whole 
experience, is never removed from immediate consciousness. (Pirsig 4) 
 
Pirsig’s automobile—an updated version of Dickens’ train compartment—generates 

an aesthetic that he finds inimical because of its virtualizing effects: it’s “just more TV.” In 

Pirsig’s view, both the passivity of the passenger and the enframement of the landscape—

not the lack of muscle power impelling forward motion—conspire to virtualize one’s 

experience and thereby make it “less present.” The criteria Pirsig uses for disvaluing the car 

have literally nothing to do with either technology or the body—only the quality of attention 
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employed by the one riding the machine, and the conduciveness of such a machine for 

providing such an experience in the first place. (Regrettably, Pirsig—unlike Dickens—fails to 

detect any enchantment in the virtualizing aesthetics of framed passivity.) But if Pirsig is 

right about reality and presence both gleefully emerging via attentiveness in a machine-

mediated encounter, then one might rightfully ask to what degree either the physically 

engaged body or material space are even needed in order to experience a sense of place in 

the first place.33  

As we have seen, in digital landscapes the interactivity of the user is what brings 

forth a palpable sense of presence. Conversely, if, like Leopold, we wish to recuperate a 

sense of place in physical landscapes, our imaginative participation is required in order to 

thicken the world’s reality. Our quality of attention and participation dictate to what degree 

reality feels virtual, and virtuality real.  

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 See especially Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and 
Space in the 19th Century, and Nicholas Daly, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000. 
 
2 Not all scholars agree. Ian Carter, for instance, argues that the role of the railway in Dombey 
and Son is overstated, for it contains only “eight great pages” on the railway (out of more 
than 800 total in the novel). See Ian Carter, Railways and Culture in Britain (71). 
 
3 Schivelbusch mentions Dickens only in the context of the famous 1865 Staplehurst Railway 
Crash, in which Dickens occupied the only first-class carriage that did not plunge off a 
bridge after the rails had been mistakenly removed for repair (the accident and subsequent 
shock inspired Dickens’ famous 1866 short story “The Signal-Man”). Tony Williams briefly 
highlights “A Flight” in his recent overview of Dickens’ relationship to the railway, “Dickens 
and ‘The Moving Age,’” saying that it “gives wonderful description of impressions during a 
high-speed journey, again identifying the unsettling quality of travel, such a new experience 
for the time” (Williams n.p.). David Seed, in reference to the sketch as literary form 
mentions how “A Flight” “uses rapid montage effects to capture the flickering visual 
impressions on a train journey from London to Paris” (161). John Edmondson’s Dickens on 
France and Trey Philpotts’ recent essay “Dickens and Technology” provide the lengthiest 
treatments I’ve been able to find, and the only ones that examine actual passages from “A 
Flight” in any detail. Also see John Edmondson, Dickens on France (1-4), and Trey Philpotts, 
“Dickens and Technology” (199-215). 
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4 “A Flight” originally appeared in Household Words 3:75 (August 30, 1851), 529-533. 
Household Words was a two-pence weekly journal that began 30 March, 1850. Michael Slater, 
editor of the multi-volume Dickens’ Journalism (of which selections from Household Words 
comprise Volume 3), describes it as a mix of “high-grade fiction (it included the first 
installment of a serial by Mrs Gaskell), occasional poetry, biographical-historical pieces, and 
articles about many different aspects of life in London together with others relating to 
topical social issues such as emigration to Australia” (xi). The masthead declared it to be 
“Conducted”—that is, guided by a “hands on” editor—“by Charles Dickens,” a huge selling 
point (Slater xi).  
 
5 For convenience, I take the liberty of referring to Dickens’ nameless first-person narrator 
here as “Dickens,” though of course he comprises a literary persona distinct from the 
author. 
 
6 See for example Jill Matus, “Trauma, Memory, and Railway Disaster: The Dickensian 
Connection” (413-436); Ralph Harrington, “The Railway Accident: Trains, Trauma, and 
Technological Crises in Nineteenth-Century Britain”; and Peter W. Sinnema, “Representing 
the Railway: Train Accidents and Trauma in the ‘Illustrated London News’” (142-168). 
 
7 All subsequent references to Dickens are for “A Flight” unless otherwise indicated.  
  
8 The term “writing to the moment” was coined by eighteenth-century novelist Samuel 
Richardson, who used it to designate the effect of seemingly “present tense” representation 
in the diary form. Both action and writing are depicted as happening together 
simultaneously, creating a feeling of heightened immediacy (and sometimes outright urgency) 
in the reader, who gains intimate access to not only actions in the world but to the innermost 
thoughts of the narrator. More generally, it can account for the incursion of present-day 
feelings into narrated reflections on earlier life, as in autobiographical novels like Robinson 
Crusoe. See John Mullan, “Feelings and Novels” (8).  
 
9 One should remember that in The Old Curiosity Shop and Dombey and Son, Dickens acts as 
novelist, not journalist—which (ideally) should suggest different standards of accountability 
to his audience. 
 
10 Listen to a recording of Tony Williams’ lecture at Gresham College, “Dickens and the 
‘Moving Age’” for a stirringly rhythmical rendition of this passage (Williams).  
 
11 Of course, even if the train were stopped, it does not follow that the world outside would 
suddenly become “graspable” by Dickens’ language, either. But the semblance of such 
“graspability”—as evinced by the exhaustive world-building mimetics of nineteenth-century 
novels like those of Dickens—might however present an illusion of stability in the feigned 
completeness of novelistic representation (as opposed to, say, the mere outlines offered by 
the literary sketch). To further pursue the finer points of poststructuralist critique here 
would, however, take us too far afield. 
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12 In examining cultural and technological contexts for the literary sketch, one might also 
consider the timing for the publication of “A Flight”—August 1851. This date occurs in the 
middle of the first major World’s Fair, the “Great Exhibition” in Hyde Park, London, which 
ran from 1 May to 15 October 1851 (the full name was the “Great Exhibition of the Works 
of Industry of All Nations”—a celebration of technological “progress.” See Sabine Clemm, 
Dickens, Journalism, and Nationhood, 16-47, for a detailed account of Dickens’ response to it 
and the reaction in Household Words.) Though Dickens personally grumbled about the 
Exhibition’s self-satisfied tone (not to mention the crowds and the noise), like the 
Exhibition, Household Words was oriented around “the progress of mankind” and devoted 
several articles to the Exhibition itself (Clemm 28-29). Though Dickens was skeptical about 
the unbridled, commodity-based technological optimism represented at the Exhibition, he 
was more sanguine about technology’s practical usefulness to common people, particularly 
through the train. In Sanders’ words, “To Dickens’s mind, the railway exemplified beneficent 
change” (168)—which could perhaps in part account for the concurrent timing of “A 
Flight” in Household Words with that of the Great Exhibition. Ruskin went further in his 
assessment of Dickens’ alleged technophilia, considering him “a pure modernist—a leader of 
the steam-whistle party par excellence” (qtd. in Sanders 157).  
 
13 The mimetics of speeding awareness finds literary precedent at least as far back as 
Laurence Sterne’s 1759 novel Tristram Shandy, whose narrator (as we saw in Chapter III) 
attempts to represent his own wildly digressive form of thought through linear strings of 
words. The results, like Dickens’ railway narration, are experimental in form and dizzyingly 
euphoric to read. 
 
14 The phrase is known as “Clarke's third law.” 
 
15 Some theorists make a crucial distinction between the terms immersion and presence, citing 
the fact that immersion denotes “being in” whereas presence suggests “being before.” 
Because immersion and presence are both senses of “being there” and my primary concern 
here is with the connection between “doing there” and the sense of “being there,” I do not 
find it necessary to make sharp distinctions between immersion and presence in this 
discussion. 
 
16 As Maria Montessori suggests in The Discovery of the Child, for a child, an object only comes 
alive when it is encountered and actively engaged − or played with. ‘A very beautiful toy, an 
attractive picture, a wonderful story, can, without doubt, rouse a child's interest, but if he 
may simply look at, or listen to, or touch an object, but dares not move it, his interest will be 
superficial and will pass from object to object’ (Montessori). Wittgenstein similarly points 
out that children learn about books and chairs not by being told about them but by reading 
books and sitting in chairs (par. 476).  
 

17 My performance-based approach to VR in this paper finds parallels in Hansen’s Bodies in 
Code: Interfaces With Digital Media (2006). Hansen argues that ‘motor activity − not 
representationalist verisimilitude − holds the key to fluid and functional crossings between 
virtual and physical realms’ (Hansen 2). Although I agree that an interactor’s performance is 
crucial to presence production in VR, to constrain “performance” to embodied motor 
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activity seems needlessly narrow to me. Interactive fiction might consequently make a useful 
test case in exploring broader possibilities for what counts as “performance” (or, indeed, 
embodiment) in the first place. 
 
18 Wikipedia’s computer programming-informed entry describes IF as “Software containing 
simulated environments in which players use text commands to control characters and 
perform actions” (“Interactive Fiction”). Game design theorists in contrast characterize IF in 
terms of its ludic qualities and identify it with the “text adventure game” in which players 
type in commands to manipulate objects and solve logical puzzles. A definition of IF from 
the standpoint of literary theory (my own attempt) might in turn be, “a potential narrative in 
which text contributed by an interactor triggers the output of text by a narrator in a 
simulated story-space represented by text on a computer screen.” As one can see, the 
combination of multiple elements in a single medium − simulation, narrative, gameplay and 
text acceptance/generation − makes IF hard to pin down (Montfort “Toward a Theory of 
Interactive Fiction” n.p.) 
 
19 In defiance of these multiform attempts to define the medium of IF, cybercritics such as 
Aarseth refuse to accept IF as a category at all, putting their own nuanced terms in its place. 
(In his book, Cybertext, Aarseth uses the term “ergodic literature” to designate interactive, 
mechanized works that require “non-trivial labor” [Aarseth 1] to traverse.) Such dismissals of 
IF are actually often the norm rather than the exception. For example, in The End of Books − 
Or Books Without End? (2000) hypermedia critic Jane Yellowlees Douglas dispenses with IF 
(for her, “digital narratives”) in a single sentence without any further discussion: “Digital 
narratives primarily follow the trajectory of Adventure, a work considered venerable only by 
the techies who first played it in the 1970s, cybergaming geeks, and the writers, theorists, and 
practitioners who deal with interactivity” (Douglas 6). She contends that, in contrast, 
hypertext fiction “follows and furthers the trajectory of hallowed touchstones of print 
culture, especially the avant-garde novel” (Douglas 7). More oddly, in the otherwise 
insightful article “How Interactive Can Fiction Be?”, Michel Chaouli (2005) neglects to 
address IF at all, even though his criticisms of hypertext fiction focus on the (ironic) 
narrative limitations of having to “follow links” predetermined by the author − when IF 
offers a far more “writerly” alternative by allowing full-sentence, typed input by an 
interactor. The only academic, book-length discussion of IF so far in print, Montfort’s Twisty 
Little Passages: An Approach to Interactive Fiction, is (for obvious reasons) apologetic in tone, and 
spends a great deal of time justifying the worth of IF by linking it to the venerable literary 
heritage of the Anglo-Saxon riddle. Thus Douglas and Montfort, though in opposed camps, 
both appear to invoke the alleged inheritance of “legitimate” historical forms to evaluate the 
worth of new media, which risks constraining new media to old paradigms, a path that 
Aarseth neatly sidesteps by proposing entirely new criteria. 
 

20 In a few passages from Production of Presence, Gumbrecht does seem to suggest that a reader 
plays some role as producer of presence effects (e.g., in one passage he mentions mental 
“investment” made by the recipient of aesthetic experience [101] and in another how a 
particular text “makes the reader intuit” particular emotional experiences of a character [97]) 
but the precise role that the recipient plays in presence production is not clearly articulated. 
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The overall tenor of the book emphasizes a “transmitter/receiver” model of presence 
production in which presence is produced by a medium of transmission (one of the 
“materialities of communication”) rather than by the receiver. Note, for example, the 
language Gumbrecht uses to characterize his classroom teaching: “My first more personal 
concern for this class was to be a good enough teacher to evoke for my students and to 
make them feel specific moments of intensity that I remember with nostalgia” (97). The 
phrases “evoke for my students,” “make them feel” and “intensity that I remember” all 
emphasize how presence is produced by the teacher, not the student. 
 
21 Gumbrecht might at first seem to embrace the idea of generating presence through one’s 
actions when he cites Gadamer’s notion of “truth in performance” (64). However, he uses 
Gadamer’s example to emphasize not interaction, but what he calls “materialities of 
communication,” the sound of words in a poem, for instance, that can only be experienced 
by hearing the poem performed aloud. Through performance, the sonic “substance” of the 
poem impinges on the senses with presence effects and not just meaning effects, but this is 
still a one-directional phenomenon. 
 
22 Although theorists like Douglas dismiss IF as technologically out of date and hence of little 
interest, defenders of IF like Nelson contend that it makes little sense to argue that text-
based games are outmoded just because computers twenty years later have graphical effects 
capable of producing near-realism in high resolution 3D. Such a stance, Nelson points out, 
would be like saying that because of the advent of television and film nobody should read 
books anymore (Nelson).  
 
23 For a detailed discussion of how all narratives function as virtual and potentially immersive 
spaces, see Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality.  
 
24 A collaborative gesture towards developing “writer response theory” (WRT) can be 
explored at http://writerresponsetheory.org. The WRT website characterizes itself as “a 
blogging collective dedicated to the discussion and exploration of digital character art − any 
art involving electrons and making use of letters, alphanumerics, or other characters in an 
interesting way. Our primary focus is on active and interactive works, in which users input 
text and receive textual responses as output.” 
 
25 For detailed accounts of the origin and development of Adventure, see Nelson, Montfort 
(Twisty Little Passages 85-93), and The Colossal Cave Adventure. 
 

26 A major problem was Adventure’s interface. The limited two-word parser and the common 
“I don’t understand that verb” responses often resulted more in frustration than epiphany. 
Strains on interaction spell certain death for immersion, and a clunky interface can take 
attention away from the story and place it instead on the interface. For IF to succeed as a 
believable fiction, it must not feel like one is “controlling” a character from the outside, by 
proxy (Chaouli similarly points out that violation of fictive space in hypertext makes the 
fiction begin to “come apart”). Instead, through habit, the interface should ideally disappear 
as “equipment”—to use Heidegger’s expression (Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of 
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Art” 164)—and one will readily identify with the player character and inhabit the story 
vicariously through that persona. 
 
27 Hyperfiction, in contrast, characteristically invokes only two parties: the narrator and the 
interactor. Although hyperfictions are fully capable of representing multiple points of view 
(for example, see 10:01 by Lance Olsen and Tim Guthrie) they typically do not have the 
interactor inhabit such narrative personae “within the story”. This is the main reason why, in 
a paper focused on producing presence through interaction in digital narratives, I address IF 
instead. (I should mention that hyperfictions would seem to offer unique presence effects of 
their own, including the effects of disorientation from multi-linearity and lack of closure.) 
 

28 In The Craft of Adventure, Nelson explains that new works of IF have largely overcome the 
sorry narrative state of the medium after Adventure: “The days of wandering around doing 
unrelated things to get treasures are long passed… Even Adventure went to some effort to 
avoid this. Its many imitators, in the early years of small computers, often took no such 
trouble. The effect was quite surreal. One would walk across the drawbridge of a medieval 
castle and find a pot plant, a vat of acid, a copy of Playboy magazine and an electric drill. 
There were puzzles without rhyme or reason. The player was a characterless magpie always 
on the lookout for something cute to do. The crossword had won without a fight” (Nelson 
n.p.).  
 
29 Ingold’s All Roads recently demonstrated its significance in the new wave of literary IF by 
its inclusion in the online Electronic Literature Collection (Hayles et al., 
http://collection.eliterature.org/). The collection is also included as a CD (under a Creative 
Commons License) with Hayles’ book Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary (2008).  
 

30 The key actually falls after a certain number of turns, not in response to any of the player’s 
actual actions. 
 
31 In fact, there is more than one way to escape: you can slash the guard with a shard of glass 
to incapacitate him, or you can lock him out of the building and then scare the birds, which 
will result in him fleeing in panic down the street. And there might be other ways as well that 
I have not yet figured out… 
 
32 Whether or not this failure to represent different narrative perspectives represents an 
intrinsic limitation of a graphical medium is, of course, a different question. I see no reason 
(other than technical complications) why a graphically based game world might not reveal 
itself differently depending on the avatar one uses to interact with it. Laurel’s VR installation 
Placeholder, for example, implements multiple narrative perspectives in a graphically based 
medium by having players take on the perspectives of a spider, snake, fish and crow. See 
Laurel et al.  
 
33 Along such lines, Kevin DeLuca points out Ansel Adams’ concerns over how “car vision” 
might diminish one’s allegiance to place. Adams writes, 
 

You ride on feathers at 90 miles an hour, and the earth just slips away from under 
you.... I got thinking about America on the way out—how can anyone feel defensive 
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about the earth that slips away from under you so easily? I live in mountains and I 
know the solid earth doesn’t slip away from you there. But for millions of people the 
earth is just something to evade. Perhaps, in order to make people feel really 
conscious about their land, we should make everyone cross the continent on foot or 
in a wagon. (qtd. in DeLuca, “Ansel Adams and the Imaging of Wilderness”) 



 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

 
…at the end of the last decade came The Matrix, and The Matrix sort of played on 
this sense that we all have that maybe reality isn’t real, that maybe we're living in a 
vast simulacrum, and so much of the movies of the ‘90s, say, were about managing 
to break through into real life, break through from this illusory life into what is real 
and tactile. And now we come to the end of this decade, and there’s this wonderful 
movie out called Avatar in which it’s only by going into this make-believe world a 
man can truly fulfill his potential, can rewrite history. It’s sort of a Native-American 
parable in which we actually go back and save the Native Americans from the 
imperialist, capitalist forces that would wipe them out. And I just thought it was 
really striking that we’ve come about-face, and now we sort of hunger for our virtual 
selves, our avatars to take on, you know, the final frontier, which is maybe in our 
own minds.                                                                                     
            —David Edelstein (Edelstein) 
 

  Imagine, if you can, a young man cavorting in a color-drenched world. He smiles 

broadly, sniffs the air, runs without restraint, digs his sensitive, bare blue toes into warm soil. 

He sinks his teeth eagerly into a luscious purple fruit, laughing. His nine-foot tall frame 

dwarfs the pale-skinned humans who scurry around him clumsily. His cyan-skinned presence 

runs thick with reality, his vigorous body operating in perfect connection with his native 

landscape. 

  Or maybe not. 

  Who are these puny humans chasing after him with clipboards? And what about all 

those leads dangling from his skin? When he finally closes his eyes and reawakens, startled, 

back inside a half-paralyzed human body enclosed in a machine interface, does he now 

return to his “real” self, or has his fleshly blue avatar now become more real than the feeble 

human “original?” Where do his loyalties lie? Like Dogen’s butterfly, is he a human 

dreaming he is Na’vi, or a Na’vi dreaming he is human? 
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  The ambivalences felt by Jake Sully (Sam Worthington) in James Cameron’s Avatar 

are shared by the viewers of the film. Like the little girl in Mickey 3D’s Respire, who revels in 

a lush, green simulation that all-too-soon “shuts down” and casts her back into gray reality, 

theatergoers experience a strange sense of loss and confusion at the end of Cameron’s film. 

Unlike Jake—who opens his cat-like Pandoran eyes in the final frames of the film, 

abandoning himself completely to his Na’vi body—the viewers are not allowed to linger on 

Pandora. As we walk out of the theater, we remove our 3D glasses and, like the dejected 

little girl of Respire, find ourselves mourning our lost sense of spacious connection, as if 

reality outside the theater had been flattened to two dimensions. As Jake himself says, 

“Eventually, you have to wake up” (Cameron).1 But the question is, to what do we awake, 

exactly? In Avatar, nature and virtuality become so inextricably bound up with each other 

that upon leaving the film it becomes impossible to articulate what it is exactly, that we wish 

to reclaim. Do we yearn for a return to nature itself? Or for a connection with hyperreal 

nature provided through digital immersion? 

 “Waking up” also means engaging with the ambivalences that arise as the 

intoxication of immersion starts to wear off. On the bare level of narrative, possible critiques 

of Avatar incorporate issues of racism, ecofascism, imperialist nostalgia for the primitive, and 

the use of outworn stereotypes of natives as Rousseau’s “noble savage.” Confusion also 

arises over the film’s seemingly schizoid environmental stance. Cameron’s storyline is 

unabashedly ecocentric, and its premise of a white colonist’s “going native” to defend tribal 

peoples against corporate greed for the most part reprises environmentally oriented films 

like The Emerald Forest (1985) and Dances with Wolves (1990). As a result, it is no small irony 

that Cameron’s ecological, anti-consumerist message occurs in a film that net over a billion 

dollars in the first few weeks of its release (over two billion as of this writing) and that plastic 
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mass-produced Avatar action figures now come with McDonald’s Happy Meals. Just as Jake 

initially masquerades as a friend to the Na’vi, such conflicting allegiances make Avatar seem 

guilty of dissimulating its own intentions.2 

One can respond to Avatar’s paradoxes by ignoring them, becoming derailed by 

them, or—in my view, a more helpful route—by considering whether such contradictions 

might in fact be emblematic of our conflicted cybercultural condition. Like the little girl in 

Respire and the protagonists of The Matrix, viewers revel in the technological spectacle that 

the film’s very masquerade makes possible—even if its high-tech, consumerist form grates 

violently against its low-tech, ecological content. More to the point, if ours is indeed “the age 

of mediated nature” (Nielsen), then such paradoxes themselves raise intriguing ecocritical 

questions. Specifically, what effect might Avatar’s digital representations of nature have on 

our relationship with the Earth? Thrown into high-definition, three-dimensional virtual 

nature on the distant planet Pandora, the viewer feels less like a spectator and more like a 

participant in the conflict between the native Na’vi and the invading alien humans—siding, 

in all likelihood, with the Na’vi. This reversal of allegiances happens less because of the bare 

force of narrative, I would argue, and more because of how the immersive filmic form 

operates on the viewer on the visceral level. Through the interface of 3D glasses, we 

sensuously participate along with Avatar’s protagonists in a landscape that feels palpably real, 

vibrant, reciprocating of one’s presence, and—as a result—Pandora becomes a world worth 

defending. However much we viewers begin as aliens at the start of the movie, we, too, “go 

native.” Understood in this paradoxical way, Avatar promises to open our eyes, enabling us 

to “see” with ecological vision through the lenses of virtuality. Here I want to see to what 

degree Avatar might fulfill—or fail to fulfill—this promise. 
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Till We Have [Inter]faces: The Cybercultural Ecologies of 
 
Avatar (2009) 

 
In the opening scene of Avatar, Jake dreams he is flying, and we soar along with him 

over endless mist-filled canopies of trees. It’s a bold dream, for in reality not only is Jake 

unable to fly—he can’t even walk. His legs hang lifeless, paralyzed by a spinal injury he 

suffered in combat as a Marine. The trees themselves are yet another dream-conjuration, for 

in Cameron’s dystopic cinematic future, the Earth has been utterly laid waste. An early script 

treatment of Avatar by Cameron shows just how bleak and Blade Runner-like Jake’s home 

world has become: 

The Earth is dying, covered with a gray mold of human civilization. Even the moon 
is spiderwebbed with city lights on its dark side. Overpopulation, overdevelopment, 
nuclear terrorism, environmental warfare tactics, radiation leakage from power plants 
and waste dumps, toxic waste, air pollution, deforestation, pollution and overfishing 
of the oceans, global warming, ozone depletion, loss of biodiversity through 
extinction... all of these have combined to make the once green and beautiful planet 
a terminal cess-pool. (Cameron, “Avatar Scriptment” n.p.) 

 
In the face of such desolation, Jake’s dreams compensate both for the wasting of his own 

body and for the wasteland that encases him on a desolated Earth. To escape, he turns 

eagerly to the liberating, however illusory, possibilities of a virtual dreamscape: “I was free,” 

he says. But just as in Respire, the mirage of the virtual all-too-quickly dissolves: “Eventually, 

you have to wake up,” says Jake (Cameron).  

Waking up to reality is a motif that Cameron has made hard to miss, and each time it 

occurs in Avatar, we see a close-up of Jake opening his eyes and we witness his re-awakening 

back inside his all-too-real paralysis and enfeeblement. But Jake’s truncated integrity is more 

than personal. It can be universalized to include the entire human race, which has become so 

desperate for survival that when in the film’s fictive future we have no planet of our own left 
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to ravage, we strip mine another world light years away. Set in the year 2154, Avatar takes 

place on this other world: Pandora, a lush, Earth-like moon orbiting the gas giant 

Polyphemus, four-and-a-half light years from Earth. Buried within its sublime landforms 

(including the famous “floating mountains of Pandora”), Pandora holds vast rare mineral 

reserves (in particular, a room-temperature superconductor wryly dubbed “unobtanium”3) 

which Earth-based corporations have begun extracting in hopes of solving the energy crisis 

back home. But the colonizing humans meet resistance. Pandora is enveloped in gases toxic 

to human life and brimming with dangerous, enormous wild creatures such as Titanotheres 

(massive, highly territorial hammerhead grazers) and Thanators (gigantic, plate-armored 

predators). But the earthlings find their most potent opposition in the 9-foot tall, blue-

skinned humanoid natives, the Na’vi, whose arrows taunt the new arrivals, sticking out 

defiantly from the massive tires of earth-mangling machinery.  

When especially rich reserves of unobtanium are discovered beneath the Na’vi’s 

“hometree,” the RDA (Resources Development Administration) wants the Na’vi to get out 

of the way, and attempts to mediate negotiations by offering others who resemble the Na’vi 

as negotiators. The corporation does this by engineering giant hybrid human-Na’vi bodies, 

avatars, operated remotely by human controllers. Corporal Jake Sully unwittingly becomes 

the chief avatar negotiator when his vastly better-educated twin brother is murdered shortly 

before takeoff—the twins’ similar neurology makes Jake the only possible fit for the hybrid 

Na’vi body already grown and waiting for its controller. Upon waking from cryogenic sleep 

and landing on Pandora, Jake quickly finds his allegiances split between the bellicose Colonel 

Miles Quaritch (Stephen Lang), head of mining security forces, and Dr. Grace Augustine 

(Sigourney Weaver), a xenobotanist and primary force acting for a peaceful resolution 

between the RDA corporation and the Na’vi. Parker Selfridge (Giovanni Ribisi), the 
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corporate administrator, couldn’t care less about how the problem with the “blue monkeys” 

is solved, just as long as the RDA gets its unobtainium.  

Pandora’s landscape is sublime, surreal, and—for the moment—largely unsullied. 

Like Mickey 3D’s music video Respire, Avatar uses state-of-the-art computer-generated 

imagery to represent the wonders of this natural world, but with a striking difference. Where 

Respire laments the disconnection from nature caused by technovirtuality and thus becomes 

anxious at the threat of immersive simulations ultimately substituting for nature entirely, 

Avatar makes virtuality the very means by which humans interface with nature in the first 

place. Earth is wasted, and Pandora is lethal (for feeble human lungs, at least), so the only 

way to reconnect humanity and wild nature is to move beyond actuality into a virtualized 

medium of terrestrial communion—the avatar.  

 
Nature and Cameron’s Fleshly Avatar 

Avatar reconnects humanity with nature through the logic of not just one but three 

interface structures which nest inside one another like Russian Matryoshka dolls. First, the 

theatergoer viewing the film finds herself saturated in three-dimensional imagery and digital 

sound through a combination of special polarized glasses and discretely rendered images 

produced by Cameron’s fusion-camera system. Second, within the film’s initially human-

dominated narrative frame, Jake interfaces with the world through a wheelchair, which he 

eagerly forsakes to instead remotely control his blue, nine-foot tall avatar—all the while, his 

“real,” now puny-seeming, human body lies supine inside a sarcophageal control interface 

that resembles a tanning bed (one which will soon create the similar effect of re-coloring his 

skin). Once made virtually present inside his muscular avatar body, Jake finds himself utterly 

liberated, his legs vigorous rather than paralyzed, his bare blue toes digging gleefully into 

native Pandoran soil. The third interfacing that occurs “inside” these other two happens 
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when Jake’s avatar links with Pandora’s wildlife itself through the living tendrils on the end 

of his braid of hair.  

But before Jake experiences such intimate neural connections, he finds himself lost 

and alone, separated from his party after an attack by a Thanator sends him flying over the 

edge of a cliff and down a river. The first thing Jake does is make tools—a sharpened stick 

and a torch—to fend off the threats he perceives in the encroaching Pandoran darkness. 

Attacked by a pack of viperwolves, Jake survives only after being rescued by the young Na’vi 

woman Neytiri (Zoë Saldana). She immediately expresses her irritation—“You are like a 

baby, making noise, don’t know what to do” (Cameron)—and throws his torch into the 

water, dousing it. Jake’s fear of the darkness quickly gives way as he watches the entire forest 

floor light up through its own bioluminescence, its radiance responding to his own touch by 

igniting brilliantly. His over-bright, self-generated torchlight had in fact kept him from seeing 

the light already shining everywhere around him. Jake’s discovery about the blinding effects 

of technologically amplified vision echoes that made by Edward Abbey in Desert Solitaire: 

Again the fire begins to fail. Letting it die, I take my walking stick, and go for a stroll 
down the road into the thickening darkness. I have a flashlight with me but will not 
use it unless I hear some sign of animal life worthy of investigation. The flashlight, or 
electrical torch as the English call it, is a useful instrument in certain situations but I 
can see the road well enough without it. Better, in fact.  

There’s another disadvantage to the use of the flashlight: like many other 
mechanical gadgets it tends to separate a man from the world around him. If I switch 
it on my eyes adapt to it and I can see only the small pool of light which it makes in 
front of me. I am isolated. Leaving the flashlight in my pocket where it belongs, I 
remain a part of the environment I walk through and my vision though limited has 
no sharp or definite boundary. (Abbey 15) 

 
In the same way that Ed Abbey forsakes the flashlight to allow himself to merge his 

awareness with the sky and the Earth, Jake’s forced relinquishment of the torch allows 

Pandora to emerge in its own light. Jake is thus unable to “see” until his self-created forms 

of illumination are discarded.4  
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The wild landscape of the real in Avatar operates on a sublime scale that not only 

dwarfs humanity, but one which also defiantly refuses to meet the alien colonizers on their 

own terms, in these respects echoing C.S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce and William Faulkner’s The 

Bear. In these stories, the human protagonists can only dwell in wild reality by first growing 

real themselves, by forsaking the spindly trappings of human civilization through what 

Lawrence Buell terms “the aesthetic of relinquishment” (Buell, The Environmental Imagination 

143). Lewis’ nameless protagonist encounters the ontologically thick foothills of heaven 

through a dream vision which transports him into a realm far exceeding the capacities of his 

puny frame. He emerges into a luminous world where the grass is too sharp for his shadowy 

feet to tread and the flicking of dewdrops threatens to penetrate like shrapnel—and its 

superhuman inhabitants, the “bright people,” loom larger than life, like the Na’vi. He 

discovers that only by shrugging off the feeble virtuality of independent self-will can one 

grow the calluses needed to tread the hostile landscape of this visionary heaven. Faulkner’s 

Ike McCaslin is likewise only able to “see” Old Ben, the Bear of the book’s title, by 

relinquishing technological interfaces like his rifle, snake-stick, and compass, apprenticing 

himself to the wild which the Bear embodies.5   

Cameron’s Pandora, like Lewis’ heaven and Faulkner’s “big woods,” is hellish and 

terrifying for those unequipped to dwell there. It requires a kenotic outpouring of oneself in 

order to become born anew, with “new flesh” refilled and made capable of inhabiting its 

solidity. If Jake’s first rebirth occurs when he awakes from his cryogenic encapsulation en 

route to Pandora, it happens a second time after he enters the sarcophagus of the avatar 

control interface and finds himself awakened inside a vibrant new blue body (see Figure 13). 
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Figure 13. Jake Sully (Sam Worthington, foreground) in Avatar. His avatar grows in an amnio tank 
(background). 

 

Jake’s controlling of the hybrid human/Na’vi avatar might seem like a cheap 

shortcut to his enlightenment, but it ultimately proves to be anything but a free meal ticket. 

Jake is berated constantly by the Na’vi for his helplessness and ignorance, despite the fact 

that his body so much resembles theirs. Neytiri’s mother laments the difficulty of teaching 

humans like him, saying “We have tried to teach other sky people. It is hard to fill a cup 

which is already full.” To which Jake responds, “My cup is empty, trust me” (Cameron). His 

emptiness ultimately proves his greatest virtue, for it requires so little “pouring out” on his 

own part. Neytiri “fills his cup” by teaching him how to use his avatar body to track, hunt, 

and ride the massive wild terrestrial and avian creatures of Pandora. In Avatar, the condition 

of virtuality—as opposed to the downloadable gnosis of The Matrix and Dollhouse—thus 

provides no easy prosthetic substitute for the acquisition of skill through an apprenticeship 

to the real.  

Crucial to his coming of age as one of the Na’vi—and for a re-visioned experience of 

“connection” on the audience’s part—Jake must interlink with Pandora’s wild creatures 

through the braid extending from the back of his head. Functioning as an extended nervous 
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system, this “neural queue” allows him to interface intimately with the six-legged direhorses 

the Na’vi ride, as Neytiri explains: “That is Sa’helu, the bond. Feel her. Feel her heart beat. 

Her breath. Feel her strong legs. You may tell her what to do, inside. For now, say where to 

go” (Cameron). Of course, it is not long before Jake is thrown from the armor-plated 

saddle—for he is not the only one “in control.” So in the same way that his avatarhood 

grants him no free pass to enlightenment, so too does his neural queue only create the 

possibility of union, not its actuality. He must first feel before he instructs, he must learn to 

“see” before acting. In order to prove himself as a hunter, he then bonds himself exclusively 

with an Ikran, a flying banshee. Ultimately, both Jake and Grace connect through their 

queues to the vast biological network of Eywa, the Gaian mother goddess of Pandora itself.6 

The crucial role of such relationally forged neural connections among the Na’vi shows just 

how much their sense of “I” depends on an intimately expressed sense of “we.” 

One of the most striking aspects of Avatar is how technological interfaces and 

“natural” interfaces mirror one another. Jake’s human form is at two removes from the 

landscape of Pandora. He must first link neurologically to his avatar before linking yet again 

through his avatar’s neural queue to Pandora’s creatures. The hair-like neural queue works 

precisely as media technologies do under McLuhan’s paradigm, as this early treatment of the 

film shows. 

Tsu Te flips his head and catches the end of his long queue in one hand. With the 
other hand he gently takes one moth-like antennae of his direhorse, and bends it 
down toward him. Next, he does an amazing thing… he touches the end of his hair 
to the end of the antenna, which looks like a feather. The “hair” comes alive, rapidly 
interweaving with the feather-like tendrils. They knit together, forming what Josh 
[a.k.a., Jake] realizes is a neural interface, a direct plug-in to the horse’s nervous 
system. In one fluid move, Tsu Te hooks his bare foot into the bottom of the 
surcingle and vaults up onto the back of his direhorse. He grips the horse’s flanks 
with his legs, and guides it with direct motor commands from the neural hookup. 
The animal has become an extension of his own body. (Cameron, “Avatar 
Scriptment” n.p.)  
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It remains unclear in the film just how much control the direhorse- or banshee-rider has 

over his extended body, and how much the mount itself participates in (or resists) such 

control, but their bond is supposedly rooted in some measure of organic partnership rather 

than just external control.7 When neural interfaces meet and the bond is made, eyes open 

impossibly wide: the participants now stare into one another in a widened, reciprocating 

awareness—a crucial instance of what the Na’vi mean by saying “I see you.” This sense of 

“prosthesis as partnership” moves virtuality away from self-enclosure toward the relationality 

of art and nature as conceived by William Morris, or in the “New Flesh” of David 

Cronenberg’s hybrid technological bodies.  

This fantasy of fusion, however, is highly susceptible to critique. Both Sa’helu, “the 

bond,” and the notion of “I see you” link the film’s narrative to its form through a techno-

metaphorical metaphysics of presence. While Jake plugs in his neural queue in order to fuse 

his awareness with Pandora’s wildlife, viewers don 3D lenses that transform the flat cinema 

screen into an open window, allowing us to “see” by looking into (not just at) Pandora itself. 

The result is a naturalization of digital nature through the sensation of “sharing space” with 

the plants, animals, and landscapes of Pandora. The Na’vi’s neural queue likewise appeals 

strongly as an interface because it promises connection without language, and without the 

possibility of miscommunication. Whereas “I see you” seems to idealize transparency, it 

nonetheless leaves some space for alterity. (One might in fact construe “seeing into” another 

in terms of regard, as acknowledgment of another in their Levinasian otherness rather than in 

terms of complete access in transparent fullness.) But the neural links of the Na’vi on the 

contrary seem to abolish such distance, and aim to fulfill fantasies of escape from the logic 

of supplementarity. In Speaking Into the Air, John Durham Peters reiterates Derridean 

skepticism over the possibility of such fusion, saying, “The mistake is to think that 
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communications will solve the problems of communication, that better wiring will eliminate 

the ghosts […] of wordless contact” (9).8 With Sa’helu, Avatar’s narrative responds to the 

anxiety of lost connection as if the only escape from the self-enclosure of Narcissus is 

telepathy.9 Through the form of 3D film, Avatar seeks to fill the impasse severing viewer 

from viewed, creating not just a sense of presence (i.e., the sense of “being before”) but 

immersion (i.e., “being within”). Unlike a reader of a literary text (or a player of interactive 

fiction), the viewer of Avatar needs contribute little imaginative or critical work to make his 

experience come alive. He is instead baptized in an overflow of digital imagery that 

simultaneously fills him from the inside. The ideal viewer is thus, like Jake, one who starts 

out as an empty vessel that, through potent sensuous connection, ultimately brims over with 

passion for Pandora.10 Like the protagonist Case in William Gibson’s Neuromancer, Jake—and 

arguably, the viewer—are hollow shells awaiting technological re-embodiment. In this way 

both the narrative and the form of Avatar conspire to authorize the problematic notion that 

our sense of disconnection from nature and embodiment can be healed by yielding to 

technologically mediated sensation.  

However problematic they might be as guarantors of nature-connection, the nested 

interfaces of Avatar create a fascinating interplay between the reality of the virtual and the 

virtuality of the real. In a Platonic schema, one would be tempted to read each one of 

Avatar’s sub-interfaces as connecting to something progressively less and less real. But 

instead, the logic of Avatar is hermetic: the way out is the way in. The neural queue emerging 

from the back of his avatar’s head, while echoing Neo’s headplug in The Matrix, here 

becomes the means for connecting Jake (and the Na’vi at large) to something ostensibly 

more “real,” more sensitized, and more whole, not less. Like many an online gamer before 

him, Jake soon finds his virtual form and the world that his avatar inhabits to be vastly more 
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compelling than his native human reality: “Everything is backwards now. Like out there [on 

Pandora] is the true world, and in here is the dream” (Cameron). The viewer, upon seeing 

the film, experiences a similar confusion resulting from his own fusion with the digital 

landscape. 

 

 
 

Figure 14. Colonel Quaritch (Stephen Lang) inside his AMP exoskeleton.  
 

Although Avatar insists on the validity of using virtuality as a means of attaining 

ecological connection, it by no means puts all such interfaces on equal footing. Jake’s fleshly 

avatar finds its nemesis in the most visible human/mechanical interface in the film, the 

massive AMP exoskeleton worn and operated by Colonel Quaritch (see Figure 14). Twelve 

feet high and six wide, this mecha-styled, metallic “amplified mobility platform” augments 

human capacities in strength, size, durability, and locomotion—not to mention as a killing 

machine. The acronym “AMP” makes a peculiarly appropriate McLuhanism, for this 

machine simultaneously amp-lifies and amp-utates its user. Along with its augmentation of 

human capabilities, the AMP is tightly enclosed (to protect the wearer from Pandora’s 
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noxious gases) and utterly insensitive to its environment. As such, it is a case study in the 

“insentient iron” lamented by Connie and Mellors in Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The human 

inside feels nothing as its enormous metal feet trample vegetation and its built-in cannon rips 

through the wildlife and natives—a telling metaphor for humans like Quaritch and Selfridge 

who neither see nor feel the consequences of their mercenary assault on Pandora on behalf 

of the RDA. (The “R” for “resources” in RDA is key here, for the leprous insensitivity that 

ensues from wearing an exoskeletal combat suit perfectly represents the effort to construe 

another world purely in terms of its extractive use-value rather than as a “thou.”) With the 

AMP, the poetic lament of Gerard Manley Hopkins that the foot “no longer feels, being 

shod” is extended to numb not only the feet, but the entire insulated human body. Like Sir 

Clifford Chatterley’s motorized wheelchair, the AMP obeys one’s will without having a 

corresponding will of its own, apotheosizing both Sir Clifford’s mechanistic goal of “no 

steeds at all, only an engine!” (Lawrence 179), and Marinetti’s slogan “No more contact with 

the vile earth!” (qtd. in Virilio 73). Sir Clifford, who owns a colliery, likewise links extractive 

industry with a paralyzed body and a desensitized, exoskeletal means of moving over the 

Earth. And like the homestead-razing tractor drivers from Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, 

the AMP operator is sealed off from feeling just how destructive he becomes once welded to 

the machine. 

Jake’s own fleshly interface, of course, works differently. Like Kuno in “The 

Machine Stops,” he quickly discovers that making contact with the landscape through carnal 

participation and muscular exertion creates an affection and bond with the forest that a 

metal machine does not. Ultimately, Jake’s fleshly feeling grows into a full-bodied resistance 

to the RDA’s mechanistic paradigm which sees a living world only as material ready and 

waiting to be quarried. “There are many dangers on Pandora” says Grace in Cameron’s early 
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treatment, “and one of the subtlest is that you may come to love it too much” (Cameron, 

“Avatar Scriptment” n.p.).  

This love for Pandora comes from an enduring, sensuously perceived, reciprocal 

connection with the landscape. However technologically “primitive” they might seem in 

comparison to the colonizing humans, the Na’vi in fact depend upon sophisticated neural 

networking as they act upon their world and in turn feel their own effects upon it. A 

cybernetic feedback loop cycling through the extended nervous system of the Na’vi ensures 

that they remain in a closely communicative relationship with their ecological context—for 

any actions that disrupt it unduly are dampened through the experience of negative 

feedback. In short, by being “plugged in” to Pandora, the Na’vi feel joy in acts that promote 

Aldo Leopold’s “integrity, stability, and beauty” of the biotic circuit, and pain otherwise. In 

stark contrast, use of an interface which, like the AMP, lays waste to the landscape without 

feeling anything, results in a profound numbness epitomizing McLuhan’s narcosis. Selfridge 

and the RDA fail to see precisely because the interfaces with which they act upon the world 

keep them safely insulated and untouched in return.11 When Grace attempts to explain to 

Selfridge how the entire world of Pandora matters, how it is comprised of a vast global 

network filled with memories shared by all the Na’vi, Selfridge responds, “What the hell 

have you people been smoking out there? They're just goddamn trees” (Cameron). The 

result of such insensitivity is humanity’s revisiting on a new world the very same devastation 

it wrought back home on Earth.  

 
Dwelling in a Cybercultural Ecology 

Even on the most general level, the consequences of a numbed interface are 

horrifying, and reveal that the most intense, self-destructive suffering is created, ironically 

enough, precisely by those for whom painful feedback is absent. Physician Paul Brand 
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explains how children born without pain receptors bite the ends off their own fingertips in 

order to paint bloody swirls on the sheets, chew and lacerate their tongues, and twist their 

ankles until they break—heedless of the damage they cause themselves (3). Brand discovered 

that because they feel no pain in their extremities, lepers likewise use their bodies to perform 

acts that bodies are simply not meant to do. He relates how one leper would retrieve food 

cooked in hot coals with his bare hands (his hands having been reduced to suppurating 

knobs at this point, really), because he didn’t feel himself being burned. Brand lectured the 

man about how important it was to take care of his hands, but the man didn’t seem to care, 

because without sensation, he saw his hands more as disposable tools than as parts of his 

own body. Brand encountered another leper who was running—seemingly unaware—on a 

badly dislocated ankle. Such cases were typical of Brand’s experience with leprosy, and they 

had in common what he called “an utter nonchalance toward self-destruction” (7). 

Such harsh examples show how the sensitivity of the interfaces we use to interact 

with the world makes all the difference in how we treat that world—and ourselves. The 

fleshly avatar body and the AMP suit are not neutral alternatives, but poles apart, each one 

representing a distinctive mode of virtuality—modes as divergent as Morris’ earthy, 

communal conception of virtuality in News From Nowhere as compared with Huysmans’ 

isolated self-enclosure in A Rebours. Like lepers, we humans all-too-often express an “utter 

nonchalance” toward global self-destruction because, unlike the Na’vi, we suffer from 

McLuhan’s “Narcissus as Narcosis.” This is to say that our nerve endings typically either 

terminate at the skin or extend only to include the realities we ourselves construct. We 

mangle our Earth just as pain-free children mangle their fingertips, not because we are evil 

people (usually), but simply because our boundaries of feeling are too narrowly drawn 

around us. Like the leper, our nerves do not sense the pain of a world that is simultaneously 
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an extension of us and us of it. Society tailors us with form-fitting AMP suits, even if only 

metaphorical ones.  

To care for the Earth and ourselves, then, we need interfaces that feel—and for all its 

fictiveness and inconsistencies, Avatar provides a hopeful model. Whereas the bond of 

Sa’helu succumbs to a fantasy of telepathic union, Jake’s avatar keeps the logic of 

supplementarity in place by thrusting him into a system of differences that he has to 

negotiate through painful experience. Through the fleshly avatar body, virtuality makes 

possible a highly intimate, sensuous connection to the landscape—a medium for dwelling in 

an ecology that retains its own irrevocable otherness. When Jake touches Pandora, Pandora 

touches back, and he feels it. In this way, Avatar steers the question of technologically 

mediated contact away from the issue of authenticity and instead towards felt relationship. Rather 

than asking if a particular interface constitutes a “genuine” mode of contact, it asks instead, 

with whom are we networked, anyway? Does this interface connect me only with faux-others in a destructive 

loop of self-reflecting narcissism? Or does it make me able to gaze in reciprocation at a human—or more-

than-human—other? Does this interface promote my ability to feel? Through this interface, am I able to look 

at and into fellow animals, plants, waters, soils, and stones, and, like the Na’vi, say “I see you?”  

The RDA’s administrator Selfridge feels nothing, and sees nothing but “goddamn 

trees,” at least in part because he lacks the capacity to feel Pandora’s reciprocating presence. 

In this respect he echoes other fictional characters that have only a sense of ego- but not eco-

awareness.12 In C.S. Lewis’ novel Till We Have Faces, a bitter Orual, despondent in what she 

perceives as her wholesale rejection by the gods, ultimately discovers that the divine powers 

stay hidden from us not out of aloofness, disdain, or non-existence, but because we 

ourselves lack the degree of reality required in order to make contact with them: “How can 

they meet us till we have faces?” (294). In Avatar, we likewise find that the more-than-human 
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world only gazes back at us with reciprocation if we first open our own nerve endings to a 

vastly wider set of connections shared by it. How can Pandora, how can the Earth meet us, till we 

have interfaces?  

Paradoxically, in Avatar, humans are able to access these vaster more-than-human 

connections and interface with nature only by using the powers of the virtual. Avatar’s overt 

use of virtuality to reconnect us to the real—both on the narrative and meta-narrative 

levels—inverts the expectation that virtuality necessarily points us away from nature. If 

anything, the Na’vi’s extended neural connection with Eywa provides a model for how we 

might make our own technologies extend our senses to include the more-than-human world 

rather than just our own productions. Nascent technologies like mixed or augmented reality 

(as discussed in Chapter I) have the capacity to extend our nerve endings to receive crucial 

ecological feedback—opening up possibilities for using data overlays to gain a “sixth sense,” 

and in this way experience the direct consequences of our consumption patterns, which 

usually go individually unperceived, causing enormous collective damage.13 Likewise, one 

might construe the viewer’s use of 3D glasses as a metaphor for wearing a life-supporting 

mask—if not an avatar body outright—enabling her to traverse Pandora as a vicarious 

Earth. Just as Kuno had to sip mechanically-purified air as he explored the Earth’s surface in 

“The Machine Stops,” we too might need to employ extreme self-created mediations in 

order to re-initiate contact with a nature unmanufactured by us. 

As one of the grandest fictive and technological simulations yet undertaken, the 

“reality” of Pandora is, like that in Respire, a case study in cyberpastoral. In my introduction, I 

mentioned how hyperreal nature might pose a threat to real nature by becoming “the copy 

more real than the real that destroys the desire for the original” (Ryan 33). But instead of 

only fueling the desire for escape, Avatar might also serve as a “wake-up call” exposing 
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viewers to just how alienated they are, and how bleak and disconnected from nature their 

actual lives have become, leading them to resist and find a way to make themselves “dwell” 

again on an all-too-real Earth. Such possibilities are borne out in a recent news story which 

suggests that the immersive spectacle of Avatar may in fact be “a little too real for some fans 

who say they have experienced depression and suicidal thoughts after seeing the film because 

they long to enjoy the beauty of the alien world Pandora” (Piazza). One participant on the 

Avatar online forum shows how by giving us Pandora, Avatar defamiliarizes our own home 

world, making us “see” it again—and not in a favorable light:  

When I woke up this morning after watching Avatar for the first time yesterday, the 
world seemed ... gray. It was like my whole life, everything I've done and worked for, 
lost its meaning […] I live in a dying world. […] One can say my depression was 
twofold: I was depressed because I really wanted to live in Pandora, which seemed 
like such a perfect place, but I was also depressed and disgusted with the sight of our 
world, what we have done to Earth. I so much wanted to escape reality. (quoted in 
Piazza) 

 
Like the speaker in Yeats’ poem who seeks pastoral escape from the “pavements gray,” this 

viewer wants to flee to a cybernetic Lake Isle of Innisfree. But another contributor to the 

forum finds the hyperreal landscapes and creatures of Avatar empowering as metaphors for 

finding hope not in escape, but in living here at home: 

Start living like Neytiri: in touch with nature, the environment, and not being greedy 
and wasteful. Pass on the burger, for something more healthy for you and less cruel 
to animals. […] If you’re on apathy setting you might as well sign your world away to 
destruction. […] The only way you can fill the emptiness you feel after this movie, is 
to jump on the leonopteryx. (“Ways to Cope”) 

 
Another member’s response sees Avatar as showing a way not to escape from reality, but as a 

way to escape to reality, to make our broken world into one more like Pandora: “The real 

world is out there—and somewhere we might be like the Na’vi!” (“Ways to Cope”). 

Fleeing the desert of the real for the mirage of the virtual is one obvious escape route 

that the spectacle of Avatar opens up to us. Avatar makes an ecologically sane virtuality feel 
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more real—and vastly more desirable—than the actual world we find around us. But like 

Zampanòs House of Leaves, the potent fiction of Avatar refuses to stay safely contained 

“inside” the frame of its projection. The screen becomes a window that opens reality to 

potentially deeper vision, thereby creating a healing possibility for our own world, a 

possibility with more promise than just our own escape—namely, the escape of this fiction 

into the real. For these reasons, I don’t think we need to be dismayed at our enchantment 

with virtual nature in Avatar. As Picasso said, “art is a lie that makes you realize truth.” By 

interfacing with the fictive cybercultural ecology of Avatar, we can feel ourselves enchanted 

by the brilliance of Pandora’s self-generated bioluminescence. And through this widened 

vision we just might witness our own Earth blazing forth again, at once strange and familiar, 

in its own light.   

And say to it,   “I see you.”  

                                                 
Notes 
 
1 All subsequent references to Cameron are for Avatar unless otherwise noted. 
 
2 Thanks to Lance Olsen for emphasizing such points. Complicating such questions to the 
point of bewilderment, the official tie-in book Avatar: A Confidential Report on the Biological and 
Social History of Pandora (Wilhelm and Mathison) not only denounces consumerism and the 
extractive horrors wrought by the RDA, but actually provides marginal notes outlining acts 
of resistance to corporate empire in detailed “how to” format. Subtitled “An Activist 
Survival Guide,” the book in this respect echoes Ecodefense: A Field Guide to Monkeywrenching 
(Foreman et al.), the infamous Earth First! guide to ecological sabotage performed “in 
defense of mother Earth.”  
 
3 “In engineering, fiction, or thought experiments, unobtainium [with an initial “i”] is a 
humorous concept for any extremely rare, costly, or physically impossible material needed to 
fulfill a given design for a given application.” The element unobtanium (no initial “i”) is re-
spelled to fit the nomenclature of the periodic table (“Unobtanium”). 
 
4 Jake’s abandonment of the torch interface feels particularly jarring when one considers that 
viewers of the film, on the contrary, can only really “see” Pandora by putting on an extra 
interface made of special lenses. 
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5 For more on the aesthetic of relinquishment in Lewis and Faulkner, see Alf Seegert, 
“‘Harsh to the Feet of Shadows’: The Wild Landscape of the Real in C. S. Lewis’ The Great 
Divorce and William Faulkner’s The Bear” in the Portal Editions anthology Doors in the Air:    
C. S. Lewis and the Imaginative World (forthcoming). 
 
6 In the shooting script, James Cameron also reveals that these queues are also used for 
bonding Na’vi with Na’vi: in their mating, Jake’s and Neytiri’s queues mingle. This scene was 
filmed but cut from the theatrical release (“Avatar Script”). 
 
7 As the Na’vi understand it, the banshee (Ikran) selects its rider as much as its rider selects it; 
the two acting as partners in flight. But the employment of Sa’helu on the banshees operates 
through extreme duress (reminiscent of a cowboy roping a resistant animal) and the rider 
“steers” his mount with his thoughts, implying that their fusion is in fact hierarchical and 
that the Na’vi rider is the one in control. Such a curious construction of “partnership” recalls 
the Victorian notion that husband and wife are one unit—and the man is that unit.  
 
8 Peters draws from Kafka on this point: “Written kisses don’t reach their destination, rather 
thay are drunk on the way by the ghosts. It is on this ample nourishment that they multiply 
so enormously. Humanity senses this and fights against it and in order to eliminate as far as 
possible the ghostly element between people and to create natural communication, the peace 
of souls, it has invented the railway, the motor car, the aeroplane. But it’s no longer any help, 
these are evidently inventions being made at the moment of crashing. The opposing side is 
so much calmer and stronger; after the postal service it has invented the telegraph, the 
telephone, the wireless. The spirits won’t starve, but we will perish” (Kafka, qtd. in Peters, 
Speaking Into the Air vii). 
 
9 “The task today,” argues Peters, “is to renounce the dream of communication while 
retaining the goods it invokes. To say that communication in the sense of shared minds is 
impossible is not to say that we cannot cooperate splendidly” (Peters, Speaking Into the Air 
21). 
 
10 Such a condition, if I characterize it correctly, raises enormous concerns about the possible 
transfer of ideology by manipulating a viewer who gives over his critical faculties in order to 
become immersed in sensations. The so-called “aesthetic of relinquishment” might take on a 
darker visage here if one relinquishes critical distance in order to bask in what Gumbrecht 
calls “presence effects” (79). To re-invoke McLuhan, might the amplification of sensation in 
turn amputate critical reflection? In the same way that the Na’vi rider controls the banshee 
he rides, does Cameron’s film “ride us?” 
 
11 When Selfridge instructs the driver of an enormous tractor to keep plowing into a grove of 
trees sacred to the Na’vi, neither he nor the driver are present inside the vehicle doing the 
plowing—both functioning as technologically ramped-up versions of Steinbeck’s goggled 
and muzzled tractor driver. They operate the device at a safe distance via teleoperation—as 
if playing a video game—and feel their own impacts that much less profoundly as a 
consequence. For a detailed account of how similar technologies are already at work in the 
U.S. military and CIA through remotely operated (and armed) drones, see P.W. Singer’s 
Wired for War.  
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12 Note the “Self” in the name Selfridge. 
 
13 See “Pattie Maes and Pranav Mistry Demo SixthSense” for an example of one of the most 
promising augmented reality interfaces to date.  
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