FIGURACIONS DE LA MEDIACIO
IMPERI DEL MIG. GRUP DE LECTURA, SESSIO 1

r -
(==L .4_‘...., O

IMPERI DEL MIG

LA VIRREINA. CENTRE DE LA IMATGE

Programa de seminaris i grup de lectura en el marc d’un projecte d’investigacio
d’Oriol Fontdevila.

Amb: Luc Boltanski i Arnaud Esquerre, Lars Bang Larsen i Seren Andreasen,
Carmen Mdrsch i Isabell Lorey

Seminaris: del 16 de maig al 17 d'octubre

Grup de lectura: del 6 de juny al 28 de novembre



INDEX

pp. 3 - 55
Alexander R. Galloway (2014): “The Love for the Middle”
Publicacié original a: A. Gallway, E. Thacker Mc Wark, Excommunication. Three

Inquiries in Media and Mediation. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago & London

En linea:
http://raley.english.ucsb.edu/wp-content/Engl800/Galloway-love-of-the-middle.pdf

pp. 56 - 67

Alexander Henschel (2011): “The term ‘mediation’ in the context of art. An
attempt at translation”

Publicacié original a: Zivot umjetnosti, Hft. n. 88 pp. 22 — 33. Zagreb.

En linea:

https://www.ipu.hr/content/zivot-umjetnosti/ZU 88-2011 022-033 Henschel.pdf

pp. 68 - 92

Gilles Deleuze (1990): “Mediators”

Negotiations. New York, Chichester & West Sussex:
Columbia University Press

Gilles Deleuze (1995): “Los intercesores”
Conversaciones. Valencia: Pre-textos

pp. 93 - 106

Soren Andreasen and Lars Bang Larsen (2007):

“The Middleman: Beginning to Think about Mediation”
Paul O’Neill (ed.): Curating Subjects. London: Open Editions.
“El intermediario: Empecemos a hablar de mediacién”
Bang Larsen, Lars: Arte y Norma. Agapea. Libros urgentes

pp. 107 - 154

Carmen Moérsch (2009):

“At a Croassroads of Four Discourses. Documenta 12 Gallery Education in
between Affirmation, Reproduction, Deconstruction, and Transformation”
Publicacié original a: Mérsch, C. (ed.): documenta 12. Education. Zurich, Berlin:
Institute for Art Education, diaphanes

“En una encrucijada de cuatro discursos. Educacién en museos y mediacion
eduacativa en la documenta 12: entre la afirmacion, la reproduccion, la
deconstruccidn y la transformacion”

Cevallos, A. Y Macaroff, A. Contradecirse una misma. Museos y mediacion educativa
critica. Quito. Fundacién de Museos de la Ciudad.

En linea:
http://www.fundacionmuseosquito.gob.ec/mediacionComunitaria/assets/contradecirse-
una-misma.pdf




EACOMMUNICATION

THREE INQUIRIES IN
MEDIA AND MEDIATION

ALEXANDER R.

Galloway

EUGENE

Thacker

MCKENZIE

Wark

The University of Chicago Press
Chicago and London



LOVE OF THE MIDDLE

Alexander R. Galloway

On July 7, 1688, Irish scientist William Molyneux sent a letter to
his friend the philosopher John Locke in which he proposed
the following hypothetical scenario. Consider a man, blind
from birth, who knows the shapes of spheres, cubes, and other
objects, but being blind only knows them via his sense of touch.
If the blind man were suddenly given sight, would he be able to
identify and distinguish between these same spheres and cubes
by vision alone?

Known today as Molyneux’s Problem, the thought experi-
ment was one of the central philosophical problems of its time.
Any number of thinkers proffered solutions to the problem,
from G. W. Leibniz, Voltaire, and Denis Diderot, to Hermann von
Helmholtz and William James. Molyneux’s problem was so
compelling at the time, and indeed still resonates today, because
it addresses key questions in mediation, aesthetics, and the sci-
ences of perception, and in what would become psychophysics
and cognitive science.

While ostensibly a thought experiment about the cognitive
relation between different modes of perception, in this case tac-
tile and visual perception, Molyneux’s Problem also speaks to

This chapter greatly benefited from research assistance by Carolyn Kane, Ka-
vita Kulkarni, Sonaar Luthra, and Alice Marwick, and from conversations with
Liv Hausken, Ben Kafka, Eivind Rgssaak, Martin Scherzinger, as well as Eugene
Thacker and McKenzie Wark.
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greater issues within the Western tradition. Indeed Molyneux’s
Problemis so compelling becauseitis, at root, the great allegory
of Greek philosophy. What role will vision play in the organiza-
tion of the faculties? Can knowledge be gained simply by gain-
ing sight? Is the path of philosophy the path that leads to en-
lightenment, and if so what role do light and vision play in such
arevelation? In a certain sense, Molyneux’s Problem is not un-
like the cave of shadows and the path to light and knowledge de-
scribed in Plato’s Republic. Just as Plato’s pupil must wrestle with
the murkiness of false knowledge and the hope of higher cog-
nition unified by the light, Molyneux’s blind man must deter-
mine if and how his newfound sensory ability will aid the com-
municative interplay between self and world.

Author of the Dioptrica Nova (1692), Molyneux helped es-
tablish the modern science of optics, and in particular the
seventeenth-century conception of visuality as translucence, as
opposed to today’s notion that visuality is largely a question of
opaque surfaces like screens or images. Indeed the story of the
blind man who learns to see, only to face the risk of being un-
able to assimilate his visions and thus being dazzled by that very
light, shows the importance of dioptrics in particular (the divi-
sion of optics concerned with light passing through materials)
and of opticsin general, both as a science but also as a metaphor
for what enlightenment man might be.

A few years earlier, in the 1670s, Spinoza wrote his own alle-
gorical tale of transformation. It comes near the end of the Eth-
ics, and we might assign it a name, Spinoza’s Poet.

Sometimes a man undergoes such changes that I should hardly
have said he was the same man. I have heard stories, for example,
of a Spanish Poet who suffered an illness; though he recovered,
he was left so oblivious to his past life that he did not believe the
tales and tragedies he had written were his own. He could surely
have been taken for a grown-up infant if he had also forgotten his
native language.’
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Himself a master craftsman in the dioptric sciences, Spinoza
uses his poet to illustrate a very different kind of illumination.
Hisis alight lost in the shadows. It points not to the Republic but
to the Phaedrus, the Platonic dialogue in which Socrates notes
theinferiority of writing to pure thought. Writing is an image of
speech, Socrates explains, and therefore an image of the self once
removed. As amediation of speech, writing is thus something of
a problem for the Platonic tradition. Following Plato, Bernard
Stiegler calls this the problem of hypomneésis, that is, the prob-
lem of the translation of memory into physical media supports.?
With a “grown-upinfant” who can nolonger speakbecause he has
forgotten his language, Spinoza gives a play on words. The Latin
infans means the non-speaking, from a negation of the deponent
verb fari, to be speaking. In this sense, media threaten to ren-
der us speechless, turning us into grown-up infants. The poet’s
light is a dark cloud within the self, pure opacity in a forgetting
of media.

Each story deals with mediation, and each contains a meta-
morphosis of the communicative faculties. One is the story of
reason acquired, the other of reason lost. Spinoza’s Poet expe-
riences a collapse into oblivion (lethé), while Molyneux’s Seer
experiences a newfound revealing of the world through rea-
son and sight (logos). The one is about the truth of one’s own
Muse, one’s own memories. The other is about the journey out
of chthonic knowledge (through tactile feeling) and coming to
know reason. Ultimately they represent two competing assess-
ments of seventeenth-century modernity.

The risk to Molyneux’s Seer is that he will be dazzled by vi-
sion, his sense of sight uncorrelated to his sense of touch; the risk
to Spinoza’s Poet is that he will slip into the psychosis of amne-
sia, his own expressions effaced and banished from conscious
memory.

If Molyneux’s Problem is a modern reinterpretation of Pla-
to’s cave, which is to say an allegory about learning to recog-
nize the world through a reorganization and cultivation of the
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cognitive faculties, Spinoza’s Poet is an anti-cave, a story about
unlearning and forgetting what one already knows. Spinoza’s
Poet is the story of oblivion gained (léthé) instead of oblivion lost
(aletheia). Not quite “the death of the author,” nevertheless the
poetin Spinoza produces works that he can no longer recognize.
It is the ultimate revenge of one’s own literary production, the
ultimate excommunication, the ultimate betrayal by media.

*
*k

The goal of this chapter is to tell a story about mediation, to de-
termine a few facts as anchor points along the way, then to make
an argument about a very particular transformation in the his-
torical arrangement of media.

Many will say that mediation is of a single kind, for example
the single kind of mediation evident in Spinoza’s Poet. To some
this single mode of mediation appears sufficient, for it captures
the basic paradox of media, that the more we extend our minds
into the world the more we risk being alienated from it.

Others will ratify the single kind, but complement it with
a second kind: Spinoza’s Poet together with Molyneux’s Seer.
Again, the two appear sufficient. For every danger of alienation
and obfuscation there exists the counterbalance of cultivation
and clarity. Even if a person loses his or her communicative fac-
ulties, there is the hope that the person will gain them again. If
the world falls dark, it will soon grow light.

But there is not simply one kind of mediation. Nor is the
problem solved by adding an auxiliary mode to include expe-
riences of cultivation or enlightenment. I hope to convince you
that these two are engulfed within a third middle, a third mode
of mediation that is both emblematically modern and as old as
the Earth.

Three modes of mediation, three middles: the first is com-
munication in the most workaday sense, mediation as extension,
transit, representation, reflection, mimicry, and alienation. It
includes both circulation and exchange and the dangers they
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provoke such as disenchantment, fraud, and deception. The sec-
ond is pure and true communication, or the kind of communication
found in communion, immediacy, and immanence. The third is
the multiplicity of communication, a complex affair in which the
communicative infrastructure itself dilates and reduplicates to
such a degree that it extinguishes any sort of middle whatsoever
(and with it any sort of media).

Each middle hasits own avatar. First is Hermes, the embodi-
ment of communication in the most normal sense, for, as the
god of the threshold, he governs the sending of messages and
the journeying into foreign lands. From his name we derive the
term hermeneutics, the art of textual interpretation understood
as a kind of journeying into texts. Second is Iris, the other mes-
senger of the gods, often overlooked and overshadowed by the
more influential Hermes. As Greek goddess of the rainbow, Iris
indicates how light can bridge sky and land. She presides over
communication as luminous immediacy, and from her we gain
the concept of iridescent communication. Third are the Furies,
the most rhizomatic of the divine forms.? They stand in for com-
plex systems like swarms, assemblages, and networks. The term
infuriation captures well the way in which the Furies can upend a
situation, thrusting it into a flux of activity and agitation.

What does this mean today? As a number of critics and the-
orists have observed in recent years, hermeneutics is in crisis.*
Formerly a bedrock methodology for many disciplines across
the humanities from phenomenology to literary criticism,
many today consider hermeneutics to be in trouble, in decline,
or otherwise inappropriate for the various intellectual pur-
suits of the age. Why plumb the recesses of the human mind,
when the neurological sciences can determine what people
really think? Why try to interpret a painting, when what really
matters are the kinds of pre-interpretive affective responses it
elicits—or, to be more crass, the price it demands at auction?
Many have therefore spoken of a “post-hermeneutic” moment,
in which stalwart interpretative techniques, holding sway since
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medieval scholasticism if not since antiquity itself, have slowly
slipped away. But what has replaced hermeneutics? Some find
inspiration in a new kind of scientism (disguised as cognitivism
in many disciplines), others return to a pre-critical immanence
of experience, and still others are inspired by a newfound multi-
plicity of “flat” experience endlessly combining and recombin-
ing through rhizomatic networks.

The task here is thus multiform. First is to define media-
tion as hermeneutics, by way of the figure of Hermes himself.
But Hermes does not have the last word on communication tout
court. Although he is the traveler, there are certain journeys on
which even Hermes is unwilling to embark. Thus two additional
journeys will be of interest: after Hermes, a second journey back
to Iris and immanence, and a third out to a kind of tessellated,
fractal space inhabited by the Furies.

All three modes of mediation bear witness to the paradoxes
of communication. Hermes’s hermeneutics acknowledges that
even the clearest form of communication is beset by deception
and withdrawal. Iris’siridescence brings the communicants into
an ecstasy of immediacy, producing a short circuit of hypercom-
munication. And the Furies’infuriation destroys the primacy of
sender and receiver, reduplicating communicative agents into
endless multiplicity. The hermeneutic wayfarer, the ecstatic
mystic, and the furious swarm are thus all excommunicants in
some basic sense. They all venture beyond the human into the
unknown. All three modes incorporate the logic of excommu-
nication into themselves, since they each acknowledge the im-
possibility of communication, whether it be via deception, im-
mediacy, or multiplicity.

Yet, at the same time, none of the three modes consum-
mate excommunication entirely, for none forsake mediation al-
together or attempt to communicate with the purely inacces-
sible. Excommunication is quite militant. Excommunication
is the message that says there will be no more messages. As
Thacker and Wark will demonstrate more fully in the chapters
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to come, excommunication refers to the impossibility of com-
munication that appears at the very moment in which commu-
nication takes place. While my three modes of mediation make
certain overtures to that effect, they forgo the ultimate step.
They remain firmly rooted in this world, the human world of
the here and now. So, in laying a certain terrain, I aim simply to
start the conversation rather than finish it. Only by venturing
out into the realm of the purely nonhuman will we be able to
take stock of excommunication proper. The subjects of the chap-
ters to come, Thacker’s dark communication and Wark’s alien
communication, give an indication of what this realm might be,
not so much an image of our world, but a message from a world
in which we are absent.

HERMES AND HIS EPITHETS

The myths tell of Hermes that he was “born in the morning, by
midday he was playing the lyre, and in the evening he stole the
cattle of far-shooting Apollo.” He grows up rapidly and has no
past, or so it appears. He is clever and inventive, but also cun-
ning and deceitful. His brother Apollo calls him a “friend of dark
night,” and christens him “The Prince of Thieves.”® To which
Hermes, still a baby, retorts with a fart and a sneeze.

As mediator, he is perhaps best known as Hermes diakto-
ros, Hermes the messenger. A traveler from afar, he is often de-
picted, particularly in sculpture, in the act of binding his san-
dals in preparation to depart. He is that thing that is just about
to leave. “Nothing in him is fixed, or stable, or permanent, or
restricted, or solid,” wrote Jean-Pierre Vernant. “In space and
in the human world, he represents movement, passages, state
changes, transitions, contacts between foreign elements. At
home, his place is by the door, protecting the threshold, ward-
ing off thieves because he himself is the Thief.”” In the Homeric
Hymn to Hestia, Hermes is called angelos.® This word means
messenger too, but it is also the word that gives us “angel,” the
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divine messenger, the one who mediates and chaperones travel-
ers while they are on ajourney. Thus Hermes is the guiding god.
He accompanies travelers and merchants. The Greek poet The-
ocritus wrote: “Igoin / Awe of the terrible vengeance of Hermes
the god of the wayside, / For he is greatest in anger, they say, of
the heavenly powers / If anybody refuses a traveller wanting di-
rections.”®

Because of this he is also known as Hermes of the turning
hinge (Hermes strophaios) and is often present at the front door
of houses, that is, by the hinges of doorways. “[T]he practice [of
installing Hermes at the door| might also have arisen from his
power over the ghostly world; for we know that the primitive
Greek was troubled by the fear of ghosts entering his house, and
used spell-words . . . and other magic devices to prevent it; and
a statue of Hermes at the entrance would be a natural religious
prophylactic.”*® The god of the threshold is, in this way, also the
god of borderlands, market places (Hermes agoraios), and the
protector of merchants (Hermes empolaios). Indeed merchants
are those daring souls who must travel to foreign lands in order
to circulate goods, and the two terms merchant and Mercury,
Hermes’s Roman appellation, share a common root. “While
many other deities were also agoraioi [among them Zeus, Athena,
and Artemis|, Hermes was the market-god par excellence.”" But
why? “It is probable that the way-god is here again asserting his
immemorial rights, acquired before the development of cities,
when trade was conducted by traveling merchants, who needed
the help of the deity of the road, and whose safest market was
perhaps on the borderland between two communities, where a
boundary-pillar of Hermes would preserve the neutrality and
guard the sanctity of the spot.”*> Moving fluidly across bor-
ders, Hermes thus illustrates a high level of promiscuity. He is
given, in the Homeric Hymns, the title of king of exchanges. We
might therefore call him the god of circulation itself. Indeed, for
this reason, Jacques Derrida called Hermes, with some brio, the

»13

“signifier-god.
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He is the signifier god for all of these reasons. But he is also
the signifier god in a more literal sense, for Hermes is said to be
the inventor of writing, the alphabet, and numbers. (That he is
also the inventor of fire, before Prometheus procured it for hu-
manity, is also rarely noted.) The Neoplatonist philosopher Plu-
tarch recounts the following observation: “Hermes . . . was, we
are told, the god who first invented writing in Egypt. Hence the
Egyptians write the first of their letters with an ibis, the bird
that belongs to Hermes, although in my opinion they errin giv-
ing precedence among the letters to one that is inarticulate and
voiceless”—and here Spinoza’s Poet again looms large.'* The
muteibis bird, inarticulate and voiceless, stands in for the alpha-
betand hence writing in general as that thing both externalized
and opaque. As Plato writes in the Phaedrus, the individual using
written language must, in varying degrees, come to terms with
the fact that the written text kills all forms of dialogue, forit can
never speak back, only parrot over and over its own fixed con-
tents.'” As with Spinoza’s Poet, the object of expression (the
piece of writing) is that thing that is rendered foreign and un-
intelligible to the one person most likely to be able to commune
with it, its author. The Latin writer Hyginus recounts the fol-
lowing on the invention of letters: “The [three Fates] Clotho, La-
chesis, and Atropos invented seven Greek letters—ABH TIY.
Others say that Mercuryinvented them from the flight of cranes,
which, when they fly, form letters.”* The cranes in flight are
not mere wildlife in this example, but a totemic incorporation
of Hermes himself, the one who flies on journeys. So when the
cranes take a shape, and the shapeisaletter, itisat the same time
Hermes who forms (invents) the letter.

The two stories that perhaps best characterize Hermes are
the story of the stolen cattle and the story of the slaying of Ar-
gus. I will recount them both in turn. The myth again: “born in
the morning, by midday he was playing the lyre, and in the eve-
ning he stole the cattle of far-shooting Apollo.” After finding his
cattle gone, Apollo, brother to Hermes, starts to investigate the
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crime and interviews an old man, the only witness to Hermes’s
cattle rustling. The old man replies to Apollo:

My friend, it’s hard to say all the things a fellow can see with his
eyes. Many travelers use this road, and some come and go with
very bad things in their mind, others with very good things. And
it’s awfully hard to know everyone. As for me, I was working all
day long up until the sun set digging away in my very profitable,
wine-producing vineyard. But it seems to me, my friend, I saw
a child—but really, I don’t know, I didn’t see him clearly, I don’t
know who the child was that followed behind those beautifully
horned cows, he was awfully young, though, a baby, and he car-
ried a staff, and he walked along zigzag, he pushed them along
backwards with their heads facing him!"”

All of Hermes’s themes are here: promiscuity, travel, backward-
ness and trickery, circumlocution, commerce and profitability,
moral ambiguity—and of course snitching. Hermes herds the
cattle so they trot backward, leaving a trail of hoof prints point-
ing in the wrong direction. Here he is Hermes dolios, the de-
ceiver, “the patron god of thieves, liars, and defrauders.”*® “Re-
sourceful and cunning,” is Hermes. “A robber, a rustler of cattle,
abringer of dreams, a night watcher, a gate-lurker.”*

The messenger and god of borderlands is thus also a de-
ceiver. But why should this be true? Consider those who must
pass from place to place. The journeyer is also the promiscuous
one, a non-native, an unknown, a potential thief or pirate. Not
a benign chaperone, the wayfarer god is the one who can spout
untruths in plain sight. After being apprehended for the cattle
incident Zeus laughs at Hermes’s lame excuses, for the lies are
so transparent. Being a guide requires a certain amount of de-
ception. But a hermetic lie is on the moral level of a white lie,
for all parties involved know the truth even if they play along,
propping up the lie for other reasons altogether (commerce, di-
plomacy, expediency, etc.). Hermes is not just a thief, he is the
Prince of Thieves.
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Duplicity in speech gives Hermes yet another epithet, this
one explicitly linguistic and semiotic in nature: Hermes logios,
or as one might say using current parlance the “discursive”
Hermes. He governs over eloquence, persuasion, and the act of
speaking. Flows of words are not unlike flows of goods and ser-
vices across the borderlands, and so, as with merchants and eco-
nomic commerce, Hermes too has a special connection to the
dialogical and discursive economies of language that flow from
the tongue of the rhetorician. And like Eros and Aphrodite,
he is one of the “whisperer” or seducer gods, for he can intoxi-
cate and seduce others either with promise of profit, or seduce
simply through the sweet sounds of the lyre or the reed flute.
The Hermes logios sculptural type depicts the god in the act of
oration, for the herald is the one who, after arriving in far-off
lands, must stand tall and speak clearly and convincingly. Thus
travel and rhetoric—if notits more degraded form, sophistry —
are connected in Hermes.?°

From a second story Hermes derives another of his most
common epithets, Hermes argeiphontes, or Hermes the slayer of
Argus. Siegfried Zielinski, in his book Deep Time of the Media, re-
tells the story as it appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses:

The mythical hero with the gaze that controls is Argus, whose
name derives from the Latin arguere (to prove, to illuminate).
He is the all-seeing one with one hundred eyes, of which only a
few ever rest; the others move continually, vigilantly watching
and observing. The goddess Hera set Argus to guard her beauti-
ful priestess Io, who was one of Zeus’ beloved. Supervision is the
gaze that can contain envy, hate, and jealousy. Argus was killed by
Hermes, son of Zeus, who made him the messenger of the gods.>!

The epithet for Argus is crucial. He is Argus panoptés, which
could be roughly translated as the all-seer who illuminates—
the term is of course etymologically similar to the word panop-
ticon, made famous by Bentham and Foucault. “He had eyes in
the whole of his body,” wrote Appollodorus of this creature.??
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When heslept, Argus would close his eyes only in rotation. Even
if several dozen eyes were sleeping, at any given moment there
were enough vigilant eyes to keep watch.

How does Hermes kill him, this ever vigilant all-seer? For-
ever clever, Hermes’s strategy is to talk. He begins to talk and
talk, and continues speaking for hours on end, telling Argus the
story of how the reed pipe was invented. During Hermes’s te-
dious monologue, all of Argus’s many eyes gradually close in
sleepiness, and his fate is sealed. Argus, in essence, was bored
to death by the most boring thing of all, tales about technology.

So the messenger kills the panopticon in the end. Appollo-
dorus has Hermes slaying Argus with a stone; a famous Rubens
painting in Madrid’s Prado museum shows a decapitation by
sword. A poetic finale to the story is given by Ovid, as dozens of
Argus’s now lifeless eyes are plucked from his body by Hera and
pasted onto the tail feathers of the peacock, where they remain
to this day.*?

Since he has so many epithets and so many aspects, it is
sometimes thought that Hermes is the result of several earlier
gods combined into one. Indeed it makes sense for him to be a
syncretic god, for he rules over syncretic behavior among men,
thatis, the amalgamation and exchange of foreign cultures and
economies. In the end Hermes does not die out with the old
Greek cults, but instead merges again with the Egyptian god
Thoth into Hermes Trismegistus, the author of the Hermetica,
a supposed bridge to Christianity, and thus the patron saint of
alchemists, Gnostics, and mystics of the Middle Ages.

THE CRITICAL MIDDLE

Why does the word hermeneutics come from Hermes? The an-
swer is that Hermes has a special relationship to discourse, ex-
change, and rhetoric. In hermeneutic mediation there is never
simply a direct relationship to truth, there is always a confron-
tation with truth. In the hermeneutic tradition, texts are not
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self-evident, they do not reveal truth in a clear and direct way.
The hermeneutic interpreter of texts must coax meaning out of
sometimes obfuscatory and contradictory signs existing in the
material, whether it be biblical scripture, or the semiotic per-
formances of human affect. The confrontation with truth is led
by and released through various economies of meaning, be they
social, political, or commercial. Always about the real, the her-
meneutic tradition is also in some basic sense against the real.
The confrontation with truth may be mapped out more ex-
plicitly within the critical tradition. It consists of three steps:

@ exegesis — @ hermeneutics — © symptomatics

Note the hierarchy of reading that lingers in the critical tra-
dition. First comes exegesis, or the realm of practical explana-
tion. This is logos in its most workaday sense: speakers exchange
across and within discourse with the goal of elucidating and an-
alyzing the subject at hand. Exegetical readings typically run
“with the grain” of the work, they unfold in a stance that is con-
sidered sympathetic to the author’s intent, and indeed sympa-
thetic to the existence of any author whatsoever. An exegetical
claim comes in the form: “This is how artifact a works . . . ,” or
“This is what text b says . . .” To some the exegetical read is illu-
minating, to othersitis evidence of mere complicity with latent
meaning, with the status quo.

Second is hermeneutics proper, what is often simply called
critique. The origins of hermeneutics are in textual and scrip-
tural interpretation. Hermeneutics tries to, as it were, unmask
the status quo, focusing on a development or reform of the work.
Asin Hermes’s voyages abroad, hermeneutics assumes that the
work is itself a foreign land that must be visited. Thus any her-
meneutic reading will tend to run “against the grain” of literal
or latent truth visible in the work. Stuart Hall’s essay “Encod-
ing/decoding” is an excellent source to consult on this point, as



38 ALEXANDER R. GALLOWAY

he shows how readings do not necessarily follow the literal fact
of the text.?* Finding value in the counterintuitive fact, herme-
neutical critique accepts that the exegetical framework exists,
but nevertheless insists that it is somehow wrongly crafted or
that it is covering up some deeper more significant truth. Thus,
critique will tend to contextualize or historicize the work, but
likewise it will also collide the work with new arguments and
counterarguments. The discovery of flaws or gaps in the work
only helpsin the process of hermeneuticinterpretation, for, like
Hermes dolios (the deceiver), the work itself is considered to be,
at a certain manifest level, obviously false. Alternate levels of
meaning are opened up, be they hidden or repressed or erased.

For this reason Marx and Freud are important entries in
the history of hermeneutic methodology. Marx’s reading of the
commodity is textbook hermeneutics in that it discounts the la-
tent read, the deceptive form-of-appearance, in subordination
to a more daring voyage across the borderlands and into the
very heart of the matter (how value is created). Freud’s model
of the psyche follows a similar logic, as the unconscious resides
in a latent reality behind the manifest layer of the conscious
mind. For this reason both Marxism and Freudianism are some-
times called “depth” models of interpretation because they obey
Hermes’s basic principles: mediation involves obscurity and de-
ception; mediation requires a “deep” voyage to or from some far-
away land.

Thus, instead of asking “How does artifact a work?,” critical
hermeneutics asks “Do artifacts have politics?” (as Langdon
Winner once put it).?* The artifact may be read on its own terms,
but the truth of the artifact is exposed using external rubrics—i.e.,
acritique of anovel using the external rubric of historical mate-
rialism. Paul Ricceur has famously called this a “hermeneutics
of suspicion,” a libidinal-political suspicion rooted in Marx and
Freud, tobe sure, but alsoin Nietzsche and his suspicion toward
classical models of aesthetic judgment.

The third moment of the critical narrative is the moment
of the symptom. If the previous phase can be associated with
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structuralism, this phase is associated with post-structuralism
in general and deconstruction in particular. Unlike the herme-
neutic phase, the symptomatic reading does not accept the ex-
egetical framework at all. It suggests that the framework is in
some sense a decoy, an expedient explanation that must be ef-
faced entirely, not in an attempt to probe the depth of the work,
but in a topological parsing of signs on the surface of the work.
If hermeneutics proper runs orthogonal to the text, the symp-
tomatic reading runs back and forth across the face of it, skep-
tical toward any attempt to return to the origin of the work, or
to appeal to some essential truth lying within it. Instead stress
is given to the reading of “clues” (symptoms) in the work to re-
veal structured absences, contradictions, misunderstandings,
the work’s “epistemological other,” or what is “not said” in it.
An example of the symptomatic mode is given elegantly in
the epigraph to Donna Haraway’s book How Like a Leaf. “Both
chimpanzees and artifacts have politics, so why shouldn’t we?”%¢
What is Haraway saying here? Recall that the hermeneutic posi-
tion would try to argue something different, that artifacts have
politics. Haraway’s claim however is “symptomatic” because it
throws out the exegetical and hermeneutic frameworks entirely,
accepting the counterintuitive claim not as provocation but as
fact (that chimpanzees and artifacts have politics), and then
nominates a new claim (that “we” should have politics). The new
claim is in a certain sense beyond provocation because it is al-
most tautologically true—since the Greeks, mankind has been
defined as the political animal. So to dare to assert the claim as
something worth arguing about is to insinuate that the whole
framework of knowledge must be, at some basic level, obsolete.
These three modes—exegetical, hermeneutic, and symp-
tomatic—have thus far been described as a “narrative” or a
“hierarchy” because in the critical tradition these three modes
tend to be arranged, if not strictly chronologically, then in
terms of a normative sequence with a beginning, middle, and
end: mere exegesis is that stuffy old technique that must be de-
nuded, in the hermeneutic tradition, as so much ideological
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cant; while later the hermeneutic tradition itself is undercut by
its own eventual blindness toward the unconscious of the text,
an absence that can only be approached by the newfound tech-
niques of the symptomatic reading. Thus, (1) exegesis is solved
by (2) hermeneutics, which is solved again by (3) symptomat-
ics. Or to narrate it using some terms and names commonly
heard, the (1) ghosts of bourgeois social theory are denatural-
ized by (2) Marx, who himself is complicated by (3) Fredric Jame-
son or Jacques Derrida. The first explains, the second denatu-
ralizes, and the third complicates. These three moments are all
contained within the many aspects of Hermes.

The tale of Spinoza’s Poet retold at the outset isimportant be-
causeit describes the basic dilemma of the critical tradition. The
relationship to oblivion—the fate of the poet—is precisely the
same relationship that people have with media. Cast off from
the self, media are forever those things foreign to us. They must
be picked apart, tamed, but still kept at bay, so that the process
of signification can take place. Again, always about the real, cri-
tique is also forever against it.

Many accounts of the critical tradition would end here. And
to theinformed reader the story thus far will have been quite fa-
miliar territory. Beyond exegesis, hermeneutics, or symptomat-
ics, what else does critique have to offer? Have we said all that
needs to be said about the essential modes of mediation? Not
hardly, for in order to understand theories of mediation in any
broad sense, the journey has only begun. Other things await us:
a secondary world parallel to that of the critical tradition, and
a third waiting to annihilate it. (A fourth will be conserved for
the end as a kind of synthesizing postscript, before handing the
reins over to Thacker and Wark.)

MEDIATION AS IRIDESCENCE

Ants bring their eggs above ground, the crane takes to flight, the
heifer snorts, and the great bow drinks (bibit ingens arcus). In Vir-
gil's great pastoral Georgics all these things happen when a storm
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comes; by sure indicators (certis signis) we know of its arrival.?”
The great bow, when it drinks, is one of the unfailing signs.?® The
bow appears in the clouds, opposite the sun, creating a perfect
arc of color that connects the heavens to the earth. The sign im-
parts meaning immediately. It is no omen, no mysterious sign
that must be deciphered. It says what it is. The great bow is as
certain as it is sudden. The sign and what it conveys are one and
the same: a storm is nearby.

The great bow, Iris, provides an alternative mode of media-
tion, incompatible with Hermes and hermeneutics. Iris’s char-
acteristics include an immediacy in time and space, a physical
immanence with itself, and absolute certainty as regards what is
to be known.

Iris has no story of her own, no mythology. She is the rain-
bow and, with Hermes, one of the two messengers of the gods.>’
While Hermes has alonglist of epithets, Iris has only a short list.
Indeed there are fewer iterations of her, fewer diverging aspects
that must be reconciled into a single form. Unlike Hermes who
withdraws and deceives, Iris is fully present at all times.

Sheis Hera’s maiden. With ears alert and head slanted, Irisis
like a totemic animal, the eager companion and assistant to the
queen of the gods:

And by [Hera’s] golden throne [Iris] sat like Artemis’s
hound, who when the day’s hunting is done,
crouches beside the Huntress’s feet, her ears cocked,
always ready to welcome the Goddess’s shout;

in the same way, the daughter of Thaumas crouches
by the throne, her head slanting a little,

she sleeps. She never ungirds her robe

or swift boots, lest her mistress speak some

sudden word.*®

In Homer, Iris is “humanized, but not earthy; thoroughly
practical, but most ethereal,” to borrow a description from Wil-
liam Gladstone.* The epithets given in Homer will paint a fit-
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ting picture of the goddess of mediation. At various times she is
called (A) angelos, the messenger; metangelos, the intermessen-
ger; (B) chrysopteros, golden-winged, saffron-winged; (C) kraipnos
memauia, keenly eager; (D) okea, swift, or podas okea, the swift
of foot; tacheia, nimble; and (E) aellopos, the storm-footed, or
podénemos, the wind-footed.?? These epithets have all been culled
from Gladstone’s analysis, but I shall add two additional ones:
(F) thaumantos, daughter of Wonder (Thaumas); and (G) dea clara,
the bright goddess.

Like Hermes, Iris is a messenger. She is a middle. She oper-
ates in the zone of intermediate action between two individu-
als. She moves quickly. Her movement is spatial and decisive;
she is neither a straight line, nor a tortuously complicated one,
but an arc, abow. Her duties are to Zeus and Hera, and whereas
Hermes is often a chaperone for a person or a conduit for some-
thing, Iris is a pure relay, carrying and repeating messages that
she carries within her own physicality.

Thetextual record onIris often contains atwo-partecho struc-
ture: first she receives a message from someone (often Hera), and
second she travels to the receiver and verbalizes the original mes-
sage. Her retelling is often slightly different from the original
message, as would be expected when somethingis repeated from
memory. Her commands are usually unidirectional, for example
from god to man—a feedback loop is not necessary in the irides-
cent mode of mediation. Sometimes the original message is told
toIris, but the repetition of the message is only indicated in pass-
ing, giving us an example of mimetic repetition without differ-
ence. Consider for example the following, in which Hera gives a
multipart command to Iris which she relays to three separate re-
ceivers, Thetis, Hephaistos, and Aiolos:

So [Hera] spoke, and Iris promptly launched herself from
Olympos,

light wings outspread, knifed through the air, and plunged

into Aigaian waters, where Nereus has his domain.
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First she visited Thetis, and passed on the whole message
that Hera had given her, commanding Thetis’s presence;
next she sought out Hephaistos, made him silence his iron
hammers that instant, choke off the breath from the smoky
fire blasts. Then, thirdly, Iris called upon

Aiolos, far-famed son of Hippétas.®

Sometimes the reverse is true, that the original message is
merely referred to, then verbalized in the retelling. In either
case the logic is one of doubling or rote repetition. Hermes is
theinterpreter, ermeéneus, but Iris gains her name from the word
eirein meaning to tell.*

Can there be a tele-telling, a telling at a distance? Hermes’s
hermeneutic mediation will always answer in the affirmative,
claiming that all telling happens at a distance, from the clos-
est conversation, to the most far-flung mediations of space and
time. Iris’s iridescent mediation will always answer in the nega-
tive, claiming that no telling happens at a distance. One cannot
yell from the mountains. The past does not speak to us. Or rather
in the yelling and in the speaking both space and time are in-
stantly transcended. To tell is to touch, no matter how far away,
and thus forIrisany mediation is mediation in the here and now.

With all this in mind, it is possible to expand what it means
foramode of mediation to follow the model of iridescent imma-
nence by way of a series of qualities.

(1) Nearness. The critical narrative, with hermeneutics as its
central gesture, claims that meaning is found in remote loca-
tions. But Iris claims something else, that meaning is found in
what is close at hand. Or to be more precise Iris claims that the
nearby has an experience—a claim that Hermes could never hope
to utter. To be sure, whether or not the nearby has a meaning is of
marginal importance; handwringing over meaning is a neuro-
sis of the hermeneutic variant alone. For Iris whatever appears
appears as near, never far or foreign. Thus the trick of the rain-
bow’s pot of gold is not simply that it never gets nearer, but that,
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inthe chase, it never gets further away either! Thisis why Irisisa
model ofimmanence. Theimmanent communion of two things
produces a mediative relation of nearness in which both parties
remain within themselves such as they are.

With its attention to nearness, the Iris mode is profoundly
uninterested in questions of circulation and exchange, and
hence could never be affiliated with the production of value or
meaning through such systems of exchange (as is the prevailing
view of many decades’ worth of freudian-marxian theory). Iris
exists at the person-to-person level. She is neither systemic, nor
structural. If hermeneutics is a tortuous epistemology, irides-
cence is merely a bowed or curvilinear one.

(2) Ecstatic surpluses. In the most technical sense, meaning as
such does not exist in iridescence, for meaning is the domain of
hermeneutics. Instead iridescence overflows with an immense
surplus of expression. This is what we might call the baroque
quality of iridescence, or following Erwin Panofsky, the “lordly
racket” of it all. Granted, “surplus” is a term borrowed from the
hermeneutic mode. So some imagination will be required here:
the “surplus” of the iridescent mode comes in the form of unmo-
tivated —which is to say meaningless and sourceless—aesthetic
output. For example, the rainbow in the sky emits an immense
surfeit of expression in order to say something that is already
quite obvious, that it rained. Or consider the examples of the iris
ofthe eye or the iris flower. With their pure unmotivated beauty,
both say “too much” in order to say very little, that there is splen-
dor in the world.

If hermeneutics is cognitive and verbal, iridescence is affec-
tive and thus profoundly dumb—although in a non-pejorative
sense of the word, asin the expression “I was dumbstruck.” After
all, Iris is called thaumantos, the “daughter of Wonder.” (And in
this sense the ultimate villain forimmediacy is pornography, for
it forever reveals too much, and in doing so commits violence
toward that thing that is most intimate to it, the real, while the
ultimate villain for hermeneutics is fetishism, for it forever sets
up two absolutely unconnected things, turning the first into a
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hidden source and the second into an obscure device for veiling
and unveiling the first.) So even though Iris gains her name ety-
mologically fromeirein, to tell, sheisalso the one who, as Roland
Barthes writes, “has nothing to say.” Sheis contentless. She tells,
but does nothing more. Itis simply a question of being present at
hand to tell. Once relayed, the telling is already consummated.

(3) Certainty. Certainty goes hand in hand with the two pre-
vious points, that theiridescent mode is experienced in nearness
and that it is felt through unmotivated aesthetic abundance.
Consider certainty in both a quotidian and technical sense. First,
Iris’s rejection of deception (leaving deception to the kingdom of
Hermes) means that inconstancy and caprice fade away and one
is left with a world in which things happen rightly, clearly, and
in aknown manner. All the de Manian rhetoric about blindness
versus insight must be thrown out in the iridescent mode. That
drama finds no inroads here. If Iris appears in the sky, one does
not have to wonder if the sun is out and whether there are water
droplets in the air. One can claim this with certainty.

But there is also a more technical aspect to certainty. This re-
fers to the ability for the rainbow to be turned into something
of a technical science. Take this in the most prosaic way: there
isabona fide “hard science” of iridescence, the science found in
the analytical geometry of Descartes’s or Spinoza’s writings on
refraction and reflection within water droplets, or in Francois
d’Aguilon’s color arc or Newton’s color wheel, or in any num-
ber of scientific approaches to dioptric and iridescent phenom-
ena. Thisis not unimportant, foritis not possible to say the same
thing about hermeneutics, bracketing of course the lofty scien-
tific aspirations of structuralism or semiotics.

In other words, the hermeneutic mode can never truly be ar-
ticulated asa strict matheme orlogic. Whereasitis quite normal
for the iridescent mode to be articulated in this way. Iris can and
will be mathematized. Yet at the same time, since immanent iri-
descence, as a mode of mediation, is also closely associated with
a kind of pathos or romantico-poetic affect vis-a-vis one’s exis-
tence, the following might be a slightly more appropriate for-



46 ALEXANDER R. GALLOWAY

mulation: Iris is “objectively” a matheme, but “subjectively” a
patheme (i.e., an expression of pathos, a poem).

At this pointin the discussion it is possible to synthesize what
has been said so far about Hermes and Iris and extrapolate a bit
from it. I have been referring to these two avatars as modes of
mediation, but it is also possible to assign specific media for-
mats to each. In the most general sense, the privileged format
for the critical middle is text, and the privileged format for the
iridescent middle is image. (In a moment, for the Furies, it will
be system.) Given the convoluted twists and turns of Hermes’s
travels, the text is best understood as a problem. Likewise, given
the aesthetic gravity of immediate presence in Iris’s bow, the
image is best understood as a poem. Thus, whereas hermeneu-
tics engages with the problem of texts, iridescence engages with
the poetry of images be they visual or otherwise. Hermeneutics
views media (of whatever kind, be it text, image, sound, etc.) as
if they were textual problems needing to be solved. Yet irides-
cence views these same media as if they were poeticimages wait-
ing to be experienced.

By assigning these modes their own privileged formats I do
not wish to indicate that a specific mode of mediation will op-
erate exclusively within a single media format, but rather that
there exists a hegemonic relationship, which is to say a rela-
tionship of negotiated dominance, between a certain modality
of aesthetic mediation and a certain format. In fact, in many ac-
tually existing media artifacts, textual, visual, and systemic ele-
ments will operate in concert. Certain elements may very well
require other elements and, further, may actively seek to break
down the distinctions made among them.

In shifting between modes, the challenge is to replace the
primary format and the primary method. In other words, to
shift from Hermes to Iris one must swap text forimage and criti-
cism for illumination. Then, once we have described the Furies
in greater detail, the final challenge will be to swap image for
system and illumination for infuriation.
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AGAINST HERMES

Recall the great mantra of phenomenology, to the things them-
selves! Over the years many philosophers and critics have tried
to understand what this might mean. Does the mantra proclaim
an allegiance to Hermes or to Iris? Does the stress fall on the to,
highlighting the journey that must be taken, the distance that
must be traveled to transit from perceiver to thing? Or does the
stress fall on the themselves, hinting that this kingdom of things
might be easily reachable after all, because, in a certain sense,
the perceiver is already in residence there?

Such is the great divide straddled by Martin Heidegger and
the special kind of phenomenology espoused by him. From one
perspective Heidegger is devoted to the cult of Hermes. Truth
is an ambling Weg that must be followed. Nothing is immediate
about being; it appears only in a relationship to those who seek
it. Yet from another perspective Heidegger is devoted to the cult
of Iris, for his version of phenomenology does not entirely ac-
cept the perpetual deferral of exchange and circulation associ-
ated with Hermes. Being is mysterious in Heidegger. But it is
also illuminated. It is far away, like Hermes, but it is also clear,
transparent, and immediate like Iris. “Being is farther than all
beings and is yet nearer to man than every being, be it a rock, a
beast, awork of art, amachine, beitan angel or God. Beingis the
nearest. Yet the near remains farthest from man.”**

Those lines were written by Heidegger shortly after World
Warll. Several yearslater, in 1964, a young Susan Sontag penned
one of the great indictments levied against Hermes and his
style of mediation. “Transparence is the highest, most liberat-
ing value in art—and in criticism—today,” she wrote. “Trans-
parence means experiencing the luminousness of the thing in
itself, of things being what they are.”*® “Against Interpretation”
was the title of her manifesto, but the identical titles “Against
Hermes” or “Against Hermeneutics” would have served just as
well.
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Experience things as what they are, she cried. To the things
themselves! These things are transparent; they illuminate and
are luminous. They share little with Hermes’s mode of media-
tion, but instead evoke Iris’s iridescence, an illumination borne
from immediacy, even the intimacy of the erotic. Recall the most
famous line of the essay: “Instead of a hermeneutics we need an
erotics of art.”%”

Sontag found such luminousness in Alain Robbe-Grilletand
the nouveau roman. She found it in Pop Art, Symbolist poetry,
and certain kinds of abstraction. The key was to throw out all
systems of art founded on the age-old hermeneutic tropes and
techniques—hiding and showing, repressing and revealing, na-
tivizing and othering—and likewise any intellectual endeavor
that must chaperone the reader or viewer away from danger, be
it allegory over utterance, or criticism over craft. In the postwar
intellectual climate, Sontag’s suggestions represented a fear-
less and fresh wind blowing through the dusty old hermeneu-
tic disciplines. Yet they were not uncontroversial, for they re-
quired new blood sacrifices, including a renunciation of Freud,
an abandonment of cultural marxism, and a skepticism toward
other methods rooted in interpretation.

Today Sontag’s fight against Hermes has been taken up by
many others. Opportunists leverage the fight as a way to shoot
holes in what they see as the many Potemkin villages fabricated
by the likes of Derrida, Lacan, or other undesirables. Hermes has
essentially become synonymous with “theory” as a whole, and
thus to rail against the shortcomings of theory requ