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Cries of the death of the novel and even of literature in general have 

become  cultural  commonplaces.  In  an  age  seemingly  dominated  by 

digital spectacle, many seem to think that traditional print literature has 

become an almost obsolete cultural practice, bereft of any social and 

political relevance. In Scenes of Writing, Scenes of Looking, however, 

Morten Feldtfos Thomsen argues for the continued relevance of the print 

novel not only as a form of aesthetic expression and experience, but 

also as a form of political intervention. Through readings of novels by 

American author Don DeLillo, and Danish writer and avant-garde artist 

Claus  Beck-Nielsen,  he  argues  that  the  print  novel  can  engage  in  a 

critical  and  potentially  subversive  redistribution  of  what  can  be  seen, 

said and generally perceived in contemporary society. Central in this 

respect  is  the  formal  and  thematic  manifestation  in  their  novels  of  an 

imagetext discourse, i.e. an intermingling of words and images, writing 

and looking, through which they interrogate and negotiate the relation 

of mediation, technology and perception to one another. In doing so, 

the novels participate actively in the construction and disruption of the 

perceptual field of experience that underpins social order and political 

engagement.
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Scenes of Writing, Scenes of Looking

Cries of the death of the novel and even of literature in general have become 

cultural commonplaces. In an age seemingly dominated by digital spectacle, 

many seem to think that traditional print literature has become an almost 

obsolete cultural practice, bereft of any social and political relevance. In 

Scenes of Writing, Scenes of Looking, however, Morten Feldtfos Thomsen argues 

for the continued relevance of the print novel not only as a form of aesthetic 

expression and experience, but also as a form of political intervention. Through 

readings of novels by American author Don DeLillo, and Danish writer and 

avant-garde artist Claus Beck-Nielsen, he argues that the print novel can engage 

in a critical and potentially subversive redistribution of what can be seen, said 

and generally perceived in contemporary society. Central in this respect is the 

formal and thematic manifestation in their novels of an imagetext discourse, i.e. 

an intermingling of words and images, writing and looking, through which they 

interrogate and negotiate the relation of mediation, technology and perception 

to one another. In doing so, the novels participate actively in the construction 

and disruption of the perceptual field of experience that underpins social order 

and political engagement.
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Chapter One: 
Introduction 

 

Literature is dead and the image killed it. Variants of this claim have been 

a staple of cultural discourse at least since the beginning of the twentieth 

century, and probably go back to the invention of photography in the 

mid-nineteenth century and the emergence of what Charles Baudelaire 

called the cult of images.1 In 1917, Guillaume Apollinaire famously 

claimed not only that the book was just a few decades from disappearing 

but that writing and reading as such would soon become extinct cultural 

practices, replaced by new technologies of recorded sound and moving 

images (Danius, 2002: 179). Although history proved him wrong, 

Apollinaire’s statement encapsulates the sense of crisis that has since 

further enveloped the cultural imaginary—a crisis whose main tenet is 

the narrative of a marginalization of the culture of the book, and thus 

literature and literacy as such, by an unrelenting onslaught of images 

brought forth by new media.2 Ideas about our contemporary age being 

dominated by images have equally become commonplace in much critical 

theory, posited in various terms by critics such as E.H. Gombrich, 

Frederic Jameson, and W.J.T. Mitchell.3 Indeed, Mitchell has argued that 

a visual turn has taken place within the humanities with images and 

pictures replacing the word as the primary object of scholarly 

investigation. With the proliferation of the Internet and digital tech-

nologies, recent decades have further seen the notion of the rise of the 

image and the fall of the word increasingly posited more generally as a 

battle between print culture and digital culture. Within the framework of 

such narratives, words and images often function as metonymies of their 

respective technological paradigms, and a cultural trope has thus 

emerged whose central feature is the replacement of the supposedly 

                                                           
1 See Farwell (1977). 
2 Prominent examples of such ‘crisis narratives’ are The Image. A Guide to Pseudo-Events 
in America (1961), The Curious Death of the Novel (1967), Literature Against Itself (1979), 
Amusing Ourselves to Death (1985), The Death of Literature (1990), The Rise of the 
Image, The Fall of the Word (1998) and Empire of Illusion. The End of Literacy and the 
Triumph of Spectacle (2009). See Boorstin (2012), Rubin (1967), Postman (1987), Kernan 
(1990), Graff (1995), Stephens (1998) and Hedges (2009). 
3 See Gombrich (1982: 137), Jameson (1991: 299) and Mitchell (1994: 2–3). 
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obsolete technology of the printed word by the malleable and ever-

adaptive technology of the digital image.  

“In the late age of print, there seems to be no way to escape the 

power of the image,” the editors of Iconographies of Power. The Politics 

and Poetics of Visual Representation (2003) write. “Enhanced by ever 

more sophisticated technologies, produced and distributed in prodigious 

quantities by global media networks […] images have become the basic 

currency for all forms of political, social, and cultural practices 

presumable driving the written and the spoken word out of circulation” 

(Haselstein, 2003: 7).  

Whether true or not, the responses to such perceived developments 

can roughly be divided into two groups. On one side are those who argue 

that it poses a threat to the (implicitly print-based) Enlightenment 

traditions of critical thinking and skeptical enquiry in general.  On the 

other side are those who embrace it with almost utopian fervor as the 

coming of a new era of radical democracy and freedom.4 Whatever the 

case may be, there seems to be little dispute at present that the cultural 

dominance of print has been broken, and that literature no longer reigns 

supreme atop the media hierarchy as was ostensibly the case in previous 

centuries.5 What remains to be seen, however, is whether the so-called 

digital revolution and the perceived dominance of the image in con-

temporary society will entail the death of print culture, or if the book will 

remain part of a diverse and multifaceted media landscape—analog and 

digital media existing side by side in a complementary relationship of 

exchange and interaction.  

However, it is not my intention to engage in tendentious specula-

tions about the future. Instead, I want to investigate a selection of novels 

by Don DeLillo (Libra, Mao II, Underworld) and Claus Beck-Nielsen 

(The Beckwerk trilogy) that all in various ways address our current 

cultural moment, registering and interrogating with great sensitivity the 

                                                           
4 Examples of both responses can be found in such titles as Am Ende der Gutenberg-
Galaxis (1993), The Gutenberg Elegies (1994) and Print Is Dead (2008). More moderate 
approaches to the issue, however, also exist. The Late Age of Print (2009) and Book Was 
There (2012) are attempts to discuss the issue without falling prey to either dystopian or 
utopian pronouncements or predictions. See Boltz (1993), Birkerts (1994), Gomez (2008), 
Striphas (2011) and Piper (2013). Other proponents of the utopian discourse associated 
with digital technology are Landow (1992), Lanham (1994) and Bolter (2001). Matthew 
Kirschenbaum has written insightfully on the gradual emergence of this “medial ideology” 
in the 1980s and early 1990s. See Kirschenbaum (2012: 36–45). 
5 On the history of print, see Eisenstein (2005) and Briggs & Burke (2002).  
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changes of contemporary media ecology in the so-called late age of 

print.6 As arguably the literary genre of print culture, the novel has been 

a central site in which literature has attempted to interrogate its 

relationship to other media. Indeed, many have argued that this attempt 

has been a central generative force in regard to both the realist and the 

modernist novel.7 Authors from Honoré de Balzac, Gustave Flaubert and 

Henry James to Marcel Proust, Thomas Mann and James Joyce, are 

cases in point, as they in various ways engage the material and techno-

logical conditions of their times through their novelistic enterprises. 

In similar fashion, DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels respond to 

their own cultural moment, attempting to address the material and 

technological conditions of their own emergence. In doing so, these 

novels implicitly, and at times explicitly, investigate the question of 

whether or not the print novel still constitutes a viable form not just of 

cultural production but of cultural criticism and political intervention in 

an age seemingly saturated and dominated by images.  

A central site in which this interrogation manifests itself is the 

interaction of language and vision, words and images, such as 

represented in the novels on both a thematic and formal level—

particularly so in what I call scenes of writing and scenes of looking. As 

will soon become evident, the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen here 

investigated are highly engaged with the characteristics not only of vision 

and language but also with their interaction and interpenetration. As 

such, they both participate in literature’s long history of interest in 

                                                           
6 Although not of central importance, it should be noted that I employ the metaphor of 
“ecology” in reference to media interactions instead of other possible metaphors in 
common use such as “system” or “field”. I do so because it allows for a more flexible 
conception of media interactions and the role of subjects in relation thereto. Linked to such 
media theorists as Marshall McLuhan and Neil Postman, the systemic view of media 
relations is often coupled with a form of technological determinism and therefore “locates 
agency elsewhere than in the creators and users of particular media” (Punday, 2012: 7). 
The metaphor of field, on the other hand, hails from Pierre Bourdieu’s famous The Rules 
of Art. Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field (1996) and entails a field of symbolic 
struggle between different media users in which individual agents participate in a highly 
aware and conscious fashion. The metaphor of ecology is situated somewhere in between 
these two positions, and thus serves as an attempt to overcome their oppositional 
structure. “While the system model tends to dismiss any agency on the part of artists and 
consumers, the field model makes them unnaturally self-aware and locked in an existential 
struggle. The language of ecology, conversely, addresses all activities, both real and 
conditioned by circumstance” (Punday, 2012: 14). I therefore use the metaphor of ecology 
because it is most consistent with the expanded concept of media to be presented shortly. 
7 Among others, see Tabbi & Wutz (1997), Cohen (1998), Danius (2002, 2006, 2013), 
Jacobs (2001), Hansom (2002), Pold (2004), Johnson (2007), Novak (2008), Harrow 
(2013) and Walter (2014).  
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visuality and vision—an interest that seems particularly evident in regard 

to the modern novel. Recent decades have been marked by what Susan 

Harrow has described as a “fast-developing dialogue of textual studies 

with visual culture studies” and thus with an increased awareness of this 

particular aspect of literary history (Harrow, 2013: 1). Sara Danius, for 

instance, has suggested that literary realism (with Stendhal as the earliest 

example) constitutes a perceptual turn in the history of literature.8 

Danius argues that many nineteenth-century-writers became in-

creasingly interested in the visible dimension of reality and that this 

resulted in a radical change of narrative strategies, most notably the 

emergence of a new kind of descriptive mode in which a particular 

preoccupation with visual detail is evident. Perception itself, and in 

particular the act of seeing, became central to the literary strategies of 

these writers in their attempt to make the reader see in detail the world 

of the text. Another scholar to claim that the nineteenth century saw the 

emergence of a particular preoccupation with visuality in literature, most 

noticeably manifested in the genre of the novel, is Alan Spiegel. In Fiction 

and the Camera Eye. Visual Consciousness in Film and the Modern 

Novel (1976), Spiegel argues that the modern novel is distinguished from 

the pre-modern novel by the emergence of what he calls concretized 

form—a literary strategy distinct from its literary antecedents, above all 

in its aim to make the reader see (Spiegel, 1976: 13). This process of 

concretization is explicitly visual, and in general aims to make the 

narrative world of the text as perceptually concrete as possible by 

describing it primarily in visual terms. Concretized form, therefore, 

“renders experience through scale, proportion, perspective, color and 

line, behavioral postures and gestures, plastic shapes and materialized 

actions” (Spiegel, 1976: 19). Spiegel sees this transformation of literary 

form taking place from the first half of the nineteenth century and 

onwards. It reaches its fullest expression with Gustave Flaubert, whose 

novels constitute a “presentation of the narrative as a totally concretized 

form” (Spiegel, 1976: 6). Central here is Flaubert’s use of intensified 

focalization, or what Spiegel calls visual perspective, which constitutes a 

particularly visual method of composition insofar as it deals primarily 

with the visual description of physical objects and the placement of these 

                                                           
8 Danius’ theory of the perceptual turn is presented in two studies: The Prose of the World. 
Flaubert and the Art of Making Things Visible (2006) and Den Blå Tvålen. Romanen och 
konsten att göra ting och saker synliga (2013). 
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objects in a spatial context. Fundamental to this strategy is that the 

reader comes not only to see the objects described but also their position 

in space. Indeed, space itself emerges through the description of the 

relation between different objects. At a narrative level, then, the action 

portrayed is always seen from a bounded and limited perspective, as if 

through the eyes of a particular individual.9 Although this kind of 

focalization can be found in a limited degree in the literature of all 

periods, Spiegel argues, it is only in the nineteenth century that it “moves 

to the center of a coherent and fully articulated literary form” (Spiegel, 

1976: 33). James Berg has similarly written of what he calls the visual 

novel, arguing that for writers such as Emile Zola, Henry James, Guy de 

Maupassant, Flaubert, and many others, vision and visuality were central 

generative engines of literary creation. Berg’s primary contention is that 

“vision, in its most concrete, physiological sense, that is to say, visual 

perception” is key to both Zola’s literary style as well as the thematic 

content of his novels (Berg, 1992: 4). Zola’s novels thus in many ways 

come to exemplify the emerging prominence of the visual in the 

nineteenth century novel, as seeing becomes “inseparable from knowing 

and creating” (Berg, 1992: 48). Other studies concerned with the visual 

aesthetics of the modern novel are Nancy Armstrong’s Fiction in the Age 

of Photography (1999) and Søren Pold’s Ex Libris (2004). Here it is 

variously argued that literary realism was primarily concerned not with 

visual perception as such but rather with mediated visual perception. 

Pold coins the term mediarealism in order to describe the preoccupation 

of realism with mediated reality and in particular visually mediated 

reality. Central to his point is that perceptual experience became 

increasingly mediated during the nineteenth century and that literary 

realism and its preoccupation with vision and visuality can be seen most 

profoundly as an investigation of such mediations of reality. Armstrong 

similarly argues that Victorian realism constitutes a pictorial turn in the 

history of literature insofar as it takes pictures (as opposed to visual 

reality as such) as its main objects of representation. “[R]ealism”, she 

                                                           
9 “In this manner Flaubert defines visual perspective itself as the fundamental means of 
presentation in concretized narrative form. Visual perspective informs the reader that this 
is the way a specific situation allows a specific eye to view it; that any understanding of a 
situation is always limited by the way the eye chooses to see it, by the position of the eye in 
relation to its object; that truth itself now depends as much upon the angle of vision as 
upon the object of vision” (Spiegel, 1976: 30–31). 
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writes, “does not indicate a genre or mode of writing that strives to 

document actual social conditions by means of visual description. On the 

contrary, the documentary effect is one result of the collaborations 

between fiction and photography” (Armstrong, 1999: 10–11). Peter 

Brooks similarly writes about realist vision and the central role of sight 

to the formal and thematic characteristics of literary realism, paying 

particular attention to what he calls its eyewitness aesthetic (Brooks, 

2005), while Karen Jacobs investigates to what extent visual culture—

both materially, technologically and intellectually—affected the formal 

traits of the modernist novel. She does so by situating the works of writers 

such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf in the context of “shifts in the 

scientific, philosophical, and aesthetic discourses about vision and its 

role in the reorganization of economic and social power” (Jacobs, 2001: 

15). Another study worth mentioning is Josh Cohen’s Spectacular 

Allegories. Postmodern American Writing and the Politics of Seeing 

(1998). Cohen investigates the relationship of a selection of postwar 

novels to visual culture, arguing that novelists such as Norman Mailer, 

James Ellroy, Stephen Dixon, and others, find critical, subversive 

potential in the spectacular imagery of late capitalist consumer society, 

exhibiting an “impulse to destabilize modern ways of seeing” (Cohen, 

1998: 23). Such novels, Cohen argues, in various ways function as 

“‘catastrophic interruptions’ of visual authority” in their attempt to 

construct new ways of seeing which “refuse both the abstracted vantage-

point of the master-subject and the victimised perspective of the object” 

(Cohen, 1998: 150). Most importantly, Cohen argues, these novels 

frustrate and resist any attempt to imprison subject, society or history 

within the strictures of deterministic historical materialism, such as 

exemplified in the cultural theories of Jean Baudrillard, Guy Debord and 

Paul Virilio. This resistance is located primarily in the perceptual 

aesthetics of the novels, particularly in their insistence on the critical 

potential of various ways of seeing and the role of literature itself in the 

emergence of such possibilities of vision. Cohen thereby claims that a 

literature of critical resistance and possibility emerges precisely at the 

nexus where spectacle and literature interact to form new avenues of 

perception. 
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A variety of other studies have equally noted and investigated the 

preoccupation of literature with vision and visuality.10 From this body of 

research we know not only that vision and visuality have been of central 

concern for many writers and novelists, but that this concern has left an 

indelible mark upon the formal and thematic characteristics of the 

modern novel. At the core of this concern with the visual lies an interest 

in, and engagement with, the relationship of writing to mediation, as well 

as to larger questions of ontology, epistemology and agency. Writing 

novels, in this sense, has been a way of investigating the relationship of 

perception, knowledge and identity to processes of mediation, often with 

a particular emphasis upon vision. It has been a way, furthermore, of 

investigating the role of writing itself in relation to such cultural 

processes.  

While DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen participate in this long tradition, 

particularly so in the attempt to critically interrupt and subvert the 

contemporary image-flow, they do so in ways that speak specifically to 

their own cultural moment, and which address specific hierarchies of 

knowledge and power within that moment. In this respect, the verbal-

visual dynamics found in their novels is of great significance because of 

the self-reflexive, meta-aesthetic discourse it unfolds. Central to this 

discourse is the interrogation of the mediality and materiality of the print 

novel as well as the interrogation of its function and position in 

contemporary media ecology. 

What I call scenes of writing and scenes of looking are crucial focal 

points in which the novels address their own ability (or possible lack 

thereof) to critically intervene in, and potentially subvert, contemporary 

processes of mediation, most notably those associated with modern 

imaging technologies. By investigating how this engagement with 

mediation manifests itself, I want to argue that the genre of the novel still 

has a subversive cultural potential. In the following chapters, I will 

demonstrate that the verbal-visual dynamics found in scenes of writing 

and scenes of looking is the central site in which these concerns about 

mediation and the strategies for addressing them are manifested. In 

doing so, I will address the question of whether or not the print novel still 

                                                           
10 Among others, see Spiegel (1976), Caws (1981), Bogardus (1984), Torgovnick (1985), 
Hunter (1987), Shloss (1987), Berg (1992), Bal (1997), Armstrong (1999), Jacobs (2001), 
Hansom (2002), Humm (2002), Pold (2004), Brooks (2005), North (2005), Johnson 
(2007), Moore & Simpson (2007), Novak (2008), Calè & Bello (2010), Urano (2010), 
Goddard (2012), Harrow (2013) and Walter (2014). 
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constitutes a viable form of political protest and intervention in an age 

seemingly dominated by images as well as the question of how such 

strategies manifest themselves both formally and thematically. 

Born in 1930s America and 1960s Denmark, respectively, DeLillo 

and Beck-Nielsen are separated by both geography and time, belonging 

to different nationalities and generations. Yet they nonetheless share a 

remarkable concern for perception, mediation and the role of literature 

in contemporary culture, which in many ways transcends such tradition-

al borders and distinctions. Comparing the two writers’ novels will help 

bring such points of convergence into focus and demonstrate that 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s concern about the interrelationship of 

words and images is also a political concern for how the novel (and 

literature in general) might critically engage with a globalized media flow.  

A number of differences between DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s 

novels, however, are worth noting, particularly the different aesthetic 

traditions within which the two writers articulate their projects. While 

DeLillo’s modernist aesthetic generally remains centered on the print 

novel as object or artefact, Beck-Nielsen instead engages the aesthetics of 

the avant-garde tradition and its focus on process and performance, 

situating his novels as part of a larger multimedia structure—the so-

called Beckwerk project. Evident in DeLillo’s novels is also a historical 

perspective, i.e., a concern for the past and its relation to the present, not 

immediately found in Beck-Nielsen’s novels, which focus more 

insistently on their own time of emergence. In this sense too, DeLillo’s 

novels are examples of a more traditional form of literature, while Beck-

Nielsen’s novels seem to reject any explicit engagement with past events 

in order to fully address the present moment.  

While both thus remain committed to the print novel, their 

investigation of its place in contemporary media ecology differ from each 

other in a variety of ways towards which I will pay particular attention. 

In this respect, the different, yet at points overlapping, strategies through 

which they engage the verbal-visual dynamics are pivotal. While DeLillo 

belongs to a tradition addressing this dynamics primarily through verbal 

images, Beck-Nielsen includes a wide selection of graphic images such as 

photographs, maps and drawings in his novels, just as he frequently 

experiments with typography and layout. DeLillo’s use of such strategies 

is much less frequent, but not less important to the overall engagement 

of his novels with visual culture in general.   
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Despite such differences, DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen share a 

preoccupation with the print novel and its relationship with other forms 

of media. Central to this preoccupation is the dynamics of the visual and 

the verbal, particularly as manifested in their novel’s scenes of writing 

and scenes of looking. In such scenes, a self-reflexive concern for the 

mediality of the genre of the print novel implicitly emerges, and the 

variety of formal and thematic strategies in which this concern manifests 

itself provides an interesting spectrum of verbal-visual formations.  

Although markedly different from each other in formal terms, both 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels are thus clearly linked to the recent 

trend of novels responding in various ways to the emergence of digital 

culture. This response, it has been noted, has often been articulated 

through an interrogation of the visuality and materiality of the print 

novel. Wolfgang Hallet, for instance, has described “the rise of the 

multimodal novel” as a specific genre emerging over the last twenty to 

twenty-five years, which incorporates a whole range of “various non-

verbal modes such as (the reproduction of) visual images like 

photographs or paintings, graphics, diagrams and sketches or (the 

reproduction) of handwritten letters and notes” (Hallet, 2009: 129).  

Jessica Pressman, addressing some of the same issues, has written 

of an “aesthetics of bookishness”, describing the emergence since 2000 

of a trend in novels that “exploit the power of the print page in ways that 

draw attention to the book as a multimedia format, one informed by and 

connected to digital technologies” (Pressman, 2009: 465).  

Focusing more specifically on the image-word relationship in 

literature, Danuta Fjellestad has similarly noted that “[t]he number of 

novels in which word and image work to produce meaning has been 

growing steadily” (Fjellestad, 2010: 12).11 She further argues that this 

trend can be understood as a strategy of resistance to an image-

dominated digital culture: “[B]y incorporating the pictorial, the print 

                                                           
11 Recognized by all of these writers, however, is that such strategies are not a new 
phenomenon. Fjellestad, for instance, notes that the current trend and the way in which it 
calls attention to “the materiality of the printed page and the physicality of the book” is 
reminiscent of experiments with layout in late 1960s and early 1970s American fiction 
(Fjellestad, 2010: 18). She refers to William Gass’ Willie Masters’ Lonesome Wife (1968), 
Raymond Federman’s Double or Nothing (1971), Kurt Vonnegut’s Breakfast of Champions 
(1973), and Kathy Acker’s Blood and Guts in Highschool (1978). To this history of 
multimodality in the novel, one might add the avant-garde tradition of the photo-novel, 
with André Breton’s Nadja (1928) as the most famous example. Another example, of 
somewhat older stock, might be Laurence Sterne’s Tristam Shandy (1759–1767).   
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novels fight against being relegated to the margin of our image-

dominated culture. More than that: print, such novels seem to assert, can 

successfully compete with digital media by appropriating their distinct 

feature, a braiding together of words and images” (Fjellestad, 2010: 20).  

Although posited in less antagonistic terms, N. Katherine Hayles has 

similarly noted how digital culture has left its mark upon the 

contemporary print novel in the form of an “increased visuality” (Hayles, 

2008: 43). She cites Mark Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000), 

Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005), 

and Salvador Plascencia’s The People of Paper (2005) as notable 

examples of this.  

In the case of DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels, the word-image 

relationship is equally central, functioning as a focal point through which 

they, in similar ways, implicitly address the relationship of the print novel 

to an image-dominated media ecology. More than simply interweaving 

words and images, however, I argue that a central feature of DeLillo’s and 

Beck-Nielsen’s fiction is the attempt to foreground the verbal modality of 

images as well as the visual modality of words. Neither simply employ 

images and words as part of their construction of narrative worlds, but 

attempt in various ways to overcome the distinction between them. 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels are of special interest in this respect 

because such strategies and formations are intimately linked to a host of 

social and political concerns. As such, they provide an opportunity to 

address the recent ‘rise’ of visuality within the genre of the print novel 

not merely as a response to new digital media but as the attempt through 

novelistic writing to engage in the act of cultural criticism and political 

intervention. In other words, the self-reflexivity evident in DeLillo’s and 

Beck-Nielsen’s novels (particularly as pertains to the verbal-visual 

dynamics) should be understood not as an abstraction of literature from 

its social and political contexts (i.e., as a form of self-indulgent meta-

aesthetics) but rather as a way of engaging with that very context. 

Indeed, the verbal-visual dynamics found in their novels is, first and 

foremost, an interrogation of the particular distributions of perception in 

contemporary media ecology and the formations of knowledge and 

identity dominant in the current social order.  

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels in various ways engage with and 

challenge the visual and the verbal as rhetorical or discursive categories, 

not just as part of an abstract meditation on the interpenetration of 
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literature and visual culture, but as part of what is ultimately a concern 

for the conditions of possibility that govern political and social 

engagement. DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels should be understood 

as political projects whose purpose it is to challenge contemporary 

hierarchies of knowledge and power by interrogating the conditions of 

possibility that govern human perception. Theirs is not an abstract meta-

aesthetics concerned only with itself, but rather a deeply political 

interrogation of contemporary processes of mediation and their 

ideological and political implications. They attempt not only to 

interrogate what can be seen and said in contemporary society, but also 

by what means and mediums such seeing and saying is either afforded or 

constrained. As such, their novels can be thought of as political 

interventions whose primary ambition is that of investigating the 

relationship between mediation and power. In doing so they implicitly 

address a wide variety of questions, particularly questions about how 

mediation affects our perception and understanding of reality itself: How 

does looking at the world through the lens of a camera or the screen of a 

computer affect our perception of reality? How does it affect the 

possibility of engaging politically with that reality? And what role can the 

medium of writing and the genre of the print novel play in relation to 

such processes? 

 

Imagetext and Scribal Scene 

Central to my analytical approach to the verbal-visual dynamics and its 

relation to such issues are W.J.T. Mitchell’s concepts of the imagetext 

and the scribal scene. The first concerns the medium of writing as a 

dismantling of “the possibility of a pure image or pure text” by insisting 

upon the medium of the written word in its physical and graphic form as 

“an inseparable suturing of the visual and the verbal” (Mitchell, 1994: 

95). The imagetext thus foregrounds the larger claim made by Mitchell 

that “‘word and image’ is simply the unsatisfactory name for an unstable 

dialectic that constantly shifts its location in representational practices, 

breaking both pictorial and discursive frames” (Mitchell, 1994: 83). In 

Mitchell’s view, neither language and vision nor words and images are 

mutually exclusive categories but rather cultural practices inter-

penetrated by each other in various intricate ways. The imagetext and its 

imbrication of the visual and the verbal is emblematic of this 

interrelation. 
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In a footnote to Picture Theory (1994), Mitchell establishes a 

notational way of differentiating between variations of the relationship 

between image and text. As mentioned above, the concept of imagetext 

refers to “composite, synthetic works (or concepts) that combine image 

and text” (Mitchell, 1994: 89). Image/text, with a slash, however, 

designates “a problematic gap, cleavage, or rupture in representation,” 

while image-text, with a hyphen, designates “relations of the visual and 

verbal” (Mitchell, 1994: 89). While this conceptual scheme provides a 

way of addressing the relationship of texts and images in particular 

instances and manifestations, I have chosen to focus on Mitchell’s 

concept of the imagetext because I am mostly concerned with how the 

novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen challenge historical and 

contemporary categorizations and hierarchies of words and images. To 

this end, the imagetext concept seems to be the most relevant one, 

although I will also make use of the other two in certain instances.  

There is little doubt that the concepts of image/text and image-text 

are serviceable in describing many of the instantiations of the verbal-

visual dynamics found in the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen. Such 

interactions, however, are always framed by a larger context of 

imagetextual strategies, which do not allow either image/textual or 

image-textual strategies to establish themselves in a stable or coherent 

manner. In other words, the insistent suturing of image and text that the 

imagetext concept designates seems always to dominate while 

image/texts and image-texts function more as figures and strategies of 

difference that play out and collapse within the larger centripetal force of 

the imagetext.  

Mitchell’s concept of the imagetext, then, is central to my goals. Yet, 

I do not necessarily apply it nor understand it strictly in accordance with 

the manner in which Mitchell presents it. Rather, my approach is to use 

an expanded concept of the imagetext, which is to say that I address not 

just actual imagetexts within the novels, i.e., instances in which words 

are synesthetically employed or framed as visual objects, but also what I 

call an imagetext discourse. By this, I refer to various narrative strategies 

through which the imbrication of the verbal and the visual is 

foregrounded so as to call attention to the novels themselves as visual 

(and multimodal) forms of mediation. In collapsing the visual and the 

verbal as distinct categories, the imagetext discourse thus calls attention 
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to the print novel as an imagetext, i.e., as a visual, material object in 

which various modalities are constantly engaging and interacting.  

What I call the imagetext discourse, then, encompasses two 

overlapping and highly interactive levels of verbal-visual imbrication, 

which is to say both formal and thematic strategies of imbrication. It 

refers not just to the visual properties of the written word, but also to a 

variety of narrative strategies that attempt to call attention to these 

properties in both subtle and at times aggressive ways.   

I do not conceive of the imagetext discourse, however, as an 

autonomous entity found within the novels. It is a conceptual construct 

and an analytical abstraction with which I intend to isolate a group of 

interrelated formal and thematic phenomena that I believe are central to 

understanding the novels and their articulation of the relations between 

politics, aesthetics and perception. Indeed, I will pay particular attention 

precisely to the difficulty of performing such an analytical isolation in 

light of the fact that the imagetext discourse is so incessantly penetrated 

by other modes and modalities than those of merely the verbal and the 

visual, as will soon become evident.   

If this is the case, however, one might ask why I do not use a 

different concept, which might better encompass these multiple 

perspectives and modalities. Why not use other concepts such as mixed 

media discourse or multimodal discourse? Might these not capture with 

greater precision the ways in which different modalities and media 

interact in these novels?  

While such conceptual approaches would also be serviceable, I have 

nonetheless chosen to use the concept of the imagetext discourse because 

I believe that the verbal-visual relationship to which it refers is the central 

focal point for the novels’ interrogation of the relation between politics, 

aesthetics, and perception. Focusing on the verbal-visual relationship (as 

opposed to a wider and more general discourse of multimodality) allows 

me to better address the ways in which these novels interrogate the 

question of what cultural role and political function the print novel can 

play in contemporary media ecology.  

Furthermore, my concept of the imagetext discourse is closely 

associated with Mitchell’s concept of the scribal scene because it is in 

such scenes that the imagetext discourse is most insistently manifested. 

Mitchell’s concept of the scribal scene thus underpins my own previously 

mentioned concepts of the scene of writing and the scene of looking, 
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which in simple terms refer to literary and graphic representations of 

writing and looking, and denotes a self-reflexive mode of engagement 

with such practices. In such scenes, these texts call attention not only to 

the interconnected practices of writing and looking but also to 

themselves as forms of writing and looking.  

Mitchell develops his concept of the scribal scene primarily in 

relation to William Blake’s illuminated books, and their representations 

of the act of writing as a political and even revolutionary practice 

(Mitchell, 1994: 130). Most importantly, Mitchell observes in Blake’s 

scribal scenes a distinction between the book and the scroll. “In the 

context of romantic textual ideology,” Mitchell argues, “the book is the 

symbol of modern rationalist writing and the cultural economy of 

mechanical reproduction, while the scroll is the emblem of ancient, 

revealed wisdom, imagination, and the cultural economy of handcrafted, 

individually expressive artifacts” (Mitchell, 1994: 132). Because of this, 

Mitchell argues that for Blake the book “represents writing as law” while 

the scroll “represents writing as prophecy” (Mitchell, 1994: 132). A split 

thus exists in Blake’s writings between book and scroll, which ultimately 

refers to a set of perceived differences between print culture and 

manuscript culture at the time. Mitchell argues that this division in 

Blake’s poetry takes the form of a set of relational oppositions: 
 
  Book   Scroll 
  Mechanical  Handcrafted 
  Reason   Energy, Imagination 
  Judgment   Forgiveness 
  Law   Prophecy 
  Modern   Ancient 
  Science   Art 
  Death   Life 
  Sleep   Wakefulness 
  Literal   Spiritual 
  Writing   Speech/Song 
 
    (Mitchell, 1994: 135) 
 

It would be wrong, however, to believe that Blake’s poetry simply 

reproduces such oppositions. Rather, Mitchell argues that Blake’s 

various works attempt to create a “synthetic text that would reconcile the 

claims of book and scroll” by creating a composite imagetext in which 

“the priority of word and image […] is strictly undecidable” (Mitchell, 

1994: 140, 142). Mitchell therefore claims that ultimately “[a]ny attempt 
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to characterize the typography or calligraphy of Blake’s illuminated 

books is frustrated by his subversion of the normal categories into which 

we sort texts” (Mitchell, 1994: 144). While playing upon the relational 

pair of book and scroll as emblems of the modern and the ancient, Blake’s 

composite works destabilize conventional distinctions between the two, 

and attempt to reconcile print culture and manuscript culture with each 

other.  

This reconciliation hinges upon a dismantling of the perceived 

differences between words and images, and the attempt at creating what 

Mitchell calls a “visible language”, which involves not just “pushing 

painting towards the ideogrammatic realm of writing” but also pushing 

“alphabetic writing toward the realm of pictorial values” (Mitchell, 1994: 

147). In doing so, Blake asks of us “to see his alphabetic forms with our 

senses, not just read through or past them to the signified speech or 

‘concept’ behind them, but to pause at the sensuous surface of 

calligraphic and typographic forms” (Mitchell, 1994: 147).  

Central to Mitchell’s analysis of Blake’s scribal scene is that it 

constitutes an imagetextual imbrication of the verbal and the visual 

implicitly tied to a wide range of ideological categories and narratives. 

Not only do the concepts of the scribal scene and the imagetext speak to 

a coalescence of the verbal and the visual but they also imply a deeper 

engagement with, and investigation of, the ideological underpinnings of 

such categories.  

In concentrating on what I call scenes of writing and scenes of 

looking in the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen, I hope to bring such 

perspectives into focus and thus demonstrate that the formal and 

thematic interaction of the verbal and visual is a central site of the 

articulation of what might be called the novels’ politics. 

A concrete example of such interactions of the verbal and visual 

within a larger ideological framework can be found in Don DeLillo’s 

breakthrough novel White Noise (1984). Protagonist Jack Gladney 

travels with his colleague, Murray, to a tourist attraction known as “The 

Most Photographed Barn in America”: 
 
We drove twenty-two miles into the country around Farmington. There were 
meadows and apple orchards. White fences trailed through the rolling fields. 
Soon the signs started appearing. THE MOST PHOTOGRAPHED BARN IN 
AMERICA. We counted five signs before we reached the site. There were forty 
cars and a tour bus in the makeshift lot. We walked along a cowpath to the 
slightly elevated spot set aside for viewing and photographing. All the people had 
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cameras; some had tripods, telephoto lenses, filter kits. A man in a booth sold 
postcards and slides—pictures of the barn taken from the elevated spot. We 
stood near a grove of trees and watched the photographers. Murray maintained 
a prolonged silence, occasionally scrawling some notes in a little book. (DeLillo, 
2002: 12) 

 

Not only do we here find explicit literary representations of both writing 

and looking but this scene also insistently weaves them together. “No one 

sees the barn”, Murray remarks. “Once you’ve seen the signs about the 

barn, it becomes impossible to see the barn. […] We’re not here to capture 

an image, we’re here to maintain one” (DeLillo, 2002: 12).  

Articulated here is the notion that words and images are inseparable 

at the level of lived experience insofar as language and writing condition 

visual experience. Such coalescence of writing and looking is also 

suggested at the formal level through the use of captioned letters. Not 

only are the visual properties of the physical words on the page 

foregrounded through typographic transformation but a coalescence of 

the narrative as a verbal expression and as visual form is created. Both 

on the page and in the narrative, then, words emerge as visual signs 

(quite literally so) whose visuality affects the narrative itself. Indeed, such 

modes of engagement with the visual modality of writing puts the 

traditional distinction between the narrative proper and the medium of 

the written word under pressure. If writing is presented as an inseparable 

part of visual experience in this scene, then, vison also becomes an 

inseparable part of writing. “We see only what the others see,” Murray 

continues. “The thousands who were here in the past, those who will 

come in the future. We’ve agreed to be part of a collective perception. This 

literally colors our vision. A religious experience in a way, like all 

tourism” (DeLillo, 2002: 12–13). While much scholarly attention has 

been directed towards this enigmatic scene, no one has yet noticed the 

way in which it insistently interweaves writing and looking within the 

context of both individual and collective perceptual experience.12 Vision, 

such as represented here, cannot escape language, just as language 

cannot escape vision. Both are interpenetrated as meaning emerges from 

their interaction. We might also note that this interaction is framed by 

                                                           
12 Previous analyses have often described the scene as paradigmatic of a Baudrillardian 
‘loss of the real’ and thus as a confirmation of DeLillo’s postmodern delectations. Others 
have related it to Walter Benjamin’s concept of aura. Among others, see Lentricchia (1991: 
195–197), Keesey (1993: 136–137), Tabbi (1995: 27), Osteen (2000: 169), Fitzpatrick 
(2006: 119–130) and Knight (2008: 31–32).   
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the larger context of capitalist consumerism, alluded to by the references 

to tourism and its commodification of perceptual experience. Not only 

does an imbrication of vision and writing emerge in this scene, but this 

imbrication is also situated within a particular ideological framework. 

Acts of looking and writing are thus framed as politically and 

ideologically charged cultural practices whose production of meaning 

cannot be separated from their historical and social context. It is such 

dynamics that my concept of the imagetext discourse as well as the 

conceptual framing devices of scenes of writing and looking are meant to 

unearth.  

  

Conceptual Framework 

Apart from loosely adapting Mitchell’s concepts of the imagetext and the 

scribal scene as analytical tools, I do not adhere, however, to any 

established theoretical or methodological tradition or set of rules. 

Although ultimately motivated by the goal of investigating the position 

and function of the print novel in contemporary media ecology, I have 

attempted as far as possible to let the texts lead the way, so to speak, in 

terms of the various theoretical and conceptual perspectives employed. 

Although such an approach might essentially be characterized as a trick 

of the mind (texts do not, after all, possess agency) it is, nonetheless, a 

useful trick, which serves, first and foremost, to minimize the risk of 

reducing texts to manifestations of a particular theory or concept. I have 

attempted, in other words, to let the texts determine the theory rather 

than letting the theory determine the texts. For this reason, the 

theoretical and conceptual framework here employed might best be 

characterized as somewhat eclectic, stretching across a wide range of 

research fields, from Comparative Literature and Visual Culture Studies 

to Media Studies and Intermedial Studies. It is, or should hopefully be, 

however, a calculated form of eclecticism, offering a matrix of inter-

connected concepts that allows us to gauge, through a multiplicity of 

perspectives, the various ways in which the texts address the complex 

relationship of the print novel to contemporary media ecology. I have not 

combined these fields or concepts in any strict systematic fashion, but 

have used them in the spirit of what might be called a kind of intuitive ad 

hoc process of cross-fertilization. This interdisciplinary approach is the 

result of the realization on my part that no single field, discipline or 
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conceptual framework would be able to provide the necessary analytical 

tools with which to productively investigate the complicated interplay of 

media and modalities found in DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels.13  

The specific concepts central to my analysis will be explained in 

further detail as we proceed. For the sake of clarity, however, I want here 

to address the overarching theoretical framework within which this 

dissertation operates. Most obviously and centrally, of course, is the field 

of Comparative Literature, not only because my objects of study are a 

selection of novels, but also because I employ a wide range of its 

analytical tools such as close-reading and a selection of concepts 

developed in the field of narratology. As such, this dissertation is situated 

quite firmly in the tradition of Comparative Literature. As stated, 

however, I have found it necessary to supplement the theoretical and 

methodological tools of Comparative Literature with a wider range of 

ideas and approaches from various other fields of study. 

 

Media Studies 

Apart from Comparative Literature, I draw extensively on the field of 

Media Studies. As should be clear by now, one idea in particular is at the 

heart of my analytical approach, namely the idea that, to some extent, 

there exists a close relationship between processes of mediation and 

human perception, consciousness, knowledge and identity. N. Katherine 

Hayles’ proposition that we think “through, with, and alongside media” 

is central to Media Studies in general, and has been articulated in similar 

terms by figures such as Walter J. Ong, Marshal McLuhan, Friedrich 

Kittler, Lev Manovich, and Mark B. Hansen (Hayles, 2012: 1).14 The 

general notion within Media Studies that media to some extent “broker 

the giving of space and time within which concrete experience becomes 

possible” is thus a governing feature of my analytical approach insofar as 

                                                           
13 I thus agree with Wolfgang Hallet, who has observed that to engage with multimodal 
literature in general requires the combination of different fields and disciplines. While I 
am not entirely persuaded by his view that there is a genre of the “multimodal novel”—
principally because all novels are multimodal to some extent—I do think his main point is 
valid. “In the light of the multimodal novel it becomes apparent that interdisciplinary 
collaboration is not an arbitrary act, for the specific contribution that particular modes and 
media make to the whole of the narrative can only be studied appropriately if concepts 
from various specialized disciplines are consulted and imported. […] The multimodal 
novel as a literary and cultural phenomenon cannot be grasped through traditional 
narratological and literary studies alone” (Hallet, 2009: 151).   
14 McLuhan (1962, 2001), Ong (1967, 2002), Kittler (1990), Manovich (2002) and Hansen 
(2006).  
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I investigate the relationship between perceptual experience and 

processes of mediation such as represented in DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s novels (Mitchell & Hansen, 2010: vii).  

Of particular importance in this regard is the question of 

determinism, which has been a central discussion within the field of 

Media Studies. In its most simple (and obviously somewhat reductive) 

terms, a divide exists between the Anglo-Saxon tradition of Media 

Studies usually termed Cultural Studies, in which it is assumed that 

culture determines media, and German Media Theory, which assumes 

that media determines culture. The latter variant of Media Studies is 

often associated with Friedrich Kittler’s (in)famous assertion that 

“[m]edia determine our situation” (Kittler, 1999: xxxix). I do not here 

wish to go into a detailed discussion about the issue of determinism in 

the context of Media Studies.15 However, I do want to point out that the 

discussion will be of importance for my engagement with DeLillo and 

Beck-Nielsen because I am interested in how their novels interrogate the 

question of determinism and the relationship between media and 

culture. In this dissertation, then, I do not subscribe to either the 

deterministic or indeterministic position, but attempt to use these 

positions as a framework with which to investigate the texts.   

Another important discussion in Media Studies relevant in this 

context is that of how to define the concept of media itself. In general, 

this debate is characterized by a divide between those who think of media 

primarily as technological artefacts or objects, and those whose emphasis 

lies more on the spatiotemporal contexts (historical, social and political) 

in which such artefacts and objects are situated and used.16 While the first 

define media in terms of the physical, material properties of the 

technological object, the second sees media more as a cultural process 

arising out of an interaction between object and social practice. In 

general, there exists an overlap between the question of determinism and 

that of how to define the media concept. While proponents of the 

tradition of German Media Theory in general place most emphasis upon 

technological artefacts and their various material and physical 

characteristics, Cultural Studies is more interested in the cultural context 

                                                           
15 For more on the division in Media Studies between the German and the Anglo-Saxon 
tradition as well as the question of determinism, see Gitelman (2006) and Parikka (2012). 
16 For more on the discussion of the media concept, see Gitelman (2006), Fornäs (2007) 
and Parikka (2012).   
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in which such objects and artefacts are situated and the various practices 

that govern their usage.17 Such generalizations, however, are not always 

exact, and the various differences and dichotomies that seemingly govern 

the field of Media Studies are often more of degree than of kind. In this 

dissertation, however, I have chosen to make use of the latter media 

concept, i.e., media understood as an amalgamation of technological 

artefact and cultural practice, because it provides me with an analytical 

lens through which to view the interaction of technology and social 

practice such as represented in the novels. By extension, it also allows me 

to investigate the ways in which questions of determinism are addressed 

through such interactions.  

 

Intermedial Studies 

My focus upon the characteristics of the interaction between the print 

novel and visual culture, as well as that of the modalities of the verbal and 

the visual within the novels themselves, further aligns this dissertation 

somewhat with the field of Intermedial Studies. In simple terms, 

Intermedial Studies focuses not only on the relationship between 

different media, such as film, painting, literature, music, advertising 

logos and comic strips, but also on the traces of different media and 

modes within seemingly homogenous media. That is to say that its object 

of study is the phenomenon of intermediality. Intermedial Studies 

emerged out of Interart Studies in the mid to late 1990s, and shares with 

it a common ancestor in the comparative tradition of the Sister Arts, 

going back to Horace’s famous ut pictura poesis dictum.18 However, 

whereas Interart Studies focuses primarily on traditional art forms, such 

as literature, painting and music, Intermedial Studies attempts to 

investigate a wider range of media, thereby challenging the traditional 

distinction between high and low art forms and, indeed, the concept of 

art itself (Bruhn, 2008: 24). A further distinction between Interart 

Studies and Intermedial Studies is the latter’s interest, not so much in the 

relationship between different media (although this remains a central 

analytical perspective) but, rather, in the traces of other media within 

media, based on the assumption that all media always contain traces of 

other media. As such, Intermedial Studies not only challenges any easy 

                                                           
17 Raymond William’s account of media as “material social practices” is an early example 
of the Cultural Studies’ approach to media. See Williams (1977). 
18 On the Sister Arts tradition, see Steiner (1982), Lagerroth (1993) and Louvel (2011).  
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distinctions between media, but also the traditional comparative 

methodologies with which such media have been approached (Bruhn, 

2008: 24–25).  

Whereas Interart Studies implicitly assumes that mediums such as 

literature and painting are essentially distinguishable from each other, 

and bases its comparative approach on this assumption, Intermedial 

Studies challenges this assumption, arguing that no essential line of 

division exists between media. The concept of a medium in the field of 

Intermedial Studies thus obviously differs from that of Interart Studies, 

and is generally thought of more as particular mixtures of a set of basic 

modalities than as distinct, separate entities.19  

W.J.T. Mitchell’s dictum that “all media are mixed media” is thus 

foundational to the field of Intermedial Studies, as it counters the hidden 

essentialism of the comparative tradition, focusing instead on the mixed 

characteristics of all media (Mitchell, 1994: 95). Elaborating upon his 

famous claim, Mitchell writes:  
 
[T]he very notion of a medium and of mediation already entails some mixture of 
sensory, perceptual, and semiotic elements. […] This conclusion does not lead, 
however, to the impossibility of distinguishing one medium from another. What 
it makes possible is a more precise differentiation of mixtures. If all media are 
mixed media, they are not all mixed in the same way, with the same proportions 
of elements. (Mitchell, 2007: 399) 
 

It is important, therefore, that while acknowledging the mixed 

characteristics of any particular medium, one does not overlook the 

particular specificities of that medium. The notion that all media are 

mixed should not lead to the mistaken conclusion that all media are 

therefore the same. Quite the contrary, the central point is to approach 

and describe the mixed characteristics of various media in specific terms. 

Although they might share the same basic modalities, media are different 

from one another precisely because these modalities are configured in 

different ways.  

By extension, Intermedial Studies also calls into question the sort of 

simplistic histories of media and media culture, to which I referred at the 

beginning of this dissertation, i.e., the narrative of being in the middle of 

a transition from print culture to digital culture, as if these constituted 

                                                           
19 A variety of such models of media modalities have been formulated, but no single model 
has yet to emerge as authoritative. For examples of such models of media modalities, see 
Arvidson (2007), Bruhn (2008) and Elleström (2010). 
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easily distinguishable categories or technological paradigms. “By calling 

into question any clear-cut discrimination between media forms,” as 

Joseph Tabbi and Michael Wutz point out in Reading Matters (1997), 

“intermediality as a means of inquiry usefully complicates progressivist 

histories, in which every ‘age’ is an ‘age of’ something: iron, orality, print, 

information […] and so on” (Tabbi & Wutz, 1997: 9). Instead, an 

intermedial approach “takes note of the frequently catalytic interaction 

and intertwining of media from different historical moments” (Tabbi & 

Wutz, 1997: 10).  

By adopting an intermedial approach to DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s novels, I hope to foreground not only the ways in which they 

address their own multimodality, this is, their mixed characteristics, but 

also to demonstrate the ways in which they help complicate simplistic 

narratives of a paradigmatic shift from print culture to digital culture. In 

their novels, such categories are not mutually exclusive but rather 

consistently interpenetrating and overarching—a dynamics of which the 

verbal-visual relationship is often metonymic. 

As noted, the interrogation of the specific physical, material 

properties and attributes of media is central to both the fields of Media 

Studies and Intermedial Studies. In general, the concept of materiality 

has become increasingly important to a variety of fields in recent decades, 

so much so, indeed, that the notion of a material turn within the 

humanities has become a commonplace.20 From Media Studies to 

Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies, the physical, material 

properties of media have become a central site of investigation. A 

foundational proposition underlying such investigations is that “media 

are not hollow conduits for the transmission of messages, but material 

supports of information whose materiality, precisely, ‘matters’ for the 

type of meanings that can be encoded” (Ryan, 2004: 1-2). N. Katherine 

Hayles has described this so-called material turn as a reaction against the 

general lack of interest in the material properties of media evident in 

semiotics and post-structuralism in general. She therefore argues that 

“after the linguistic turn has yielded so many important insights, it is time 

to turn again to a careful consideration of what differences the materiality 

                                                           
20 One example is Bennett (2010). For an analysis of the increasing focus upon materiality 
in literary studies, see Rippl (2004). Concerning materiality in literary representations, 
Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht & Ludwig Pfeiffer’s Materialities of Communication (1994) is a 
key work, as is Jerome J. McGann’s The Textual Condition (1991). See Gumbrecht (1994) 
and McGann (1991).     
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of the medium makes” (Hayles, 2004: 68). The idea that the linguistic 

turn entailed a repression of the material has also been put forward by 

Johanna Drucker, who argues that to Saussurean logocentrism the 

material is “so repugnant” that it “suffers an exile into inadmissibility”—

a reaction stemming from “a sense that materiality escapes control of 

logocentric discourse” (Drucker, 1996: 247). I do not here wish to 

comment further upon such debates, but simply note that the concept of 

materiality will feature prominently in the forthcoming analyses, 

particularly in relation to the various ways in which both DeLillo’s and 

Beck-Nielsen’s novels foreground the material properties of images and 

words as well as the print novel. As such, their novels articulate a clear 

connection between visuality and materiality, which will be of central 

concern. To the extent that I follow Hayles in thinking of materiality as 

“an emergent property created through dynamic interactions between 

physical characteristics and signifying strategies”, I intend to investigate 

the ways in which such interactions are articulated in DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s texts on both a thematic and formal level (Hayles, 2005: 3). 

 

Visual Culture Studies 

Last, but not least, comes the field of Visual Culture Studies, from which 

I have adopted a range of concepts, which will feature to various extents 

in my analyses. Central among these is, of course, the concept of visual 

culture itself. As with the concept of intermediality, it is difficult to 

pinpoint exactly what visual culture is in any specific or determinate way. 

Indeed, Marquard Smith notes that no general consensus exists as to 

what the term refers to and that it often depends on the specific problem 

addressed or enquiry undertaken (Smith, 2008: 3). As such, the concept 

of visual culture has been used at various times to designate not only 

historical periods and geographical locations but also the political and 

ideological underpinnings of image production, circulation and 

consummation as well as more broad theoretical and epistemological 

concerns regarding the practices of looking, seeing and viewing (Smith, 

2008: 3–4). I have attempted to use as broad and inclusive a notion of 

visual culture as possible, so as not to limit my investigation un-

necessarily. In a sense, all of the different definitions and descriptions 

offered by Smith therefore qualify. A broad concept of visual culture 

allows for the inclusion not only of traditional visual art objects, but also 
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other types of objects, practices and cultural manifestations of vision. An 

example of this might be architecture, which can be conceptualized not 

only as an object of vision but also a technology of vision, insofar as it in 

various ways shapes the way we engage in the act of looking by 

structuring space, guiding sightlines, and controlling the distribution of 

light. As argued by Beatriz Colomina in her analysis of the architecture of 

Le Corbusier, a house is not just a space in which to live but also “a device 

to see the world, a mechanism of viewing” (Colomina, 1994: 7).  

In simple terms, a broad concept of visual culture not only concerns 

so-called visual media, representations, technologies and events, but also 

discourses about vision, that is, the ways in which the process of sight has 

been understood and interpreted historically. Visual culture refers not 

only to images, pictures and to other kinds of visual representations and 

objects, but also to the act of looking in its broadest cultural sense. In the 

words of Hal Foster, we might say that visual culture concerns “how we 

see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how we see this seeing 

or the unseen therein” (Foster, 1988: ix). Visual culture, then, is the 

various cultural manifestations of vision. We might fruitfully distinguish 

between vision and visuality, the first designating sight as a “physical 

operation” and the second as a “social fact” (Foster, 1988: ix). Even while 

making such a distinction, however, we should keep in mind that “the 

two are not opposed as nature to culture: vision is social and historical 

too, and visuality involves the body and the psyche” (Foster, 1988: ix). 

The concept of visual culture thus implies that there is no getting ‘outside’ 

culture to investigate vision as ‘pure’ biological fact. We have no access to 

vision as such, only to visuality: the cultural and historical manifestations 

of vision. 

This general notion of visual culture is central to my analytical 

approach and the way in which I engage with the various representations 

of vision and visual experience in the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen. 

More specifically, a group, or family of concepts, from the field of Visual 

Culture Studies features prominently in forthcoming analyses. For the 

sake of clarity, I want to present a brief outline of the concepts here. It 

should be noted that this outline (as well as later conceptual elaborations 

and refinements) is offered not so much in the spirit of classification as 

in that of exploration. That is to say, I offer no answer to the question of 

what the various concepts are, signify or entail, in any absolute historical 

or empirical sense, but attempt to explain how they are to be understood 
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in the specific context of this particular dissertation. They are primarily 

heuristic tools, in other words, and not absolute categories. 

I should also add that, although I employ a range of concepts from 

the field of Visual Culture Studies, my approach here is not based on the 

idea that there exists such a thing as ‘pure’ vision or ‘pure’ visuality except 

as useful analytical and conceptual abstractions.21 As mentioned in my 

remarks on Intermedial Studies above, I here subscribe to a multimodal 

media concept such as articulated by Mitchell and others, and thus to the 

notion that all media are mixed media. Even while acknowledging that 

all media are mixed media, however, the various concepts here drawn 

from Visual Culture Studies nonetheless work as analytical focal points 

with which to address DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels. Although my 

concept of the imagetext discourse does privilege the interaction of the 

verbal and the visual on an analytical level, as mentioned previously, it is 

meant also to demonstrate the ways in which this discourse is 

interpenetrated by other modalities. As such, the concept serves as a tool 

or a framing device with which to navigate the complicated waters of 

intermedial analysis.   

 

Ocularcentrism & Anti-Ocularcentrism 

First, and most central, are the intertwined concepts of ocularcentrism 

and anti-ocularcentrism. Ocularcentrism refers to the general 

idealization of vision as a sense of truth and knowledge throughout large 

parts of Western history. Anti-ocularcentrism, in turn, refers to the 

emerging critique of this idealization roughly since the early nineteenth 

century. The dialectic of ocularcentrism and anti-ocularcentrism, 

                                                           
21 W.J.T. Mitchell has remarked upon the risk of ‘essentializing’ vision within Visual 
Culture Studies, i.e., reproducing the erroneous assumption that there exists such a thing 
as purely visual media or purely visual experience. In the essay “There Are No Visual 
Media” he writes: “‘Visual media’ is a colloquial expression used to designate things like 
TV, movies, photography, painting, and so on. But it is highly inexact and misleading. All 
the so-called visual media turn out, on closer inspection, to involve the other senses 
(especially touch and hearing). All media are, from the standpoint of sensory modality, 
‘mixed media’” (Mitchell, 2007: 395). He similarly makes the point that perceptual 
experience as such is always ‘mixed’ and that no such thing as ‘pure vision’ exists: “Natural 
vision itself is a braiding and nesting of the optical and the tactile. […] There are no purely 
visual media because there is no such thing as pure visual perception in the first place” 
(Mitchell, 2007: 402–403). Mitchell has also written of these issues elsewhere. See 
Mitchell (2002, 2003). Efforts have been made within the field of Visual Culture Studies 
to both address and remedy this issue by more explicitly adopting and employing a 
multimodal concept of visuality. See Edwards & Bhaumik (2008). On this topic, also see 
Jørgensen (2012).    
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moreover, is a noticeable feature of much modern thought in general. 

Central studies concerning these terms are Jonathan Crary’s Techniques 

of the Observer. On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century 

(1990) and Martin Jay’s Downcast Eyes. The Denigration of Vision in 

Twentieth-Century French Thought (1993), which both in various ways 

trace the history of ocularcentrism as well as the emergence of anti-

ocularcentrism.  

In Techniques of the Observer, Crary associates ocularcentrism with 

the medium of the camera obscura, arguing that it was not merely an 

optical device but also came to function as the model by which the 

operations of vision and the act of observing were conceptualized, 

theorized and understood in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.22 

Crary argues that from the early Renaissance and onwards “the structural 

and optical principles of the camera obscura coalesced into a dominant 

paradigm through which was described the status and possibilities of an 

observer” (Crary, 1990: 27). Central to this camera obscura model of 

vision was that it entailed a particular configuration of the human subject 

and its relation to the world. It designated an isolated and autonomous 

subject foundationally separate from the observed world as well as from 

the physical body in which it was situated. Underpinned by a noticeable 

“metaphysic of interiority”, the camera obscura model thus came to 

define “a free sovereign individual and a privatized subject” (Crary, 1990: 

39). It also separated the act of seeing from the physical body of the 

observer and thus served to “decorporealize vision” (Crary, 1990: 39). 

What characterized the camera obscura model of vision, then, was a strict 

rationalization of the visual field along with an unequivocal distinction 

between exterior and interior, subject and object, as well as the total 

disengagement of vision from the body.  

However dominant the camera obscura model became in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Crary’s central contention is that 

the nineteenth century saw the increased marginalization, and, finally, 

the collapse of the camera obscura model of vision—a collapse caused by 

the emergence of new models of subjective vision. Crary locates the 

emergence of subjective vision in a variety of historical sources such as 

philosophical, literary, artistic, scientific and technological. Among them 

                                                           
22 For the sake of clarity, I should note that Crary does not himself explicitly use the concept 
of ocularcentrism. There is little doubt, however, that what he describes is essentially the 
history of ocularcentrism and the emergence of anti-ocularcentrism.   
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are Immanuel Kant’s ‘Copernican revolution’ in Critique of Pure Reason 

(1787), the studies in the physiology of vision by Maine de Biran in the 

early 1800s, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s theories of color and vision 

in Farbenlehrer (1810) and Arthur Schopenhauer’s response to Goethe’s 

text in Über das Sehen und die Farben (1815). Whereas the camera 

obscura model propagated a strict distinction between subject and object 

along with an equally unequivocal separation of vision from the body, 

subjective models of vision dismantled such oppositions, insisting, 

rather, on the inherent intermingling of subject and object in embodied 

visual experience. The visual field thus presented itself not as a coherent 

and ordered totality presided over by a rational observer, but as a 

fragmented and disjointed mesh of input over which the embodied, 

subjective observer had no control. “The corporeal subjectivity of the 

observer, which was a priori excluded from the concept of the camera 

obscura, suddenly becomes the site on which an observer is possible” 

(Crary, 1990: 69). 

Martin Jay’s Downcast Eyes traces a narrative similar to that of 

Crary’s. From the Renaissance and on to the eighteenth century 

Enlightenment, Jay argues, vision was to great extent conceived of as the 

primary sense of humanity, endowed with a privileged association to 

truth and beauty. This idealization not only mirrored the ocularcentrism 

of ancient Greek philosophy but was in many ways also a radicalization 

of it. Central to its formation was the coalescence of Rene Descartes’ 

rationalist philosophy with the re-emergence of Albertinian perspective. 

Along with Descartes’ philosophy, the theory of perspective came to form 

the foundation for the dominating conception of vision and the act of 

observation throughout both the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. 

Cartesian perspectivalism (as Jay names it) thus became the dominating 

scopic regime of modernity.23 The causes of this are too complex to be 

traced in their entirety here, but the process was generally “prepared by 

a constellation of social, political, aesthetic, and technical innovations in 

the early modern era” through which there emerged an increasing 

                                                           
23 Dominant, although not hegemonic. Jay traces, for instance, the existence of a baroque 
ocular regime as a counterpart to Cartesian perspectivalism in that period. See Jay (1988, 
1993: 45–49). I should note, further, that there is a slight conceptual discrepancy between 
Crary’s and Jay’s use of the term “modernity”. While in Crary’s study, modernity refers 
roughly to the period 1800-1900, Jay instead conceives of modernity as beginning with the 
Renaissance. However, he divides it into two periods, namely “early modernity” and “late 
modernity”, the first of which covers roughly 1500 to 1800 while the latter covers 1800 to 
1950. For the sake of clarity, I will be using the same terms as Jay in forthcoming chapters. 
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rationalization of sight (Jay, 1993: 49). Jay’s concept of Cartesian 

perspectivalism corresponds quite precisely to Crary’s concept of the 

camera obscura model of vision. Just as that particular model, Cartesian 

perspectivalism also features a strict rationalization of the visual field and 

the delimitation of an active, observing subject from a passive, observed 

object.24  

As with Crary’s study, a central feature of Jay’s is the increased 

destabilization and disintegration of Cartesian perspectivalism through-

out the nineteenth century as well as its eventual collapse in the 

twentieth. This narrative generally mirrors Crary’s narrative of the 

destabilization of the camera obscura model of vision in the same period. 

Crary and Jay thus describe how ocularcentrism was increasingly 

challenged during the course of the nineteenth century by the emergence 

of new modes and practices of vision as well as an increased skepticism 

towards the central epistemological and philosophical tenets of the 

ocularcentric tradition.  

I do not here have the opportunity to trace in further detail the 

complicated histories of ocularcentrism and anti-ocularcentrism. What 

is central to my current purposes is the interaction of these two 

discourses in the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen as well as the 

relation of this interaction to their interrogation of the print novel’s 

relation to contemporary media ecology and the various distributions of 

perception and formations of knowledge and power associated with it. Of 

particular interest will also be the ways in which the dialectic of ocular-

centrism and anti-ocularcentrism replays itself in the context of the so-

called digital revolution. As Tim Lenoir points out, concerning the 

intertwined notions of ocularcentrism and disembodiment, “metaphors 

of vision and light have always been coupled with notions of abstraction 

and immateriality, but in an era saturated with computer-generated 

imaging modalities the theme of disembodiment [has] taken on radical 

new dimensions” (Hansen, 2006: xiii). Whether or not this is true in a 

strictly historical sense, I believe that DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels 

                                                           
24 Indeed, Jay frequently refers to the camera obscura as being emblematic of Cartesian 
perspectivalism, emphasizing the “tacit continuation of an ocularcentric bias during the 
siècle des lumiéres” and maintaining that “Descartes and the philosophes influenced by 
Locke remained beholden to a concept of the mind as a camera obscura.” According to Jay, 
the philosophers of the Enlightenment generally maintained a “faith in the linkage 
between lucidity and rationality” for which the camera obscura came to function as a model 
(Jay, 1993: 85). 
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engage the discourses of ocularcentrism and anti-ocularcentrism in the 

context of such new dimensions, meaning that their novels address the 

ways in which the discourses of ocularcentrism and anti-ocularcentrism 

play out in the digital register.  

It is also central that, although the discourse of ocularcentrism in 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels is implicitly linked to notions of 

disembodiment, abstraction and immateriality, an alternative multi-

modal model of perception simultaneously emerges, which is linked to 

embodiment and materiality, i.e., the material intermingling of subject, 

body and environment.25 As such, the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen 

call attention to vision and perception as embodied practices unfolding 

in the material cross-spaces between mind, body and environment. They 

do so most insistently through the imagetext discourse found in scenes 

of writing and looking and, as such, the imagetext discourse to some 

degree also constitutes a discourse of embodiment and materiality.  

In general, then, the concepts of ocularcentrism and anti-

ocularcentrism will be used to demonstrate the ways in which DeLillo’s 

and Beck-Nielsen’s novels implicitly interrogate these traditions, 

particularly so the ways in which they challenge the epistemological 

underpinnings, social manifestations and political implications of 

ocularcentrism. A central site in which this strategy manifests itself are 

in the various scenes of writing and looking in which the emergence of an 

alternative perceptual model challenges the disembodiment of per-

ception and the notions of abstraction associated with ocularcentrism.  

As such, both the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen are associated 

not only with the anti-ocular discourse of much twentieth century 

thought and philosophy, but also with the general attack upon Cartesian 

vision found in many twentieth century novels of both modernist and 

postmodernist bent.26 Theirs, however, is articulated within a different 

social, historical, technological and political context, and relates not only 

to the onset of the digital revolution but also to the ideologically charged 

context of the Cold War and the so-called “War on Terror” initiated by 

                                                           
25 For the sake of clarity, it should be mentioned that the debate about disembodiment and 
embodiment does not belong solely to the field of Visual Culture Studies, but has also been 
of central concern in Media Studies. Mark B. Hansen’s Embodying Technesis. Technology 
Beyond Writing (2000) and New Philosophy for New Media (2004) are central examples. 
See Hansen (2000, 2006).  
26 Among others, see Cohen (1998), Jacobs (2001), Danius (2002) and Urano (2010). 
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the U.S. government following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 

2001.  

 

The Gaze & the Glance 

Closely associated with the tradition of ocularcentrism is the concept of 

the gaze—the former often subsuming the latter. The gaze in general is a 

ubiquitous term, first brought to prominence by Jacques Lacan as part of 

his theory of psychoanalysis and later permeating a wide range of 

theoretical fields, such as Feminism and Post-colonial Studies, where 

various readings of Lacan’s concept generally permutated into describing 

an ideologically charged mode of looking. Concepts such as the male gaze 

and the post-colonial gaze are examples of this.27 More generally, 

however, the concept of the gaze refers to what in Visual Culture Studies 

is often considered the dominant mode of vision throughout the majority 

of Western history. As such, the concept refers to a mode of vision 

strongly associated with the tradition of ocularcentrism, particularly so 

in its modern variant, and denotes a disembodied, rational observer 

engaged in the act of rationalizing and thereby controlling the visual field 

and establishing (apparently) objective knowledge of the world through 

such procedures. The concept of the gaze thus entails not only a 

particular mastering of the visual field, but also a particular notion of a 

rational and autonomous subject intrinsically separate from the very 

field it masters.28 It thus entails a strict subject-object dualism—a 

dualism at the center not only of the concept of the gaze but of the 

tradition of ocularcentrism as such. Often associated with Cartesian 

philosophy, this subject is generally referred to as the Cartesian 

spectator in Visual Culture Studies. This supposedly autonomous, 

rational and disembodied spectator is strongly associated with the 

concept of the gaze, as he gains power over the visual field by subjecting 

it to various procedures of rationalization. Edward S. Casey has 

associated the gaze with the procedures of contemplating, scrutinizing, 

scanning, staring and glaring (Casey, 2007: 133–134). Norman Bryson 

proposed a central outline to the rationalizing procedures of the concept 

of the gaze. In his study of the history of perspective, Vision and Painting. 

                                                           
27 On the male gaze, see Mulvey (1975). On the post-colonial gaze, see Beardsell (2000). 
28 For a general outline of the concepts of the gaze and the glance, see Bryson (1983) and 
Craig (2012). 
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The Logic of the Gaze (1983), he aligns the concept of the gaze with the 

various procedures of perspective painting and the rationalization of the 

visual field intrinsic to it.  

Opposed to the concept of the gaze is the concept of the glance. It 

denotes an alternative model of vision operating in fundamentally 

opposite ways as well as entailing a diametrically opposite model of 

spectatorship. While the gaze has been dominant throughout much of 

Western history, however, the glance has been marginalized, and much 

contemporary anti-ocularcentric cultural theory can be seen as attempts 

to reestablish the concept of the glance as a viable model of vision.29  

Without going further into such debates, I merely acknowledge their 

relevance to coming chapters in which the oppositional structure of the 

gaze and the glance will feature to various extents. However, I do not wish 

to read the various novels reductively as simple reiterations or 

manifestations of either the gaze or the glance. Instead, I will investigate 

the text’s own configurations of vision and use the concepts of the gaze 

and the glance as sounding boards against which to contrast these 

configurations. My analytical application of the concepts of the gaze and 

the glance will thus be part of the larger investigation of the ways in which 

the novels address the intertwined discourses of ocularcentrism and anti-

ocularcentrism. 

 

Looking & Seeing 

Closely related to the concepts of the gaze and the glance are the more 

commonly used terms looking and seeing. In common parlance, looking 

often implies activity while seeing implies passivity. In other words, 

looking implies agency and seeing implies automatism and reflex. 

Looking is something we actively do (searching, peering, focusing) while 

seeing is the opposite, a kind of habitual, automatic relation to the visual 

field where the world simply flows by. Conceptually, then, looking is 

                                                           
29 An exception to this is Jonathan Crary, who has argued for a reversal of the common 
Visual Culture Studies’ view of the gaze as negative and the glance as positive. He notes, 
instead, that the glance characterizes a lack of conscious perception, a will to overlook, to 
disengage from the visual field, while the gaze, in contrast, can function as a critical mode 
of engagement with the visual field, attempting to penetrate habitual and unconscious 
modes and structures of seeing. See Crary (2001). Although not especially concerned with 
the terminology found in Visual Culture Studies nor with the specific concepts of ‘gaze’ and 
‘glance’, Jacques Rancière has expressed a similar point in The Emancipated Spectator 
(2009), in which a discerning, critical and selective mode of looking is established as the 
basis of possible social and political emancipation. 
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associated with the gaze while seeing is associated with the glance. In 

Visual Culture Studies, however, this dichotomy has been the object of 

extensive criticism, with Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of the Observer 

(1990) and Suspensions of Perception (1999) as well as Martin Jay’s 

Downcast Eyes (1993) serving as key examples. These texts in various 

ways trace the way in which the dichotomy of a consciously engaged and 

rationally founded act of vision as opposed to that of an unconscious, 

irrational reflex of vision, has been largely dissolved throughout the 

history of modernity. The separation of a rational observer who 

consciously engages with the visual field from an irrational observer who 

unconsciously lets it flow by is largely a philosophical illusion and 

political construct. Although I do retain the distinction for the sake of 

analytical simplicity and clarity in certain cases, it should be clear that 

any formal distinction between looking and seeing is not clear-cut. The 

way in which the novels interrogate the distinction itself will therefore be 

of concern in forthcoming chapters. 

 

Images & Pictures 

While often used interchangeably in common parlance, and indeed in 

much academic writing, a distinction is here made between images and 

pictures, which, while not of central importance to my analysis, will 

hopefully help to avoid any conceptual or analytical confusion. In 

Iconology (1986), W.J.T. Mitchell uses the concept of images as an 

umbrella term capable of referring to at least five different categories of 

phenomena, which have established themselves in different institutional 

discourses of knowledge (Mitchell, 1986: 10). Graphic images refer to 

pictures, statues and designs. Optical images refer to things like mirrors 

and projections. Perceptual images refer to sense data and appearance, 

occupying a border region between the physiological and psychological. 

Mental images refer to dreams, memories, ideas and fantasy. Verbal 

images, finally, refer to metaphors and descriptions.30 For Mitchell these 

categories constitute a family of images whose various members are both 

different from one another but also capable of overlapping. It follows 

from this model that while the concept of image is capable of referring to 

                                                           
30 One might question the precision of Mitchell’s conceptual scheme in this respect. Would 
it not be more precise to replace the concepts of metaphor and description with the more 
general concept of figurative language, within which metaphor and description would be 
two among several other literary strategies such as figures and tropes? 
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a wide range of phenomena, the concept of picture is somewhat more 

narrowly definable as a physical or material object or artefact, such as a 

painting or a photograph. In Picture Theory (1994), Mitchell further 

distinguishes images from pictures by describing the latter as “the 

concrete, representational objects in which images appear” (Mitchell, 

1994: 4). I follow Mitchell in making this basic distinction, all the while 

recognizing that there are instances in the forthcoming analyses when the 

distinction itself will come under pressure, as I investigate the various 

ways in which the novels create, transform and describe images and 

pictures.  

 

Distribution of Perception 

Leaving the field of Visual Culture Studies aside for now, I also want to 

elaborate upon a turn of phrase heavily featured in forthcoming pages 

and already used to some extent in the pages above, namely the 

distribution of perception. It is a phrase, which I have coined through the 

perhaps somewhat haphazard combination of Marshal McLuhan’s 

concept of the ratio of the senses and French philosopher Jacques 

Rancière’s concept of the distribution of the sensible. McLuhan’s concept 

generally refers to the ways in which different media produce or facilitate 

different configurations of the human sensorium insofar as they 

emphasize some senses while marginalizing or even negating others. It is 

a term generally central to the field of Media Studies and its concern with 

how different material and technological contexts affect human 

perception and experience, i.e., the way in which media affect mind. As 

such, I here refer to McLuhan’s famous term as a sort of metonymy for 

the field of Media Studies and its focus upon processes of mediation and 

their relation to perceptual experience.   

Rancière’s concept of ‘the distribution of the sensible’ (‘le partage 

du sensible’) in a similar fashion concerns the processes that shape and 

condition perceptual experience and, consequently, social and political 

activity.31 More generally, it refers to what can be seen and said in a given 

societal order as well as how such seeing and saying is rendered 

meaningful to begin with. Rancière’s concept is thus directly related to a 

                                                           
31 As W.J.T. Mitchell points out, Rancière’s and McLuhan’s concepts essentially concern 
the same problem, namely the relation of the various human senses to one another and the 
role of art and technology in relation thereto. See Mitchell (2015: 7). 
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highly contested social field in which hierarchies of difference establish 

unjust inequalities between individuals and groups. In The Politics of 

Aesthetics (2004), Rancière defines the concept:  
 

I call the distribution of the sensible the system of self-evident facts of sense 
perception that simultaneously discloses the existence of something in common 
and the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within it. A 
distribution of the sensible therefore establishes at one and the same time 
something common that is shared and exclusive parts. This apportionment of 
parts and positions is based on a distribution of spaces, times, and forms of 
activity that determines the very manner in which something in common lends 
itself to participation and in what way various individuals have a part in this 
distribution. (Rancière, 2004: 12) 

 

In essence, then, Rancière’s concept concerns the conditions and 

possibilities of perceptual experience as the foundation of social space. 

As implied by the multiple connotations of the French partage (which 

can mean ‘division’, ‘partition’ as well as ‘share’), Rancière’s concept 

concerns not just individual perceptual experience but, more 

importantly, collective or communal experience.32 It is an inherently 

social act, which “refers at once to the conditions for sharing that 

establish the contours of a collectivity (i.e. ‘partager’ as sharing) and to 

the sources of disruption or dissensus of that same order (i.e. ‘partager’ 

as separating)” (Panagia, 2010: 95). Perception, importantly, is at the 

center of this oscillation between sharing and separating dynamics 

within the social order. Jean-Philippe Deranty notes:   
 
[T]he central question for Rancière concerns the ways in which the thoughts, 
voices and actions of the dominated are made invisible and inaudible in the 
hierarchy of activities underpinning social orders. At the root of inequality 
therefore is a problem of perception, of “aesthesis”, in classical philosophical 
terms: the question of social domination can be rephrased in terms of which 
activities, and whose activities, can literally be seen and heard. (Deranty, 2010: 
11) 

 

A distribution of the sensible is, in other words, the system that 

“establishes the very boundaries and possibilities of sense perception 

itself and, by doing so, determines who and what can take part within it” 

                                                           
32 Noting the “multiple resonances” of Rancière’s concept, Davide Panagia writes that “at 
one level, […] a partage du sensible refers to a sharing in the manner in which one might 
impart a piece of knowledge, an experience, or a morsel of food to someone else. The 
French verb ‘partager’ further signifies an act of giving, of making something that is not 
common, common to all. In this respect a partage is a principle of aggregation that 
configures the forms of participation in a political community” (Panagia, 2010: 96). 
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(Fisher, 2013: 164). With his concept, then, Rancière insistently positions 

perception as the ground of politics.  

In order to understand Rancière’s concept of the distribution of the 

sensible more thoroughly, however, it is necessary to take a closer look at 

the two concepts that it insistently links together: politics and aesthetics. 

And to understand how Rancière allows this link to establish itself, we 

must take a further look at his re-working of the traditional, everyday 

understanding of both of these terms.  

It has often been remarked that Rancière’s work can be difficult to 

understand. There are several reasons for this.33 Here, however, the 

primary concern is his insistent defiance not just of traditional 

distinctions between the fields of philosophy, politics, arts and aesthetics 

but his particular mode of engagement with their various terminologies 

and discursive traditions.  

Rather than either conforming to or radically rejecting existing 

modes of discourse, Rancière instead works within them, slightly 

altering, displacing, re-working and redefining the language we other-

wise think we know.34 His writings on politics, aesthetics and their 

relation to each other are a very telling example. 

When Rancière writes about politics, it is not politics such as we 

normally understand it, i.e., everyday institutional interest-group 

politics. For such politics, Rancière instead uses the term ‘police’. While 

this might seem a bit odd, perhaps particularly in an Anglo-American 

context, his purpose here is to foundationally recast our understanding 

of everyday politics by calling attention to how such practices function as 

a form of ‘policing’ meant to maintain the existing social order and keep 

its power hierarchy in place.  

Politics proper, in Rancière’s view, is something quite different from 

this sort of ‘policing’. Instead, it concerns those moments in which the 

existing ‘police order’ is called into question. Politics such as we normally 

understand it is thus renamed ‘police’ while Rancière reserves the term 

                                                           
33 For more on the difficulties of reading Rancière, see the introductory chapters in Davis 
(2010) and Deranty (2010).  
34 As Samuel A. Chambers notes, Rancière “starts with phenomena and ideas that his 
readers already have a clear sense of, those they can easily name. He then swiftly renames 
these phenomena” (Chambers, 2010: 58).  
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‘politics’ to refer to events which destabilize and potentially recast the 

existing societal ‘police order’.35  

Rancière’s point here is, of course, both polemical and political. 

Renaming what we normally think of as politics in everyday life as ‘police’ 

serves to underscore that it is rarely (if ever) about articulating 

democratic, egalitarian transformations of society, but rather about 

maintaining the status quo of the reigning social order. Rancière thus 

forces the reader to think of everyday institutional interest-group politics 

as a form of ‘policing’ implicitly meant to maintain existing hierarchies of 

inequality and social domination. 

Understood in this manner, we see that in Rancière’s terms, the 

‘police order’ in any given society is also a particular distribution of the 

sensible, insofar as it designates the existing possibilities of saying and 

seeing. “[T]he police order must be understood as one particular 

‘distribution/partition of the sensible’—a way of determining the order of 

appearance, of what can be apprehended by the senses” (Chambers, 

2010: 63). Politics proper, then, emerges in those moments when a 

reconfiguration of the reigning distribution of the sensible is made 

possible if not actual. As Rancière argues: “Politics is an activity of 

reconfiguration of that which is given to the sensible” (Rancière, 2000: 

115).  

Centrally, politics proper is thus constituted as a foundationally 

perceptual event insofar as it refers to a possible recasting of the given 

order of what can be seen, said, and experienced as meaningful in a given 

society. For Rancière, true political activity “makes visible what had no 

business being seen, and makes heard a discourse where once there was 

only place for noise” (Rancière, 1999: 30). Accordingly, David Panagia 

argues, politics such as conceptualized within the framework of 

Rancière’s notion of the distribution of the sensible becomes “an event of 

appearance” which has the capacity to “disrupt conventional forms of 

looking, of hearing, of perceiving” (Panagia, 2010: 103). Or in Rancière’s 

own words: “Politics revolves around what is seen and what can be said 

                                                           
35 Although using a different terminology, it should be noted that Rancière’s distinction 
between ‘police’ and ‘politics’ is reminiscent of a distinction often made in contemporary 
political theory between ‘politics’ and ‘the political’. While the first refers generally to 
traditional institutional politics, the second refers more broadly to a wider field of non-
institutional actions, agents, and processes, including those of artists and art. For more, 
see Mouffe (2005) and Bedorf & Röttgers (2010). What Rancière adds to this distinction, 
however, is an attention to the role of perception in shaping the boundaries and 
possibilities of both ‘politics’ and ‘the political’.    
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about it, around who has the ability to see and the talent to speak, around 

the properties of spaces and the possibilities of time” (Rancière, 2004: 

13).   

Regarding the concept of the aesthetic, Rancière performs a less 

radical recasting. Indeed, he does not so much recast the term as he 

returns it to its original meaning and usage. He does so by removing it 

from the tradition of the philosophy of art and returning it to the antique 

Greek tradition of aisthesis (“to perceive”) meaning perception and 

sensation. Rancière’s concept of the aesthetic thus concerns what is 

presentable to the senses and to experience in general:  
 
[A]esthetics can be understood in a Kantian sense—re-examined perhaps by 
Foucault—as the system of a priori forms determining what presents itself to 
sense experience. It is a delimitation of spaces and times, of the visible and the 
invisible, of speech and noise, that simultaneously determines the place and the 
stakes of politics as a form of experience. (Rancière, 2004: 13)   
 

It is this insistence on the aesthetic as a foundationally perceptual 

experience which allows its merging with politics within the framework 

of the concept of the distribution of the sensible. Because aesthetic 

experience concerns perception, it constitutes a politics insofar as it 

reconfigures existing distributions of the sensible, i.e., challenges the 

existing ‘police order’ by making visible what was previously invisible and 

giving voice to those who were previously silent or whose speech was 

rendered meaningless. For Rancière, aesthetic practice therefore also 

constitutes a form of politics insofar as both are conceived of as 

foundationally perceptual experiences, i.e., breaks and ruptures within 

the existing distribution of the sensible (Rancière, 2010: 139). At the level 

of perception, then, aesthetics is politics just as politics is aesthetics. 

As such, Rancière’s concept imbues artistic practice with the 

potential of articulating truly subversive challenges to existing 

distributions of the sensible insofar as it is able to break with and 

reconfigure such distributions by making seen and heard what was 

previously invisible and silent.36 Artistic practice is thus also political 

practice insofar as it can operate through the creation of what Rancière 

calls dissensus, by which he refers to the reconfiguration of “the 

                                                           
36 As Anders Skare Malvik points out, Rancière’s concept of the distribution of the sensible 
thus breaks with the more pessimistic diagnoses of the possibility of critical agency in 
contemporary society such as those found in the works as Horkheimer & Adorno, Guy 
Debord, Louis Althusser and Roland Barthes. See Malvik (2011). 
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landscape of what can be seen and what can be thought” so as to “alter 

the field of the possible and the distribution of capacities and 

incapacities” (Rancière, 2009: 49). It is with the potential to do so, i.e., 

challenge existing distributions of the sensible through dissensus, that 

Rancière imbues art. In doing so, he also challenges traditional notions 

of the separation of art from life and politics, i.e., the idea that art is 

somehow antithetical to ‘reality’:  
 
There is no ‘real world’ that functions as the outside of art. Instead, there is a 
multiplicity of folds in the sensory fabric of the common, folds in which outside 
and inside take on a multiplicity of shifting forms, in which the topography of 
what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’ are continually criss-crossed and displaced by the 
aesthetics of politics and the politics of aesthetics. There is no ‘real world’. 
Instead, there are definite configurations of what is given as our real, as the 
object of our perceptions and the field of our interventions. (Rancière, 2010: 
148) 

 

It is at the level of perceptual experience, then, that artistic practice can 

function as an intervention into the conditions of possibility governing 

the distribution of the sensible and thus become a form of politics. By 

engaging with the conditions of possibility of perceptual experience and 

reshaping the distribution of the sensible, art (potentially) ruptures 

existing ways of seeing, saying and doing, and makes possible the 

formation of alternative forms of being. Rancière’s concept of dissensus 

thus refers to a critical mode of aesthetic and political intervention, which 

challenges dominant hierarchies of seeing and saying and the social 

orders they implicitly underpin. Art and literature thus become political 

acts insofar as they either affirm or reconfigure the existing field of 

sensory experience.  

My concept of the distribution of perception is thus meant to 

combine two analytical approaches. On one hand, McLuhan’s concept of 

the ratio of the senses and the focus upon the mind-media dialectic it has 

engendered in the field of Media Studies, and, on the other, Rancière’s 

concept of the distribution of the sensible and its linking of aesthetics and 

politics as perceptual events. In doing so, my concept addresses not only 

existing orders of the seeable and the sayable, but also the affirmative 

and/or disruptive role that media, technology and art can play in relation 

to such orders. My concept of the distribution of perception, then, is 

meant to fuse (in a manner of speaking) Rancière’s view of politics and 

aesthetics as perceptual events with a Media Studies attention to the ways 

in which media and technology condition and affect perceptual 
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experience. What I really want to accomplish with my notion of the 

distribution of perception, then, is to approach the intermingling of 

aesthetics, politics and perception established via Rancière’s ‘distri-

bution of the sensible’ with a Media Studies attention to the mind-media 

dialectic. One might simply call it a Rancièrian approach to Media 

Studies. 

Another dimension worth clarifying is why I have chosen the 

specific word ‘perception’ when McLuhan refers to ‘senses’ and Rancière 

refers to the ‘sensible’. I have done so because I believe the word 

‘perception’ here works to encapsulate the different meanings of both 

their terms. While McLuhan’s concept of ‘senses’ refers primarily to the 

human faculties of sense (seeing, hearing, smelling, touching etc.), 

Rancière’s concept refers to a field of possible objects and subjects for 

those senses. McLuhan’s concept is concerned mostly with the senses 

themselves as physiological operations, while Rancière’s is concerned 

primarily with the objects made available to the senses. One way to think 

of this distinction is by way of McLuhan’s famous notion of media as the 

‘extensions of man’, i.e., as extension of the human senses. McLuhan’s 

concept refers to the ways in which media augment the human 

sensorium. Think, for example, of a microscope, which enables us to see 

minute objects not visible to the naked eye. Rancière’s concept of the 

sensible, on the other hand, might be considered not as an extension of 

the senses but rather as a particular organization of the physical space 

made available to those senses. So, for instance, a work of art, a building 

or a public square constitute different organizations of the material world 

perceivable by the human senses. Principally, then, the difference 

between McLuhan’s and Rancière’s terms is that the first refers primarily 

to the sensorial capabilities of a human subject while the second refers 

primarily to a perceptual field with which that subject can possibly 

engage. My use of the concept of perception is thus meant to refer to both 

these perspectives and to unite McLuhan’s ‘senses’ with Rancière’s 

‘sensible’. It is also meant to encompass the possible (if not inevitable) 

overlap of these two perspectives, since what is presentable to the senses 

is invariable bound up with the organization of those senses, just as the 

organization of the senses is equally bound up with their interaction with 

a material, sensorial world. We might say, simply, that a reconfiguration 

of the senses also entails a reconfiguration of the sensible, while a 

reconfiguration of the sensible also entails a reconfiguration of the 
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senses. It is to both these perspectives that my concept of the distribution 

of perception is addressed.  

More importantly, my primary reason for combining the two 

approaches is that although Rancière’s concept of the distribution of the 

sensible principally concerns the preconditions of perception and their 

link to questions of politics and power, it seems to me to pay little 

attention to the role that media and technology play in establishing such 

preconditions.37 My concept of the distribution of perception is meant to 

redress this lack in Rancière’s writing and thus to fuse his ideas with the 

field of Media Studies and its sensitivity to the ways in which media 

interact with human perception—the founding conceptualization of 

which is McLuhan’s ‘ratio of the senses’. This is not to say that Rancière 

does not write about words, images or other forms of media. In recent 

years, such cultural objects have indeed become central to his work. 

When Rancière writes of such objects, however, he often does so in a 

manner which (at least from the perspective of a Media Studies approach 

to media) is somewhat abstract insofar as he rarely engages with the 

materiality of media and its relation to perceptual experience with much 

specificity. Using ‘the distribution of perception’, then, is an attempt to 

combine the Rancièrian analysis of politics and aesthetics as perceptual 

events with a Media Studies sensitivity to the material, technological and 

social contingencies of the mind-media dialectic.  

A noticeable tension exists, of course, between Rancière’s insistence 

on the subversive possibilities of human action and the assumptions of 

determinism that in some cases underpin the Media Studies approach to 

how technology preconditions human perception. However, I am not 

primarily concerned with taking sides on this matter, nor is my concept 

of the distribution of perception meant to imply a reconciliation of these 

different perspectives. I am concerned rather with how such tensions 

between agency and determinism play themselves out in the novels of 

DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen. As such, the concept of the distribution of 

perception is meant not only to bring into focus the ways in which 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels work as political interventions into 

existing distributions of perception, but also to navigate the difficult 

space between determinist and indeterminist theories of mind and 

media.  

                                                           
37 Malvik (2011) makes a similar observation.   
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However, although I am informed by Rancière’s insistent 

intermingling of the aesthetic and the political at the level of sensory 

experience, I do not offer a strict nor disciplined Rancièrian analysis of 

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels. Indeed, Rancière’s eclectic style of 

writing makes it difficult to pinpoint exactly how such an analysis might 

even be conducted. Rancière’s fusion of aesthetics, politics, and per-

ception, however, underscores my analytical approach and my concern 

with how the various configurations of the verbal and the visual in the 

novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen can be thought of as both aesthetic 

practice and political intervention. Presented here, then, is not 

necessarily a Rancièrian reading of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen, but a 

reading, which nonetheless draws upon his ideas of how aesthetics, 

politics and perception are linked.  

In thus addressing the politics of aesthetics, this dissertation also 

constitutes an attempted intervention in existing distributions of 

perception, and, by extension, formations of knowledge, identity and 

power. Rather than making the ultimately false claim that my engage-

ment with DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s texts is articulated from an 

entirely neutral and objective point of view, I would like to emphasize 

that this dissertation is itself a critical project directed towards revealing 

existing hierarchies of power and oppression. It is an attempt, in other 

words, to critically intervene in the aesthetic and political landscape of 

contemporary culture, and as such it owes an obvious debt to the 

tradition of Critical Theory, although it does not necessarily adhere to the 

theoretical and ideological tenets of Marxist literary theory in general, 

nor those of the Frankfurt School more specifically. Yet, I do share a 

concern for the ideological implications not only of aesthetics and 

literature but also of theory and analysis with these traditions. I thus 

subscribe to the notion that knowledge never exists outside ideology and 

that to engage in knowledge production is also to engage in politics.38 

Hence, I hope it is clear that what I offer here is not an all-encompassing 

objective reading of either DeLillo’s or Beck-Nielsen’s novels. No single 

interpretation can account for the multiplicity of discourses, voices and 

perspectives that permeate the narratives of such complex texts, nor can 

any such reading claim to be absolutely neutral or fully objective. We 

never simply read what is in texts but also read into them. What I offer 

                                                           
38 Max Horkheimer’s Traditional and Critical Theory (1972) is possibly the most famous 
text on this point. See Horkheimer (1975). 
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here, then, is a particular perspective on these texts, written not only in 

the spirit of explanation but also of exploration and emancipation.  

 

Notes on Structure 

Before finally moving on to the task at hand, I want briefly to comment 

on the overall structure of this dissertation. As the keen reader may 

already have observed, my two chapters on DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen 

differ significantly from each other. While the chapter on DeLillo consists 

of three sections, each relating to a specific novel, the chapter on Beck-

Nielsen instead offers a thematic cross-reading of the three novels in the 

Beckwerk trilogy. There are several reasons for this structural and 

analytical discrepancy, all of which are ultimately generated by the works 

themselves. Although obviously consisting of three different novels, the 

Beckwerk trilogy can be read—and I would argue is best read—as a single 

cohesive narrative. DeLillo’s three novels, on the other hand, are so 

distinctly different from one another that the attempt to read them 

through the same thematic lens would be doing them a considerable 

disservice. Although a thematic cross-reading of these novels is certainly 

possible—as has been demonstrated by numerous scholars—I believe 

that such a strategy is not compatible with my purposes and would lead 

to a significant loss of analytical specificity and nuance, particularly 

pertaining to the development of the imagetext discourse throughout 

these three novels. One key aspect of this is that my analyses pay 

attention not just to the development of certain arguments and strategies 

from one novel to the next, but to the specific cultural and political 

contexts to which they refer and in which they are situated. Although this 

dissertation, then, is somewhat asymmetrically structured, it is a form of 

asymmetry generated by the different characteristics of the texts 

investigated. 
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Chapter Two: 
Don DeLillo 

 

Since the publication of his 1971 debut novel Americana, Don DeLillo 

(1936) has consistently engaged in a meticulous dissection of the history, 

culture and politics of postwar America. Relatively unknown for the first 

decade of his literary career, he rose to both critical and commercial 

prominence in the mid-1980s. In 1984, the American Academy and 

Institute of Arts and Letters gave him an award for his work, and in the 

following year, his ninth novel, White Noise, won the American Book 

Award. In 1988, he gained wider recognition when his novel Libra was 

selected for the Book-of-the-Month Club and remained several weeks on 

the best-seller lists (Lentricchia, 1991: 3). Despite his critical and 

commercial success, however, DeLillo has often been considered a 

somewhat controversial figure. At times he has been harshly criticized by 

the conservative American right, which considers DeLillo as “something 

of a traitor to his country” because of his often dark and uncompromising 

portrayals of American culture (Lentricchia, 1991: 4). Most famously, 

DeLillo courted controversy with the publication of Libra when 

Washington Post columnist George Will described the novel as “an act of 

literary vandalism and bad citizenship” and further branded the author 

himself as “a bad influence” (Lentricchia, 1991: 84). Although Will’s 

attack upon DeLillo is one of the more extreme examples, it is 

nonetheless indicative of the kind of criticisms leveled at DeLillo and his 

alleged association with the so-called ‘paranoid left’.39 One of the main 

reasons for such strong reaction is that DeLillo’s novels do not cater to 

popular opinion, often intentionally stabbing the soft underbelly of 

established dogmas and beliefs, particularly those pertaining to that 

Behemoth of the cultural imaginary titled the American Dream. Rather 

than the kind of self-absorbed wordplays so-called postmodern authors 

are often accused of writing, DeLillo’s novels read as attempts at cultural 

criticism and even political intervention, tracing “the darker secrets and 

deeper divisions of American culture” (Osteen, 2000: 161). DeLillo’s 

                                                           
39 Other examples of such forms of criticism of DeLillo’s ‘politics’ are Bawer (1985) and 
Yardley (1985, 1988). The critical reception in America, however, has generally been 
positive towards DeLillo. For a short overview of both the American and the European 
reception of DeLillo, see Schweighauser & Schneck (2010). 
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novels serve as counter-narratives to the complacent surface narratives 

of official, institutional culture—or as one of DeLillo’s own characters 

puts it, “the sum total of all the things they aren’t telling us” (DeLillo, 

1989: 321). In thus arguing against dominant narratives and systems of 

belief and knowledge, he becomes an author who “invent[s] in order to 

intervene” (Lentricchia, 1991: 2). 

I want here to investigate the characteristics of this interventionist 

impulse as it manifests itself in DeLillo’s novels on both a formal and 

thematic level. Of particular interest in this respect is the relationship 

between language and vision, words and images, whose interpenetration 

and coalescence with one another function as a central focal point of the 

novels’ engagement with and possible subversion of contemporary 

processes of mediation and the social order they underpin.  

DeLillo’s preoccupation with mediation, particularly as pertains to 

images, is well-established within academic criticism. In particular, the 

presence in his writing of modern media—from photography, film and 

television to the computer and other forms of technology—has been the 

object of much attention. Already in the first book dedicated to 

investigating DeLillo’s fiction, In the Loop. Don DeLillo and the Systems 

Novel (1987), Tom LeClair notes the interrogation in DeLillo’s novels of 

the power of cinematic and televisual images to imprint themselves upon 

human consciousness and condition subjectivity (LeClair, 1987: 52–57, 

217–218).  

Essays by Frow, Goodheart and editor Frank Lentricchia in 

Introducing Don DeLillo (1991) are similarly concerned with the 

interpenetration of mediation and reality in DeLillo’s fiction, while 

Douglas Keesey’s Don DeLillo (1993) became the first book-length 

investigation of DeLillo’s engagement with mediation and the seemingly 

always already mediated nature of human experience in his novels. 

Interest in DeLillo’s concern for mass mediated images has not abated 

since these first early studies, as is evidenced by the large amount of 

research still preoccupied in various degrees with such issues.40  

                                                           
40 Other examples are Doane (1988), Duvall (1994, 2008), Johnston (1989, 1998), Green 
(1999), Osteen (1996, 2000), Karnicky (2001), Spencer (2002), Ickstad (2002), Abel 
(2003), Cowart (2003), Clippinger (2004), Egerer (2004), Noland (2004), Fitzpatrick 
(2006), Morley (2006), Schneck (2007), Vågnes (2007), Schneck & Schweighauser (2010), 
Barrett (2011), Mauro (2011), Apitzsch (2012), Keskinen (2012), Gleich (2014), 
Wasserman (2014),  Banash (2015), Clissold (2015) and Leps (2015).  
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DeLillo’s interest in mass mediated images, and in visual culture in 

general, has often been interpreted as a critique of a global culture of 

images that in some way compromises the integrity of individual agency 

and by extension the democratic ideals associated with the tradition of 

the Enlightenment. Such interpretations, furthermore, have often been 

couched in the scaffolding of Walter Benjamin’s famous concept of aura, 

or in late modern media theory, particularly Jean Baudrillard’s concepts 

of simulation, simulacra and hyperreality, in which human experience 

is increasingly characterized by a so-called loss of the real due to the 

domination of electronic mass media.41 So prevalent has this mode of 

inquiry been in DeLillo research that Peter Schneck has noted that many 

readers and critics seem to think of DeLillo as “akin to a literary founding 

father of postmodern media theory” (Schneck, 2007: 104).  

While there are certainly commonalities between DeLillo’s interest 

in mass mediation and different theories of postmodernity, it would be 

too reductionist to read his novels merely as literary affirmations of such 

theories, and thus to align him with the iconoclasm of much twentieth-

century theory and philosophy.42 One notable example of such 

reductionism is offered by Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s feminist reading of 

DeLillo in The Anxiety of Obsolescence. The American Novel in the Age 

of Television (2006). Essentially painting DeLillo as an iconoclast, 

Fitzpatrick argues that his criticism of visual mass media, in particular 

television and photography, is part of an implicit agenda to preserve 

white patriarchal hegemony. In building her case, Fitzpatrick argues that 

DeLillo’s various descriptions of contemporary visual culture reveal a 

deep seeded anxiety, mistrust and fear of images, manifested in a strategy 

                                                           
41 Benjamin’s concept of aura is primarily explicated in the famous essay “The Work of Art 
in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” from the 1930s. See Benjamin (2008). For 
Baudrillard’s concepts of simulation, simulacrum and the hyperreal, see Baudrillard 
(1994). For examples of DeLillo research informed by Benjamin and/or Baudrillard see 
Frow (1991), Duvall (1994), Osteen (1996), Johnston (1994), Saltzman (1994), Baker 
(1994) and Schuster (2008). Let me be clear: I am not claiming that these critics, and 
others who have engaged in similar forms of inquiry, conceive of DeLillo’s texts as mere 
affirmations of pre-existing concepts or theories. All of the above texts offer nuanced views 
on the relation between text and theory. I do wish, however, to note that my own line of 
inquiry differs markedly from theirs. 
42 David Cowart notes that to read DeLillo “is to encounter radical thinking that […] proves 
healthily resistant to certain of the more reductive elements in deconstruction and its 
theoretical congeners” (Cowart, 2002: 12). Schweighauser & Schneck have similarly noted 
that “DeLillo’s incisive analyses of the performative force of media images […] are more 
than mere illustrations of theoretical positions in contemporary media studies” 
(Schweighauser & Schneck, 2010: 1). On the iconoclastic tendencies of twentieth-century 
thinking and philosophy in general, see Jay (1993). 
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of denigration and subjugation whereby the masculine literary text seeks 

to control and overpower the feminine image. In these iconoclastic 

scenes, Fitzpatrick claims, the image is foregrounded as a liar and 

manipulator while literature emerges as a means through which to resist 

and battle this nefarious enemy.43 

While Fitzpatrick is certainly right that DeLillo’s novels often 

express criticism of modern mass media, and images especially, her 

depiction of him as a patriarchal iconoclast seems to me a considerable 

misreading of his novels. Such a reading overlooks the subversive 

potential that DeLillo locates within visual culture, and, as I will indeed 

argue, in the interpenetration and coalescence of the verbal and the 

visual. Focusing so intently on the ways in which DeLillo writes against 

images, Fitzpatrick overlooks (or at least radically downplays) the myriad 

ways in which he simultaneously writes with images.  

Readings in the vein of Fitzpatrick, centering solely on the anxieties 

and concerns about mass mediated images that certainly exist in 

DeLillo’s novels, thus pay little attention, if any, to the ways in which his 

literary poetics are not only deeply marked by visual culture but to which 

visual culture ultimately serves as a central generative engine.44 Because 

of this, they equally overlook the ways in which DeLillo’s texts 

consistently challenge the distinctions between literature and visual 

culture, word and image, text and picture, and by extension the 

distributions of perception such distinctions entail. Even while criticisms 

of contemporary visual culture and certain practices within it are a 

notable feature of DeLillo’s novels, his own literary poetics is highly 

marked by that very culture, and does not gesture towards an adversarial 

battle between image and word, language and vision, but towards a 

creative dialectic, central to its interventionist impulse.  

Since the millennial turn, however, significant effort has been made 

to address these aspects of DeLillo’s literary aesthetics more thoroughly, 

and to show that DeLillo’s novels do not stand outside visual culture but 

                                                           
43 Fitzpatrick’s criticism of DeLillo is primarily presented in her third chapter. See 
Fitzpatrick (2007: 98–148). She also investigates the novels of Thomas Pynchon, Jonathan 
Franzen and others, arguing that an “anxiety of obsolescence” is such a noticeable feature 
of contemporary American novels that it constitutes a genre in and of itself. 
44 A more recent example of such an iconoclastic reading of DeLillo is Banash (2015). 
Banash’s reading of DeLillo’s novel Point Omega (2010) centers on DeLillo’s description 
of conceptual artist Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho, arguing that DeLillo “explicitly 
thematize[s] Psycho and its images as a threat to the novel itself” leading him to “insist on 
the power of the word to ultimately betray the cinematic image” (Banash, 2015: 7).  
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are deeply embedded in that very culture. Notable examples are Jeffrey 

Karnicky’s insightful analysis of the ways in which Andy Warhol’s 

aesthetics of seriality and philosophy of images inform DeLillo’s novels, 

as well as Catherine Morley’s analysis of what she calls DeLillo’s 

cinematic writing—a mode centrally influenced, Morley argues, by 

Russian avant-garde filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein’s theory of cinema.45 

Another example is Peter Schneck’s investigation of what he calls 

DeLillo’s visual poetics, particularly the ways in which DeLillo expands 

upon the tradition of ekphrasis through the convergence and contrasting 

of different visual formats and iconographic traditions within specific 

cultural contexts.46 Schneck notes that DeLillo’s interest in images and 

visual culture is “much more than a way of criticizing this culture” but 

rather “the indispensable key to a contemporary understanding of the 

human condition” (Schneck, 2007: 104). Because of this, Schneck goes 

on to argue, images are “an integral part of DeLillo’s literary imagination” 

and “a central component of his own literary imagery” (Schneck, 2007: 

104). Laura Barrett is similarly interested in DeLillo’s use of images in 

Mao II (1991), but equally so with their relation to words and the ways in 

which their mutual interaction play out in the novel. She argues that Mao 

II “challenges the reader to consider words and images as conspirators in 

the construction of American culture, often promoting and occasionally 

resisting the national agenda of production and reproduction, 

consumption and disposal” (Barrett, 2011: 51). The most comprehensive 

look at such issues, however, is Julia Apitzsch’s examination of the 

relationship between vision, violence and art in DeLillo’s fiction: 

Whoever Controls Your Eyeballs Runs the World. Visualisering von 

Kunst und Gewalt im Werk von Don DeLillo (2012).47 Dissatisfied with 

the readings of DeLillo that paint him as merely a literary cousin to Jean 

Baudrillard, Apitzsch argues that DeLillo’s engagement with con-

temporary visual culture is a central narrative engine of his fiction on 

                                                           
45 See Karnicky (2001) and Morley (2006). 
46 The two examples used by Schneck as emblematic of this visual poetics is DeLillo’s 
description of Peter Breughel’s painting The Triumph of Death (1562) in Underworld 
(1997). Here, Schneck argues, DeLillo uses religious iconography as a way of reading the 
1951 baseball game described in the narrative. The second example is DeLillo’s subtle 
reference to religious iconography in describing the Hillsborough catastrophe of 1989 in 
Mao II (1991). Schneck’s argument is that DeLillo’s insertion of these iconographic 
traditions into new contexts contrasts different traditions of looking. See Schneck (2007).  
47 See Apitzsch (2012). To facilitate reading I have translated all forthcoming quotes into 
English. Original German quotes will feature in footnotes.  



52 
 

both a formal and thematic level. This manifests itself primarily through 

a strategy of counter-appropriation in which DeLillo appropriates 

images from the sphere of mass media, subjecting them to a critical and 

subversive literary interrogation, through which a so-called counter-

image is created, able to resist and challenge the hegemonic power of 

mass mediated images (Apitzsch, 2012: 503). In his texts, Apitzsch 

claims, DeLillo thus performs a kind of creative translation of the 

contemporary image-flow into a visual poetics that constitutes an ethics 

of seeing, resistant to the often violent and de-humanizing effects of 

images (Apitzsch, 2012: 502). 48  

All of these scholars in various ways address many of the same 

dimensions and perspectives of DeLillo’s novels that I discuss here, and 

many of their arguments and ideas will feature in forthcoming analyses 

as sounding boards for my own interpretations and conclusions. What I 

primarily want to add to the current and future understanding of 

DeLillo’s engagement with contemporary visual culture is a better 

understanding of the various ways in which DeLillo’s texts foreground 

the imbrication of words and images through both formal and thematic 

strategies as well as how such strategies connect to questions of politics 

and power. Importantly, strategies such as those grouped under my 

concept of the imagetext discourse function as a critical and subversive 

disruption of the processes of mediation that govern contemporary 

society, and thus constitutes a form of Rancièrian dissensus, potentially 

challenging the reigning distributions of perception and hierarchies of 

power.  

Understanding DeLillo’s novels in these terms, however, first 

requires a more thorough look at his critique of contemporary visual 

culture. As mentioned above, DeLillo’s critique of contemporary visual 

culture, and mass mediated images in particular, is a well-mapped 

territory in DeLillo research, as are the ways in which this critique links 

together vision and violence. Besides Apitzsch, the most thorough 

investigations of this aspect of DeLillo’s critique of visual culture is 

Jeremey Green’s “Disaster Footage. Spectacles of Violence in DeLillo’s 

Fiction” (1999) and Nicholas Spencer’s “Beyond the Mutations of Media 

                                                           
48 Marco Abel has also investigated what he calls “the rhetoric of seeing” in Don DeLillo’s 
essay “In the Ruins of the Future” (2001) but does not relate this to DeLillo’s fictional 
output. See Abel (2003). Other noticeable contributions to this line of investigation are 
Mauro (2011), Gleich (2014) and Branash (2015). 
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and Military Technologies in Don DeLillo’s Underworld” (2002). 

Spencer’s text is of particular importance because it features an analysis 

of DeLillo’s novel through the conceptual lens of French philosopher Paul 

Virilio, which I wish to expand upon and refine.  

The following chapters will present the central tenets of DeLillo’s 

critique of visual culture, particularly so the articulation through various 

narrative strategies of what I call a militarization of perception, a central 

feature of which is the coalescence of vision and violence. Paul Virilio’s 

writings on the relationship between media and war are of central 

importance in the respect, particularly War and Cinema. The Logistics 

of Perception (1989[1984]).49 In it, he describes “the intrinsic connection 

between an increasingly powerful technology of destruction and an 

increasingly widespread technology of cinematic images” (Phillips, 2013: 

99). Building on the supposition that military institutions have always 

been catalysts of technological and scientific development, Virilio argues 

that the visual technologies of modernity are intimately tied to a 

militaristic logic in which seeing aspires towards killing—hence his 

assertion that in modern warfare “what is perceived is already lost” 

(Virilio, 1989: 5).50 From satellite surveillance to Hollywood cinema and 

television advertising, Virilio charts the increasing militarization of 

visual culture in the twentieth century, to which the history of an 

“enlargement of the military field of perception”, based upon an intimate 

link between technologies of vision and technologies of war, is central 

(Virilio, 1989: 86). In Virilio’s argument, the act of looking becomes “an 

act of aggressive appropriation that […] does not yield truth but only a 

debilitating emptiness” (Beck, 2013: 46). The overarching notion in 

Virilio’s texts is thus not only that modern technologies of vision carry 

with them an implicit logic of violence, but that this logic fundamentally 

challenges the modern subject as a critical agent. “The visual domain, in 

Virilio’s theoretical work,” writes John Armitage and Ryan Bishop, “[…] 

                                                           
49 While I believe Virilio’s concepts and arguments offer us a way of understanding how 
DeLillo’s fiction addresses particular visual practices and their relation to violence, this is 
not to suggest that DeLillo’s fiction presents an image of vision, as it were, which is simply 
a reiteration of Virilio’s. Just as Virilio’s work on vision itself does not “add up to a complete 
or finished ‘Virillian’ position on spectatorship”, vision in DeLillo’s fiction is not reducible 
to a simple set of paradigms (Armitage & Bishop, 2013: 20). I maintain, however, that there 
exist several interesting overlaps between DeLillo and Virilio, which center on a general 
skepticism towards a variety of contemporary practices of vision. 
50 The idea that all technology is militaristic is also a central part of Friedrich Kittler’s 
theories of media. See Kittler (1990, 1999). 
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is always concerned with movement, speed, time, the built environment, 

technology and their complex interactions, resulting in the constantly 

increasing militarization of all aspects of daily life” (Armitage & Bishop, 

2013: 2). It is, above all, this militarization of everyday life, and the 

subsequent disempowerment of the eye as critical agent that most clearly 

suggests an affinity between Virilio’s theories on visual culture and the 

trope of fusion and confusion of technologies of vision and violence in 

DeLillo’s fiction. 

As noted, Nicholas Spencer has previously attempted a Virilian 

approach to DeLillo’s fiction. He limits himself, however, to Underworld, 

arguing that only in this novel does DeLillo emphasize the media-military 

relation (Spencer, 2002: 92). I want to challenge this claim by 

demonstrating the ways in which the two novels immediately preceding 

it, Libra (1988) and Mao II (1991), trace the emergence of a militarization 

of perception in postwar America intimately linked to processes of 

mediation. Another way in which I want to challenge (or add to) 

Spencer’s analysis is by foregrounding DeLillo’s inclusion of writing in 

this militarization of perception. Doing this will enable us to better 

understand that DeLillo offers no simplistic narrative of messianic words 

fighting against dangerous images (as argued by Fitzpatrick), but rather 

a narrative of coalescence and interpenetration. Rather than privileging 

or demonizing one single medium, these novels call attention to their 

mixed properties as well as to the spatiotemporal contexts in which they 

unfold as cultural practice. DeLillo, contrary to what might be expected, 

does not exclude writing from the militarization of perception presented 

in his novels, but rather implicates it therein. It is, however, precisely its 

implication in this regime of perception upon which the foundation for 

an alternative perceptual regime is made possible. Indeed, I want to 

demonstrate that it is at the point of interpenetration between the verbal 

and the visual that the texts most insistently engage with the potential of 

the print novel to intervene in contemporary processes of mediation and 

thus to offer alternative distributions of perception and formations of 

knowledge and identity to those dominant in contemporary society.  

Expanding upon Spencer’s approach, then, I will use Virilio’s 

concept of the coalescence of vision and violence through technology to 

chart the various manifestations of this militarization of perception in 

DeLillo’s texts. Doing so allows us to better understand the ways in which 

the imagetext discourse found in scenes of writing and looking articulates 
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an alternative regime of perception, potentially able to resist existing 

ones. Words, images, and their relation to each other is thus a central 

part of understanding the ways in which DeLillo’s novels engage with the 

print novel as a possible form of cultural and political intervention. 

DeLillo’s debut novel, Americana (1971), testifies to this notable 

centrality of images and words. In it, the main character David Bell goes 

on a cross-country road trip in order to create an autobiographical 

documentary film, through which he hopes to separate his sense of self 

from the Hollywood images that he feels have come to define him as a 

person.51 Although thus attempting to construct an aesthetics of 

emancipation through which to free himself from the feeling of being “an 

image made in the image and likeness of images”, David ultimately ends 

up writing a novel instead (DeLillo, 1990: 130). David, however does not 

place novel and film in opposition to each other. Instead he describes his 

book in tellingly visual terms as “Cézannesque in the timeless light it 

emits, a simple object, the box-shaped equivalent of the reels which sit in 

my small air-conditioned storage vault”, and conceives of himself neither 

as a writer nor a filmmaker but simply as “a maker of objects” (DeLillo, 

1990: 346, 347).  

This dialectic of word and image tellingly replays itself in White 

Noise (1984), although in a different register. Whereas the novel and the 

film in Americana are investigated as objects coalescing within an analog 

register, White Noise institutes what might be characterized as a digital 

regime of the visual. Addressing the rearrangement of the shelves of the 

local super-market, the narrator of the novel observes: 
 
There is a sense of wandering now, an aimless and haunted mood, sweet-
tempered people taken to the edge. They scrutinize the small print on packages, 
wary of a second level of betrayal. The men scan for stamped dates, the women 
for ingredients. Many have trouble making out the words. Smeared print, ghost 
images. In the altered shelves, the ambient roar, in the plain and heartless fact 
of their decline, they try to work their way through confusion. But in the end it 
doesn’t matter what they see or think they see. The terminals are equipped with 
holographic scanners, which decode the binary secret of every item, infallibly. 
This is the language of waves and radiation, or how the dead speak to the living. 
(DeLillo, 2002: 326) 

 

                                                           
51 It is interesting to note that Americana was written and published in what might be 
considered the ‘heyday’ of the North American avant-garde film, which reached “its apogee 
of visibility and vigor as a cultural scene in the mid- to late-1960s” and which understood 
itself as “a vibrant alternative cinema, in sharp contrast both to mainstream America and 
a decaying Hollywood studio system” (Zryd, 2006: 18). 
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Emerging here is a digital regime of perception in which the distinction 

between word and image dissolves in the white noise of sensory stimuli. 

The acts of looking, writing and reading equally coalesce in the 

machinery of a digital gaze interpenetrated by capitalist economics, 

which comes to determine perceptual experience, cultural production 

and political agency.52 John Johnston describes this as an investigation 

by DeLillo of a “postcinematic” mode of perception that assumes “a 

foundationless state in which the world appears to have lost all 

substance, anchoring, or reference points, except in relation to other 

images or what are conceived of as images” (Johnston, 1998: 173).  

This does not suggest, however, that the novel presents the simple 

replacement of the analog by the digital in one fell swoop. Rather, it hints 

at their mutual co-mingling in a complicated process of tension and 

exchange that deeply affects the organization of the human sensorium, 

i.e., the distribution of perception. White Noise thus responds to a 

historical and technological context in which digital media were 

beginning to make their mark on mainstream culture and subtly 

interrogates the impact thereof upon human perception.53  

For those of DeLillo’s novels that follow White Noise, this 

emergence of a digital regime of perception is of central importance. 

Many of these novels not only engage with and elaborate upon the 

intermingling of analog and digital regimes of perception, but also 

investigate the role of literature and the print novel in relation to such 

processes. Words and images in this sense become metonymic devices 

through which DeLillo approaches the relation of print culture to digital 

culture, and by extension the position and function of the print novel in 

contemporary media ecology.  

                                                           
52 This interpenetration of subject and technology is replayed in the figure of main 
protagonist Jack Gladney whose exposure to the toxic cloud, around which the novel’s plot 
is centered, “literalizes the encounter between technology and the material body” (Green, 
1999: 582).  
53 As noted by Matthew G. Kirschenbaum, the 1980s were not only “the first full decade of 
home computing” as well as “‘the golden era’ of video games”, but also saw the famous 
battle between the VHS and Betamax video formats play out (Kirschenbaum, 2012: 7–8). 
On the intermingling of the analog and the digital, Yvonne Spielmann’s study of the 
medium of video tellingly demonstrates the various complicated ways in which the analog 
and the digital continuously co-mingle and overlap in concrete media practices. Her study 
demonstrates that although the digital and the analog may be separated from each other 
on a purely technical, material level, their mutual interpenetration is virtually unavoidable 
in the context of their cultural unfolding. See Spielmann (2008). Brian Massumi has 
similarly argued that the digital is always already enveloped by the analog. See Massumi 
(2002: 133–143). 
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Libra 
“A fixed picture of the word”: 
Imagining Lee Harvey Oswald 

 
Libra (1988) presents the semi-fictional story of the 1963 assassination 

of President John F. Kennedy by Lee Harvey Oswald.54 Structurally the 

narrative alternates between the story of Lee Harvey Oswald’s life and the 

story of a group of former intelligence officers plotting to assassinate 

President Kennedy.55 As the novel progresses, these two narrative 

threads slowly converge and finally overlap during the assassination of 

Kennedy. Interrupting the otherwise consistent alternation between 

these two threads is a third narrative, temporally separated from the first 

two, following CIA employee Nicholas Branch and his failing attempt to 

write the secret history of the assassination sometime in the late 1980s. 

As both “a conspiracy theory and a theory of conspiracies”, Libra 

concerns the impact of the Kennedy assassination upon American culture 

and consciousness as well as the difficult distinction between fictional 

and historical narrative (Osteen, 2000: 154). Libra is a novel about 

secrecy and paranoia with the event of the assassination featuring as an 

epochal historical moment inaugurating a crisis of both perception and 

memory—what John Johnston has called “an explosion of social and 

epistemological certainties” (Johnston, 1998: 186). Central to such 

issues, the novel insistently merges mediation and perception and 

interrogates the implications thereof. “In Libra,” writes Julia Apitzsch, 

“DeLillo represents a pivotal historical moment, inextricably linked to its 

medial character, which introduced a new self-referential quality to the 

experience of reality”.56 As such, Libra offers no easy answers to the 

questions of who were responsible for the assassination or why it was 

carried out. Instead, it presents a highly disjointed and jumbling 

narrative, filled with multiple voices and perspectives, in which the 

assassination occurs seemingly by chance—the result not of deliberate 

                                                           
54 The novel’s title refers to Lee Harvey Oswald’s star sign and plays upon the narrative’s 
interweaving of the themes of coincidence, fate and free will.   
55 Mark Osteen has called Libra’s structure a form of “cinematic crosscutting” (Osteen, 
2000: 154). 
56 “In Libra stellt DeLillo einen speziellen historischen Moment dar, der untrennbar mit 
seinem medialen Charakter verbunden ist und eine neue selbstreferentielle Qualität der 
Realitätserfahrung eingefürt hat” (Apitzsch, 2012: 105). 
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design but of coincidences, accidents, mistakes and misapprehensions. 

Libra is less concerned with the assassination in itself, but rather with 

the historical, social and material processes of which it became an 

expression. One of its key features in this regard is its interrogation of the 

relationship between technology, perception and consciousness—

particularly its articulation of a confusion of technologies of vision with 

technologies of violence as it traces the emergence of a militarization of 

perception in postwar America. Kennedy’s assassination emerges not as 

an act of will or intention, but as a result of complicated historical, 

material and social processes, the key of which is the coalescence of 

technologies of war and vision. Although in some cases articulated in a 

specifically military context, this coalescence permeates all spheres of 

society, allowing for such seemingly disparate activities as watching 

television, taking a photo, monitoring a radar screen and killing a 

president to become equivalent to one another.57 

Although visual technology thus features as a central component of 

a militarization of perception, Libra does not posit the existence of a 

corrupt and violent image-world from which writing is exempt. Quite the 

contrary, the novel insistently foregrounds the myriad ways in which 

both words and images are part of the militarization of perception, 

especially through its articulation of a coalescence of images and words. 

Even while the novel in many ways posits writing as a pre-requisite of the 

militarization of perception, Libra also locates the possible emergence of 

a critical space of resistance to the seeming hegemony of the militarized 

perceptual regime at the level of this imagetext discourse 

Apart from employing Virilio’s conceptual lens to show how this 

plays out at a narrative level, I want also to make use of Marshall 

McLuhan’s and Walter J. Ong’s various descriptions of alphabetic writing 

and printing—particularly their characterizations of these mediums as 

entailing a privileging of vision and producing idealizations of 

                                                           
57 One of the more noticeable articulations of the coalescence of vision and violence in a 
military context occurs when one of the conspirators describes killing a man by means of 
a rifle with telescopic sight: “It was uncanny. You press a button and a man drops dead a 
hundred meters away. It seemed hollow and remote, falsifying everything. It was a trick of 
the lenses. The man is an accurate picture. Then he is upside down. Then he is right side 
up. You shoot at a series of images conveyed to you through a metal tube. The force of a 
death should be enormous but how can you know what kind of man you’ve killed or who 
was the braver and stronger if you have to peer through layers of glass that deliver the 
image but obscure the meaning of the act? War has a conscience or it’s ordinary murder” 
(DeLillo, 1989: 297–298). 
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permanence, control, order, and disembodiment. In The Gutenberg 

Galaxy (1962), McLuhan hypothesizes that the emergence of print 

culture resulted in a separation of the senses from one another with the 

sense of sight becoming the dominant purveyor of reality. Whereas all 

senses had previously been synesthetically linked to one another, the 

invention of print radicalized a process of separation that had already 

begun with the invention of the phonetic alphabet, and which entailed a 

privileging of the sense of sight as the main arbiter of truth and 

knowledge (McLuhan, 1962: 42–43). “The phonetic alphabet reduced the 

use of all the senses at once, which is oral speech, to a merely visual code” 

(McLuhan, 1962: 45). Alphabetic writing, in other words, produced a new 

hierarchy of the senses in which vision became dominant. Although never 

using the term himself, McLuhan thus establishes a strong link between 

alphabetic writing and print to the tradition of ocularcentrism and its 

epistemological assumptions. Indeed, one might say that McLuhan 

positions the invention of alphabetic writing as the origin of modern 

ocularcentrism as such. However, I do not wish to speculate on such 

issues here. What is important, is that, as noted by Janine Marchessault, 

“[t]he modern era for McLuhan, defined both culturally and scientifically 

in terms of the rise of literacy and print culture, is resolutely 

ocularcentric”(Marchessault, 2005: 139). 

In The Presence of the Word (1967) and Orality and Literacy 

(1982), Walter J. Ong presents a similar analysis of print technology and 

its impact upon human consciousness and Western culture in general. 

Indeed, Ong describes modern culture as a preeminently visualist culture 

whose privileging of sight was inaugurated by the technology of the 

written word, that is, by the emergence of literacy, which radically altered 

the organization of the human sensorium as well as human con-

sciousness. Whereas humanity was more oriented towards the oral and 

aural prior to the invention of script, “[w]riting, and most particularly the 

alphabet, shifts the balance of the senses away from the aural to the 

visual, favoring a new kind of personality structure” (Ong, 1967: 8). A 

new organization of the human sensorium is thus produced in which 

vision becomes the dominating sense. As such, the medium of the written 

word helped create “a rampantly visualist culture” which in many cases 

supposes that “vision alone gives satisfactory access to the real” (Ong, 

1967: 10). Importantly, Ong further associates writing with notions of 

permanence, order and control: “The sense of order and control which 
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the alphabet […] imposes is overwhelming. Arrangement in space 

seemingly provides maximal symbols of order and control, probably 

because the concepts of order and control are themselves kinesthetically 

and visually grounded, formed chiefly out of sensory experience involved 

with space” (Ong, 1967: 45).58 The invention of print only radicalized 

such developments: “Print situates words in space more relentlessly than 

writing ever did. Writing moves words from the sound world to a world 

of visual space, but print locks words into position in this space. Control 

of position is everything in print” (Ong, 1982: 119).59  

Centrally, then, both McLuhan and Ong link alphabetic writing and 

print culture to the tradition of ocularcentrism and its privileging of the 

sense of sight as well as its idealizations of abstraction, control, 

permanence, disembodiment, and order. I believe that Libra presents us 

with a similar (although not necessarily identical) depiction of alphabetic 

writing and print culture, in general linking them to the tradition of 

ocularcentrism and by extension to the militarization of perception. It 

does so, however, only to undermine and subvert such idealizations 

through the imagetext discourse, which, instead, articulates the 

possibility of an alternative perceptual regime.  

 
“The picture that is called a word”: 

Oswald the Writer 

In order to understand how these complicated processes manifest 

themselves in the novel, we must first look at Libra’s main character, Lee 

Harvey Oswald, and particularly the narrative of his failed dream of 

becoming a writer. As an adolescent, Oswald is a ferocious reader, 

particularly of Marxist theory, spending numerous hours at the library 

with “books that put him at a distance from his classmates, closed the 

world around him” (DeLillo, 1989: 33). Reading helps Oswald separate 

                                                           
58 Ong later elaborates: “[S]cript, and particularly the alphabet, provides a heightened 
experience of order. The world of thought is itself a beautifully intricate world, and the 
world of words is likewise impressively, if mysteriously, organized. But visual space 
appears to be […] a special symbol of order and control. When the exquisitely organized 
worlds of thought and speech (with their natural affinity for each other) are further ordered 
by reduction to segmentation, to spatial surface, the possibility of control and organization 
of the world represented through thought and word becomes overpowering” (Ong, 1967: 
136). 
59 To be clear, I make no claim as to the empirical and historical validity of either 
McLuhan’s or Ong’s theory of writing and print. I do maintain, however, that these theories 
resonate with DeLillo’s narrative.  
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himself from others, providing him with a sense of particularity and 

individuality: “It seemed fitting to Lee that the texts were often masses of 

dense theory, unyielding. The tougher the books, the more firmly he fixed 

a distance between himself and others” (DeLillo, 1989: 34). As such, the 

act of reading (and by implication the printed word) is linked to a process 

of individualization strongly reminiscent of Ong’s argument that the 

modern notion of individuality (i.e., the notion of a person being 

essentially separate from others) is unthinkable without the mediums of 

alphabetic writing and the printed word.60  

Reading also provides Oswald with a sense of purpose and direction, 

establishing a link between his own life and a larger historical narrative 

in which he aspires to take part: “He wanted subjects and ideas of historic 

scope, ideas that touched his life, his true life, the whirl of time inside 

him” (DeLillo, 1989: 33). “History means to merge. The purpose of 

history is to climb out of your own skin” (DeLillo, 1989: 101). Books, then, 

become a central part of Oswald’s mental development, altering his 

understanding not only of himself, but also of his surroundings, 

essentially becoming the established interpretative key through which he 

de-codifies lived experience: 
 
The books were private, like something you find and hide, some lucky piece that 
contains the secret of who you are. […] They altered the room, charged it with 
meaning. The drabness of his surroundings, his own shabby clothes were 
explained and transformed by these books. […] The books made him part of 
something. Something led up to his presence in this room, in this particular skin, 
and something would follow. (DeLillo, 1989: 41)  
 

Books help Oswald create an identity, literally governing the way in which 

he perceives, understands and interacts with his immediate physical 

surroundings. “I could lift my head from a book and see the 

impoverishment of the masses right there in front of me”, Oswald at one 

point reflects. “These socialist writings showed me the key to my 

environment” (DeLillo, 1989: 110). Directly explicated here, then, is the 

impact of the practice of reading upon what might be called everyday 

looking or everyday perception, as the printed word transforms the way 

                                                           
60 “Modes of communication both result from social, economic, psychological and other 
changes and cause such changes. Thus the development of writing and print ultimately 
fostered the breakup of feudal societies and the rise of individualism. Writing and print 
created the isolated thinker, the man with the book, and downgraded the network of 
personal loyalties which oral cultures favor as matrices of communication and as principles 
of social unity” (Ong, 1967: 54). 
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in which Oswald perceives his surroundings. As noted by Apitzsch, 

however, Oswald’s early love of reading derives not so much from 

genuine political conviction, but from his need for self-aggrandizement 

(Apitzsch, 2012: 157–158). As a way through which he can express and 

assert his individuality and become part of history, the act of reading thus 

has a strong narcissistic component to it—something important to keep 

in mind when attempting to understand Oswald’s later role in the 

assassination of Kennedy. 

Because of his strong connection to the printed word, it does not 

take long for Oswald to begin harboring thoughts about becoming a 

writer himself. He wants first “to write a story about one of the people at 

the library for the blind” and later explicitly states his goal to become “a 

short story writer on contemporary American life” (DeLillo, 1989: 37, 

134). His commitment to writing intensifies as he attempts to assert his 

individuality, and during his later defection to the Soviet Union, he 

begins chronicling his daily experiences and thoughts in what he calls a 

Historic Diary—the title of which communicates his paradoxical wish to 

merge his private self with the great narrative of history. Oswald’s dream 

of becoming a writer, however, is hindered by a serious problem: he 

suffers from dyslexia. “Nobody knew the tough time he had reading 

simple English sentences. He could not always get a fixed picture of the 

word in front of him. Writing was even tougher. When he was tired it was 

all he could do to spell five straight words right, to spell a single small 

word without mixing up the letters” (DeLillo, 1989: 83). Despite his 

intimate connection to the printed word, Oswald thus remains estranged 

from it, as the act of reading is disrupted by a distortion of the text as a 

visual object. In his Historic Diary, this distortion is manifested in his 

own handwriting:  
 
The lines, mainly in block letters, wander and slant across the page. The page is 
crowded with words, top to bottom, out to either edge, crossed-out words, 
smudged words, words that run together, attempted corrections and additions, 
lapses into script, a sense of breathlessness, with odd calm fragments. (DeLillo, 
1989: 149)  
 

Oswald’s inability to visually fixate the handwritten word entails his 

failure to live up to the various rules, procedures and disciplines 

governing the practice of handwriting and thus to impose his powers of 

rationality upon the visual field of the text so as to create the highly 
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ordered and rationalized space of the traditional written text.61 Instead, 

handwriting is foregrounded as an intensely embodied practice, and the 

distortion of the visual field of the text constitutes the manifestation of 

this embodiment, which infects, so to speak, the text. Despite his efforts, 

then, Oswald cannot master the text, which consistently escapes his 

attempts at control: “The pages were crowded, smudged, urgent, a true 

picture of his state of mind, of his rage and frustration, knowing a thing 

but not able to record it properly” (DeLillo, 1989: 211).62 These problems 

are compounded by the fact that print text is Oswald’s ultimate ideal, as 

he plans to have his manuscript typed, printed and finally published—

thereby joining the authoritative ranks of the books he read as an 

adolescent (DeLillo, 1989: 149). Even when writing by hand, then, the 

ideals of order and control associated with print govern his engagement 

with the text as well as his engagement with perceptual experience in 

general.  

It is worth noting that Oswald’s estrangement from the culture of 

print also has a financial component. Returning to America from the 

Soviet Union with dreams of having his Historic Diary published in a 

national magazine such as Life or Look, he finds himself without the 

necessary funds to have it typed (DeLillo, 1989: 206). What he envisions 

as the triumphant return of the heroic writer thus becomes yet another 

example of his “alienation from the linguistic order” as well as an 

affirmation of his estrangement from American consumer society 

(Osteen, 2000: 155). Attempting to do the typing himself, he enrolls in a 

typing class without much success: “It was like Chinese. He inserted 

paper, placed his fingers on the keys, trying to understand why the letters 

                                                           
61 Of course, one might argue as to whether the handwritten word is actually associated 
with ideals of order and control. In the context of western modernity, wherein the practice 
of writing was strongly institutionalized during the nineteenth century, this certainly 
seems to be the case. For more, see Kittler (1990) and Götselius (2010). Either way, what 
is central here is the implicit ideals of order and control associated with the handwritten 
word such as represented in the novel. 
62 Julia Apitzsch argues: “DeLillo uses the chaotic language material of the historically 
authentic texts as a basis for the representation of the writing process, and arranges the 
spelling mistakes, elliptical words and syntactic ambiguities therein as defining elements 
of Oswald’s language, evident in the abrupt, fractured rhythm of the dialogue and the 
narrative, as well as being a stylistic expression of Oswald’s contradictory and unstable 
identity”. (“DeLillo verwendet das chaotische Sprachmaterial des historisch authentischen 
Textes als Grundlage für die Darstellung des Schreibprozesses und arrangiert die 
Rechtschreibfehler, elliptischen Wörter under syntaktischen Unklarheiten als prägende 
Elemente in Oswalds Sprache, die sich im abrupten, gebrochenen Rhythmus der Dialoge 
und Erzählungen zeigen und stilistischer Ausdruck von Oswalds widersprüchlicher und 
instabiler Identität sind”) (Apitzsch, 2012: 161). 
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were positioned the way they were. It was a picture of his humiliation” 

(DeLillo, 1989: 273). Believing that printed words possess an “authority 

his handwriting could not convey”, Oswald is denied this authority by his 

inability to type his own manuscript or to have the manuscript typed by 

someone else (DeLillo, 1989: 375).  

While print thus remains the central medium through which Oswald 

envisions the construction of his heroic narrative, he possesses neither 

the financial means nor the perceptual discipline to do so.63 Ong’s notion 

that print is associated with “visually accessible permanence” thus 

resonates strongly with Oswald’s desire to achieve permanence through 

writing as well as with his desire to control and master perceptual 

experience (Ong, 1967: 19). Even as the printed word initially becomes 

for Oswald a way of bringing “persuasion and form to events” it is 

simultaneously a medium which he can never truly master, and which is 

therefore more a source of confusion and frustration than one of control 

and power (DeLillo, 1989: 211). Apitzsch makes a similar claim, arguing 

that Oswald’s “inability to gain a clear view of the world and to control 

his reality is literally mirrored in his blindness of language”.64 Oswald’s 

struggle with dyslexia thus speaks to a strong connection between print 

culture and idealizations of order, control and disembodiment—ideals 

which Oswald cannot live up to precisely because of his dyslexia. Such 

idealizations notably manifest themselves exclusively in visual terms, 

that is, it is Oswald’s inability to control and fixate the text as a visual 

object that causes him to remain estranged from the realm of print 

culture. He is, in other words, unable to adhere to the ocularcentric 

perceptual regime implicitly associated with print culture: 
   

                                                           
63 An important example of the centrality of writing to Oswald is found in the following 
passages: “He wrote to his brother […]. He wrote to his mother […]. He wrote to Senator 
John Tower of Texas […]. He was writing to John B. Connally Jr […]. He wrote ‘The 
Kollektive’ [sic] a painstainking essay of more than forty handwritten pages on life in 
Russia […]. He wrote ‘The New Era,’ a brief account of the destruction of the Stalin 
monument in Minsk. […] He made notes for an essay on ‘the murder of history’—the 
terrible march of Soviet communism. […] He wrote a forward [sic] to ‘The Kollective’. […] 
He wrote a sketch titled ‘About the Author.’ The author is the son of an insurance man 
whose early death ‘left a far mean streak of independence brought on by negleck [sic]’” 
(DeLillo, 1989: 209–213). As noted by Apitzsch, the insistent repetition of “He wrote…” 
here foregrounds the relationship between writing and Oswald’s creation of a heroic 
identity. See Apitzsch (2012: 159). 
64 “Die Unfähigkeit, eine klare Sicht auf die Welt und Kontrolle über seine Realität zu 
bekommen […], spiegelt sich wörtlich in seiner Blindheit für die Sprache” (Apitzsch, 2012: 
161). 
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Always the pain, the chaos of composition. He could not find order in the field of 
little symbols. They were in the hazy distance. He could not clearly see the 
picture that is called a word. A word is also a picture of a word. He saw spaces, 
incomplete features, and tried to guess the rest.  

He made wild tries at phonetic spelling. But the language tricked him with 
its inconsistencies. He watched sentences deteriorate, powerless to make them 
right. The nature of things was to be elusive. Things slipped through his 
perceptions. He could not get a grip on the runaway world. (DeLillo, 1989: 211) 
 

Here the imagetext discourse, i.e., the foregrounding of the visuality of 

the text, serves to establish a connection between the practices of reading 

and writing and a model of vision strongly associated with ocular-

centrism. A central component of Oswald’s crisis of writing and reading 

is his failure to isolate and abstract the sense of sight from the body in 

which it is situated. Instead, his body and its inconsistencies and 

fluctuations infect Oswald’s vision, disrupting the procedures of 

rationalization associated with the ideal ocularcentric spectator. In order 

to master the text as a visual object, Oswald must first become a 

Cartesian spectator, whose powers of rationality can be called upon to 

abstract the text from the perceptual messiness of lived experience into 

an ideal visual form, which is both clear and static, and which derives its 

authority precisely from its fixity in space. It is his inability to live up to 

this spectator-ideal that separates Oswald from the culture of print and 

transforms writing from an instrument of power into one of failure and 

frustration. Oswald intuitively knows that in print culture, words are 

supposed to present a clear and static linear progression of images, yet 

he cannot live up to this imperative. Instead, the image he is presented 

with is highly fragmented and distorted.  

Rather than helping Oswald to construct his heroic identity, writing 

becomes a manifestation of his inability to craft the identity he wants. “As 

a medium of control, language instead becomes a protocol for the loss of 

control”.65 Oswald remains unable to establish a feedback loop with 

either the handwritten or the printed word through which to rationalize 

perceptual experience and thus create a supposedly stable identity. 

Instead, the acts of reading and writing serve to emphasize the embodied 

and material messiness of perceptual experience. Manifesting itself as a 

distortion of the text as a visual object, Oswald’s crisis of reading and 

writing serves not only to articulate a coalescence of images and words, 

                                                           
65 “Die Sprache als Mittel der Kontrolle protokolliert stattdessen den Kontrollverlust” 
(Apitzsch, 2012: 162). 
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but also to situate this distorted imagetext in a perceptual framework that 

is highly embodied and material. It is primarily at the level of its visual 

modality that writing such as represented in Libra confront the reader 

most insistently with the embodied and material characteristics of 

perceptual experience. The imagetext discourse found in scenes of 

writing and looking thus foregrounds the embodied characteristics of the 

acts of reading and writing (otherwise repressed within traditional print 

culture such as represented in the novel) and allows for the possible 

emergence of an alternative perceptual regime.66  

 

“Through the scope”: Shooting as a Way of Writing 

Oswald’s estrangement from print culture keeps him from achieving his 

goal of tying his identity to the thrust of historical narrative. As a result, 

he finally abandons the printed word, and instead engages with a 

plethora of other visual technologies, most centrally those of photo-

graphy, television and riflescopes, in order to achieve his goal of 

historical permanence. This movement away from the embodied 

materiality of the imagetext towards the supposedly pure, un-

contaminated image of modern technologies of vision functions as an 

attempt to achieve the level of perceptual control and order idealized 

within the ocularcentric militarization of perception. Apitzsch argues 

that Oswald’s failure as a writer causes him to abandon the notion of 

constructing his identity through writing, opting instead to do it through 

images. His story thus traces the death of romantic authorship and the 

emergence of spectacular authorship as a replacement (Apitzsch, 2012: 

157).67 I think, however, that the dichotomy of writing versus image, upon 

which such an analysis is based, is a slight misreading of how the 

relationship between writing and images is constituted in the novel.  

                                                           
66 As such, Libra shares an affinity with what Alison Gibbons has called “multimodal 
fiction”: “Reading is itself an embodied activity, yet it is not always explicitly recognized as 
such. Multimodal fictions utilize a plurality of semiotic modes in the communication and 
progression of their tale. As a result, they often emphasize the dynamic and embodied 
nature of reading” (Gibbons, 2010: 102). I would argue that Libra demonstrates the way 
in which narrative strategies at the thematic level can equally serve to foreground the 
embodied, material characteristics of the practices of reading and writing. Indeed, this is 
a central function of the imagetext discourse. Oswald’s struggle with dyslexia is a prime 
example hereof.  
67 It should be noted, as Apitzsch does, that the dichotomy of romantic authorship versus 
spectacular authorship was first developed by Mark Osteen as a way of describing the 
journey of Bill Gray in Mao II. See Osteen (2000). Apitzsch argues convincingly that this 
dichotomy is prefigured by Oswald in Libra. 
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I will return to this discussion at a later stage, when the basic 

parameters of my own interpretation have been established. For now, I 

want to focus on Oswald’s turn away from print culture and his 

engagement with other visual technologies—an engagement which 

almost instantly attracts him to violence as Oswald unsuccessfully 

attempts to shoot U.S. Major General Edwin Walker. In the context of the 

narrative, this action seems strangely devoid of motivation and intent, 

and the reader struggles to understand exactly what is driving Oswald to 

act in such a way. When viewed in the context of the analysis presented 

above, however, a case can be made that Oswald’s attempt at Walker’s 

life is driven by his narcissistic need to create a heroic identity capable of 

inscribing itself in public culture and memory. Visual technology plays a 

decisive role in this project.  

Oswald’s attendance at a public event in which Walker participates 

offers a telling example: “Lee caught the general’s eye and smiled as if to 

say, Bet you don’t know who I am. Untouchable. He had his hand inside 

the jacket, gripping the stock of the .38, just to do it, to get this close and 

show how simple, how strangely easy it is to make your existence felt” 

(DeLillo, 1989: 373). His eventual purchase of a military rifle with a scope 

is but the logical extension of the coalescence of violence and vision upon 

which this entire process is founded.  

Employing this new technology and the authority over perceptual 

experience it provides, Oswald experiences a strengthened sense of 

identity and purpose: “What a sense of destiny he had, locked in the 

miniature room, creating a design, a network of connections. It was a 

second existence, the private world floating out to three dimensions” 

(DeLillo, 1989: 277). It is no coincidence, then, that when fantasizing 

about killing, Oswald does so primarily in visual terms: “Lee saw a picture 

of a bright-red splotch on Walker’s shirtfront just below the heart […]. He 

saw a picture of the crowd breaking apart, crying out as they scattered, 

No, no, no, and Walker on the pavement, hatless now, a front-page photo 

in the Morning News” (DeLillo, 1989: 372–373).  

Failing to kill Walker, however, the assassination of Kennedy 

becomes the next logical step in Oswald’s attempt to assert his mastery 

over perceptual space and thereby solidify his own identity. As in Virilio’s 

history of the militarization of perception, the transformation of a given 

target into image in Oswald’s case equally serves as a precondition for its 

destruction.  
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This much is also evident in Oswald’s fantasies about women as he 

contemplates a pin-up poster above his bed: “The reverie of stillness, 

perfection of desire, perfection of control. […] He makes the picture come 

and go. It is what he knows about her, how he controls her” (DeLillo, 

1989: 47). Caught in the morbid pose of an absolute, death-like stillness, 

Oswald’s fantasy eerily prefigures the eventual death of Kennedy just as 

it hints at the role of visual technology in the fetishization of control and 

permanence. Further aligning Oswald with the militarization of 

perception through visual technology is his stint as a radar operator 

during his stationing in Japan. His association with the visual 

technologies of military surveillance is later compounded as he begins 

working for a company making military maps based on aerial 

surveillance footage.  

In all these cases, whether contemplating women in magazines or 

landscapes on radar, the use of visual technology serves to rationalize and 

control the perceptual field, particularly its visual properties. It is a 

transformation of reality into image, and thus into a possible object of 

violence.  

Oswald’s attempt on Walker’s life represents an engagement with 

other forms of visual technology than that of writing—technologies which 

offer even more insistent and more violent procedures of perceptual 

rationalization, ultimately manifesting themselves most vehemently in 

the eventual assassination of Kennedy. A telling example of such 

processes is Oswald’s viewing of the films We Were Strangers (1949) and 

Suddenly (1954), both of which feature assassination plots:  
 
Lee felt a stillness around him. He had an eerie sense he was being watched for 
his reaction. […] He felt connected to the events on the screen. It was like secret 
instructions entering the network of signals and broadcast bands, the whole busy 
air of transmission. […] They were running a message through the night into his 
skin. […] The house was dark except for the flickering screen. An old scratchy 
film that carried his dreams. Perfection of rage, perfection of control, the fantasy 
of night. […] Lee felt he was in the middle of his own movie. They were running 
this thing just for him. He didn’t have to make the picture come and go. It 
happened on its own in the shaky light, with a strand of hair trembling in a 
corner of the frame. John Garfield dies a hero. He has to die. This is what feeds 
the revolution. (DeLillo, 1989: 369–370)  
 

A connection between visual technology and violence here manifests 

itself as a coalescence of medium and consciousness, creating an uncanny 

reversal of roles as Oswald comes to feel that he is the one being observed 

rather than being the observer. There is a hint here of an insistent co-
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mingling of technology and consciousness, which resonates strongly with 

the writings of Virilio and other theorists of contemporary media theory 

such as McLuhan and Ong. This interpenetration of technology, 

perception and violence is consistently foregrounded throughout the 

narrative with Oswald as the key figure. As Jeremey Green notes:   
 
Throughout his life, he [Oswald] is enmeshed with the bureaucratic systems and 
surveillance technologies of mid-century America. These systems and 
technologies, material embodiments of authority and secrecy, fuel his fantasies 
and inform his acts, simultaneously draining him of conviction and encouraging 
him to seek it in performances of power. His fantasies of secrecy and power—the 
two are indissociable for Oswald—are linked insistently to technology. (Green, 
2008: 103)  
 

Oswald’s longing for identity and power is presented explicitly as a desire 

to become part of the spectacular image-flow of modern mass media—a 

goal ultimately achieved with the assassination of Kennedy. Indeed, the 

assassination (along with the eventual murder of Oswald by Jack Ruby) 

features as the most obvious example of the militarization of perception 

and its confusion of vision and violence. Strongly indicative hereof is the 

transformation of Kennedy into an image. One conspirator describes him 

as a man who “glow[s] in the lens barrel of a camera” while on the day of 

the assassination, Kennedy looks “like photographs, a helmsman 

squinting in the sea-glare, white teeth shining” (DeLillo, 1989: 62, 392). 

During the description of the assassination, the narrative offers a 

plethora of extreme close-ups in which it is noticed, for instance, that 

“[t]here was only a trace of the cortisone bloat that sometimes affected 

his face” (DeLillo, 1989: 392). As Apitzsch points out, the highly visual 

poetics of DeLillo’s language in these instances implicitly refer not only 

to the public images of the assassination but also to the “technicolor 

aesthetics of filmic images” and thus to the way in which the image of 

Kennedy is linked to a wider culture of images.68 The imageness of the 

event in general is also foregrounded as the narrator describes Kennedy’s 

journey towards downtown Dallas: “The Lincoln seemed to glow. 

Sunlight flashed from the fenders and hood, made the upholstery shine. 

[…] The burnished surface of the car mirrored scenes along the road” 

(DeLillo, 1989: 392). Most telling of all is perhaps the casual juxta-

position of technologies of vision and violence in the description of the 

procession of “men with Nikons, Rolliflexes, newsreel cameras, 

                                                           
68 “die Technicolor-Ästhetik der Filmbilder” (Apitzsch, 2012: 120). 
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radiophones, automatic rifles, shotguns, service revolvers and the codes 

for launching a nuclear strike” that are part of the president’s entourage 

(DeLillo, 1989: 392).  

During the narration of the assassination this strategy continues as 

DeLillo consistently juxtaposes cameras and rifles, suggesting not only 

that “everyone is being ‘shot’” but also that the entire event is “a spectacle 

staged for public consumption” (Osteen, 2000: 162). Such coalescence of 

vision and violence, however, is most insistently articulated in the scenes 

featuring the different shooters as focalizing agents, of which Oswald is 

obviously a key figure. Perched in the window from which he plans to 

take his shot, Oswald looks down Houston Street, noting that “the First 

Lady was radiant in a pink suit and small round hat”, and feels “glad she 

looked so good. For her own sake. For the cameras. For the pictures that 

would enter the permanent record” (DeLillo, 1989: 395). As noted by 

Apitzsch, Oswald’s participation in the event is thus presented not as one 

motivated by political beliefs, but rather by his wish to partake in the 

imageness of Kennedy (Apitzsch, 2012: 127–128). As such, it refers to the 

need for self-aggrandizement and power already evident in his childhood 

love for reading and writing. As the motorcade approaches, the rifle itself 

becomes the most literal site of coalescence of vision and violence: 
 
Everything was slow and clear. He got down on one knee, placed his left elbow 
on the stacked cartons and rested the gun barrel on the edge of the carton on the 
sill. He sighted on the back of the President’s head. The Lincoln moved into the 
cover of the live oak, going about ten miles an hour. Ready on the left, ready on 
the right. Through the scope he saw the car metal shine. (DeLillo, 1989: 395) 
 

DeLillo thus consistently describes a process of coalescence between 

technologies of vision and violence in which what “begins with looking 

through the viewfinder of a camera” consistently ends with “looking 

through the scope of a weapon”.69 Kennedy’s assassination serves as clear 

example of the ways in which the interaction of technology, mind and 

body is “envisaged in distinctly negative terms as one typified by the 

spectacle of violence” (Green, 1999: 590). Indeed, the assassination 

constitutes “the inaugural moment of the uncanny complicity between 

violence and media” so central to much of DeLillo’s fiction.70  

                                                           
69 “beginnt mit Dem Blick durch den Sucher einer Kamera und endet […] mit dem Blick 
durch den Zielsucher einer Waffe” (Apitzsch, 2012: 124). 
70 “Inaugurationsmoment für die unheimliche Komplizenschaft von Gewalt und Medien” 
(Apitzsch, 2012: 119). 
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As with the assassination of Kennedy, the subsequent murder of 

Oswald by Jack Ruby is equally described primarily in visual terms as a 

mass mediated spectacle. Even as the act is focalized through Jack Ruby, 

it takes on a highly TV-like quality in which the barrier between 

perception and mediation collapses:  
 
The timing was split-second, the location was pinpoint. Spotlights came on. 
Everything was black and white, highlights and heavy shadows. He saw a cluster 
of police come out of the jail office escorting the prisoner, who wore a dark 
sweater and looked like nobody from nowhere. (DeLillo, 1989: 437)  
 

More than merely an ekphrastic remediation of the many well-known 

images of this event, what characterizes the description is the way in 

which it gestures towards the mediated characteristics of the event in 

public memory as well as the way in which perception itself seems always 

already mediated in Libra.71 Indeed, a collapse is articulated between 

reality and mediation, as the two levels merge: “There was a movement 

of reporters. Then flashbulbs, shouts echoing off the walls, and it all 

seemed strange to Jack, already seen, and he stood in the artificial glare 

in the dark basement with the ramps stained by exhaust smoke and a 

charge of octane in the air” (DeLillo, 1989: 437). Suggested here is a 

curious interchangeability between event and mediation, and thus a 

collapse of classic Newtonian causality: 
 
Jack came out of the crowd, seeing everything happen in advance. He took the 
revolver out of his pocket, bootlegging it, palming it on his hip. A path opened 
up. There was no one between him and Oswald. Jack showed the gun. He took a 
last long stride and fired once, a mid-body shot from inches away. (DeLillo, 1989: 
437–438) 
 

What the narrator describes here is not so much the murder of Oswald 

itself, but the images and pictures of the televised event floating through 

public memory. As Apitzsch points out, the description of the murder 

hints at the later copy of the event through mass mediated images as two 

different spatiotemporal viewing positions coalesce: Jack Ruby killing 

Oswald, as well as Jack Ruby “in the role of the future television viewer, 

actually anticipating the moment in which Jack Ruby pulls out the 

                                                           
71 Apitzsch notes how certain of DeLillo’s descriptions closely mirror Robert H. Jackson’s 
famous Pulitzer Prize winning photograph of Oswald’s death. See Aptizsch (2012: 175–
181). 
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weapon”.72 DeLillo’s text thus creates a sense of temporal and spatial 

dissonance in which two different temporalities as well as two different 

viewing positions intermingle. The intersection of frames, meaning the 

eyes of Jack Ruby and the eyes of the camera, further suggests the way in 

which perception is always already interspersed with forms of mediation. 

There is no ‘pure’, ‘natural’ vision or perception in Libra. Quite the 

contrary, perception is always already infected with its technological 

augmentation and there is no getting outside mediation to a realm of 

‘pure’ experience.73 

This suturing of perception, mediation and violence reaches its 

ultimate expression in the description of Oswald’s death, as Oswald 

watches himself die on live television: “He could see himself shot as the 

camera caught it. Through the pain he watched TV. […] Through the pain, 

through the losing of sensation except where it hurt, Lee watched himself 

react to the augering heat of the bullet” (DeLillo, 1989: 439).74 In death, 

Oswald is thus transformed into an image, experiencing a splitting of self, 

produced by his own objectification through visual technology. As noted 

by Green: “Oswald experiences his own shooting through a con-

sciousness split between bodily pain, on the one hand, and a set of 

allusions to forms of technology, on the other. Even as he succumbs to 

pain […] he experiences the moment through TV. […] Oswald, in other 

words, watches himself become image” (Green, 1999: 590). As the 

footage of Oswald’s death is replayed on TV, the narrator voices a curious 

connection between Oswald and the television audience:  
 
There was something in Oswald’s face, a glance at the camera before he was shot, 
that put him here in the audience, among the rest of us, sleepless in our homes—
a glance, a way of telling us that he knows who we are and how we feel, that he 
has brought our perceptions and interpretations into his sense of the crime. […] 
[H]e has made us part of his dying. (DeLillo, 1989: 447) 
 

                                                           
72 “in der Rolle der späteren Fernsehzuschauer, der tatsächlich den Moment antizipiert, in 
dem Jack Ruby die Waffe zückt” (Apitzsch, 2012: 178). 
73 As such, I disagree with Apitzsch’s claim that DeLillo’s goal is to “linguistically control” 
(“sprachlich kontrolliert”) the event of the Kennedy assassination (Apitzsch, 2012: 134). 
This seems to me to be a somewhat strange argument given that her analysis pays exquisite 
attention to the fractured, discontinuous, nonlinear characteristics of DeLillo’s prose, 
particularly as pertains to the descriptions of the Kennedy assassination, and the various 
ways in which DeLillo foregrounds it as an event, which escapes established procedures of 
rationalization and control. 
74 Apitzsch notes: “With Oswald’s death, the analogy of camera and weapon reaches its 
apex” (“Die Analogie von Kamera und Waffe findet ihren Höhepunkt in Oswalds Tod”) 
(Apitzsch, 2012: 179).  
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Described here is a collapse of distinction between Oswald and the 

audience, which implicitly relates to the ways in which both are inscribed 

in the same regime of perception. “The event of Oswald’s death marks 

how TV enters into psychological subjectivity” argues Jeffrey Karnicky. 

“Not only his death is broadcast; his subjectivity literally becomes 

entangled with and infected by television. This contagion easily passes 

into the viewer’s consciousness, producing the ‘us’ that is watching 

television” (Karnicky, 2001: 350). It is in this sense that all the people 

watching are part of his dying. His death (just as that of Kennedy) is a 

death made both for and through the screen of a contemporary visual 

culture, whose primary feature becomes the imbrication of vision and 

violence. Jeremey Green notes that Oswald’s look not only “draws 

watcher and victim into a pathological secret, a collective unity founded 

on the watching of pain” but that it equally “collapses the difference […] 

between the world out there and the world in here, or renders these terms 

undecidable” (Green, 1999: 593). Apitzsch similarly notes that “through 

the medial dissemination of the images of his death, the private, singular 

fate of Oswald becomes the collective experience of an entire nation”.75 

As such, the story of Lee Harvey Oswald becomes not one of individual 

pathology but of a wider cultural and historical process characterized by 

a militarization of perception through mediation—a process emerging 

most vividly and intensely within the realm of visual technologies such as 

photography and television. 

 

“Word by word by word”: Writing as a Way of Shooting 

Despite Oswald’s almost schematic movement from the inscription 

technology of the printed word to the inscription technology of the rifle, 

Libra does not (as noted earlier) offer a simplistic narrative in which a 

sanctified realm of words tragically loses its battle with a corrupt world 

of images. Quite the contrary, images and words are inscribed within the 

same militarization of perception as the printed word features promi-

nently in the confusion between technologies of vision and violence. 

Indeed, the idealizations of control, order, permanence and dis-

embodiment, which Oswald ultimately attempts to enact via the rifle 

sight, are ultimately preceded by the printed word rather than separate 

                                                           
75 “Das private, singuläre Schicksal Oswalds wird durch die mediale Verbreitung der Bilder 
seines Todes zur kollektiven Erfahrung einer ganzen Nation” (Apitzsch, 2012: 146).  
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from it. In his desire to become an image Oswald, indeed, seeks the 

fulfillment of visual permanence he earlier associated with the printed 

word but which was denied him because of his dyslexia. The way in which 

print situates words in space, fixing an oral phenomenon in visual form 

to create a sense of control over perceptual experience, thus serves as a 

prefiguration of the control and dominance Oswald later seeks to 

establish through other visual media (Ong, 1982: 119). Not able to master 

the complexity of the imagetext, which consistently confronts him with 

the embodied and material messiness of lived experience, Oswald turns 

to the visual technology of riflescopes and the safe linearity offered by a 

bullet’s trajectory. The distortion and confusion that Oswald associates 

with the printed word as a visual object because of his dyslexia is thus 

contrasted with the purity and clarity of the riflescope and the power over 

the visible world it offers.  

While Libra thus investigates the various ways in which 

technologies such as photography, television and radar offer a sense of 

control and power over perceptual space, writing is posited not as their 

adversary but rather as their partner in crime. Although ultimately 

expressed in the act of killing, Oswald’s idealization of permanence and 

control first manifests itself in his interactions with the printed word. A 

case in point is young Oswald’s reading of the Marine Corps Manual: 

   
He memorized the use of deadly force. He studied principles of close order drill 
and the use of ribbons and badges. […] The whirl, the slash, the butt stroke. 
There was no end of things to quote from the manual. The book had been written 
just for him. He read deeply in the rules, impressed by the strictness and 
precision, by the stream of awesome details, weird, niggling, perfect. (DeLillo, 
1989: 42)  
 

The signifying procedures of the printed word are here associated with 

the rationalization of violence through a disciplining of the body as 

detailed descriptions and concepts articulate and shape certain patterns 

of action. The discipline of the printed word thus coalesces with a 

discipline of violence, the one becoming a prerequisite of the other. 

Indeed, the discipline of the printed word is explicitly transformed into a 

discipline of violence, as the printed word becomes paramount for the 

militarization of perception. One might say that the entire machinery of 

military order and the discipline associated with modern warfare is tied 

to the printed word, which not only allows for the dissemination of codes 

of conduct, patterns of action and movement, but also affords a 
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rationalization of perceptual experience that is positioned as a requisite 

of warfare as such. Just as Virilio argues that there would be no modern 

warfare without certain technologies of vision, DeLillo’s text here 

implicitly presents a similarly symbiotic relationship between the printed 

word and a culture of violence. 

An early description of Oswald reading in his room “following the 

text with his index finger, word by word by word” hints at this coalescence 

as the index finger used to follow the trail of the text later becomes the 

trigger finger causing (or at least contributing to) the death of Kennedy 

(DeLillo, 1989: 49). As Oswald interacts with the words on the page, the 

movement of his finger not only becomes a literal instantiation of the 

ways in which the printed word disciplines the body, but also of the ways 

in which this discipline is established almost exclusively at the level of the 

visual modality of the text. Indeed, the form of embodiment here 

emerging through the interaction of technology and body is underpinned 

by a strongly ocularcentric model of perception as both Oswald’s gaze and 

finger ardently follows the visual trail of the text. Further underlining the 

connection between this ocularcentric militarization of perception and 

the printed word is the way in which the sentence “word by word by 

word” cleverly mirrors the three rounds eventually fired by Oswald 

during the assassination. Even if such a reading might balance 

precariously on the edge of over-interpretation, it is certainly clear that 

the militarization of Oswald’s perceptual apparatus does not begin with 

his abandonment of the printed word but is prefigured by it.  

Oswald’s reading of the leftist magazine The Militant further 

underlines this fact. “He also read between the lines. You can tell when 

they want you to do something on behalf of the struggle. They run a 

message buried in the text” (DeLillo, 1989: 372). Compelling Oswald 

towards certain patterns of action, the printed word conditions and 

shapes perception. One might say that Oswald’s exposure to the printed 

word leads to the articulation of a logic of violence that essentially infects 

him at a subjective level, altering his experience of the world and 

therefore the conditions of his potential engagement with it. The printed 

word thus becomes as much part of the militarization of perception as 

images and pictures, entailing a coalescence of the acts of reading, 

writing and (ultimately) killing.  

One particularly noticeable example of this is the description of 

Oswald’s wife Marina taking pictures of Oswald. DeLillo here addresses 



76 
 

not only Oswald’s search for identity and meaning but also the role of 

mediation therein: 
 
He posed in a corner of the yard, the rifle in his right hand, muzzle up, butt end 
pressing on his waist, just inches from the holstered .38. The magazines, the 
Militant and the Worker, were in his left hand, fanned like playing cards. 

She snapped the shutter. 
He posed one more time, the rifle in his left hand now, the magazines held 

under his chin with the word Militant visible above the fold, his shadow trailing 
to the wooden gate and his thin smile carried forward by light and time into the 
frame of official history. (DeLillo, 1989: 278–279) 
 

DeLillo further highlights the centrality of this episode by using a famous 

photograph of Oswald on the front-cover of Libra’s first edition. Among 

other noticeable publications, the photograph featured on the front-cover 

of Life magazine on February 21, 1964 and became one of the most well- 

known public visual representations of Oswald. DeLillo clearly references 

this photograph in his description of Oswald’s posing for the camera, and 

because of its placement on the cover, the photograph comes to function 

as a kind of framing device for the entire narrative of the novel and its 

insistent investigation of the role of images and visual technology in 

contemporary culture. 
 

 
Front-cover of Libra’s 1988 first edition featuring famous photograph of Lee Harvey 

Oswald. (Copyright: Penguin Publishing Group/Francesca Belanger. Used by permission.) 
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On its most simple, schematic level, DeLillo’s description of Marina 

taking Oswald’s picture offers an imbrication of inscription technologies 

within the same perceptual space, transforming the camera, the rifle and 

the printed word into emblems of the militarization of perception insofar 

as they provide the particular distribution of perception and formation of 

knowledge and identity making possible the eventual assassination. It is 

significant that DeLillo includes the printed word in this framework, 

rather than excludes it. In doing so, he effectively short-circuits the 

possibility of reading Oswald’s story as the tragedy of a corrupt image-

world overpowering and marginalizing the ethical and moral culture of 

the printed word. Quite the contrary, the scene of Oswald posing for the 

camera is emblematic of the way in which the narrative deploys the 

interpenetration and interdependence of various inscription techno-

logies, most notably pictures, writing and weapons. Even while the 

photograph is “one of the central artefacts of Oswald’s self-stylization” 

and therefore “the most important expression of spectacular authorship” 

in the context of Libra’s narrative, it is also, I argue, linked to the printed 

word.76 While Apitzsch is certainly right that the description of the taking 

of the photographs signals Oswald’s preference for images as a way of 

writing his identity, I hasten to underline that this does not entail a 

complete exclusion of the printed word from this process (Apitzsch, 

2012: 169). This much is indicated by the remarkable juxtaposition 

within the photographic frame of the rifle and the two Marxist 

magazines. While photography and its link to the scope of the rifle is 

obviously a central point of coalescence of vision and violence, the 

presence of the two magazines simultaneously calls attention to the focus 

placed in the early chapters upon the influence of the printed word upon 

Oswald. Although he may have abandoned his ambition of becoming a 

writer of words, he still dreams of inscribing himself upon the surface of 

official history; by violent means if necessary 

Central to the text, then, is not so much the positioning of the 

printed word against a world of images, but rather the power of both 

inscription technologies to condition human perception, consciousness 

and identity. Because of this, I do not think that the dichotomy offered by 

Apitzsch between romantic and spectacular authorship holds up within 

                                                           
76 “eines der zentralen Artefakte in Oswalds Selbststilisierung” , “wichtigster Ausdruk des 
‘spectacular authorship’” (Apitzsch, 2012: 168).  
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the context of the novel. Their differences are not of kind but of degree, 

and even while the militarization of perception is emphasized most 

insistently in the context of visual technology, it does not entail a total 

exclusion of the printed word from such processes. Rather, the imagetext 

discourse found in Libra’s many scenes of writing and looking dismantles 

this distinction by foregrounding the interpenetration of words and 

images. Just as photography, television, radar screens and rifle sights, 

the printed word is also a visual technology, whose key distinction in the 

case of Oswald is the idealization of control, permanence and authority. 

The insistent coalescence of images and words, that is, the foregrounding 

of words as images and vice versa, thus serves to position the printed 

word not in opposition to a corrupt image-world, but as intimately 

inscribed within it. Indeed, print culture, such as represented in Libra, is 

ultimately ocularcentric, and serves to strengthen the violent 

idealizations of control, order and disembodiment that characterizes the 

perceptual scheme of the ocularcentric sense hierarchy.  

If we follow the narrative of Libra closely, a strong case can 

therefore be made that the printed word serves as the generative engine 

of the ocularcentrism that comes to dominate Oswald’s perceptual 

apparatus. As such, the printed word is a key medium in preconditioning 

Oswald towards the ocularcentrism that guides his actions. Importantly, 

then, the printed word does not exist outside visual culture and the 

ocularcentric militarization of perception associated with it, but is rather 

a prefiguration of it. One might say that Libra ties the culture of print to 

the militarization of perception described by Virilio, making the 

assassination of Kennedy not an expression of individual pathology but 

rather an expression of a set of cultural, technological and material 

processes that govern human perception and identity. Rather than 

existing in a realm outside such processes, the culture of print is deeply 

implicated therein.  

 

“Split perceptions”: The Crisis of Memory and Mediation 

Even as the imagetext discourse in Libra’s many scenes of writing and 

looking articulates an attack upon print culture, it is simultaneously at 

the very point of coalescence between images and words that a possible 

space of resistance is hinted at. As such, the imagetext discourse at once 

speaks to both the fall of print culture as well as the possible rise of the 
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print novel as a viable mode of political resistance and subversion. Even 

as Libra presents a connection between the printed word and procedures 

of rationalization and control, it simultaneously attempts to critically 

interrogate and undermine those procedures. We might say, essentially, 

that Libra constitutes a form of writing against itself—that is, a form of 

writing which critically engages with the notions of permanence, order 

and control associated with print culture in the novel. Libra, in this sense, 

is paradoxically written against the culture of print that gave birth to the 

genre of the modern novel, attempting instead to foreground the myriad 

ways in which lived experience escapes the procedures of rationalization 

associated with the authority of the printed word. As demonstrated 

above, it is the most central feature of the imagetext discourse to perform 

this task. Through its investigation of the relationship between 

perception and processes of mediation (particularly as manifested in 

scenes of writing and looking), Libra articulates a pervasive crisis of both 

knowledge and memory—a crisis of which the life and death of Lee 

Harvey Oswald as well as the assassination of President Kennedy become 

emblematic.  

However, the most concise expression of this crisis of knowledge 

and memory is perhaps found in the narrative string of the novel 

featuring CIA employee, Nicholas Branch, and his attempt at writing the 

unofficial history of the Kennedy assassination. Spatially and temporally 

dissociated from the main narrative, the story of Branch almost 

exclusively concerns his interaction with various texts, images and 

objects related to the assassination. It thus functions as the most explicit 

articulation of Libra’s interrogation of the relationship between 

perception, mediation and memory.  

Working in his small home office, Branch has amassed an enormous 

archive of material pertaining to the assassination. Despite his valiant 

efforts, however, the assassination of Kennedy remains a mystery to 

Branch. Equally so does the lonely figure of Oswald, which becomes 

emblematic of the impossibility of attaining absolute knowledge of the 

past as well as the present. Branch observes not only that Oswald “looks 

like different people from one photograph to the next” but that he 

ultimately “looks like everybody” (DeLillo, 1989: 300). Oswald thereby 

functions as a metonymy for the event of the assassination itself: 
 
The Oswald shadings, the multiple images, the split perceptions—eye color, 
weapons caliber— these seem a foreboding of what is to come. The endless fact-
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rubble of the investigations. How many shots, how many gunmen, how many 
directions? Powerful events breed their own network of inconsistencies. The 
simple facts elude authentication. (DeLillo, 1989: 300) 
 

Oswald remains a mystery to Branch as well as to the reader—more of an 

image, or a set of images, than a stable, knowable, autonomous subject. 

Branch comes increasingly to think of him as “a technical diagram, part 

of some exercise in the secret manipulation of history” (DeLillo, 1989: 

377). Indeed, it might be said of all the characters in Libra that none of 

them emerge as fully fleshed personalities in the realistic tradition, but 

more as a set of refracted images, surfaces, and voices appropriated from 

the dissonant discourse of public media memory. When they speak, it is 

not as particular individuals but as nodes in a larger structure of 

historical discourse, the multiple mediations of voices and images 

associated with the Kennedy assassination in public memory. As 

Branch’s work slows to a grinding halt, he therefore begins to lose faith 

in many of the methods of investigation, verification and validation 

associated with the project of modernity itself, and the collapse of any 

stable epistemology or ontology becomes manifest: 
 
He questions everything, including the basic suppositions we make about our 
world of light and shadow, solid objects and ordinary sounds, and our ability to 
measure such things, to determine weight, mass and direction, to see things as 
they are, recall them clearly, be able to say what happened. (DeLillo, 1989: 300–
301) 
 

Although both audible and kinesthetic modalities are involved, this crisis 

is expressed primarily in visual terms as a separation of seeing from 

knowing. Libra thus undermines the ocularcentric epistemology 

associated with print culture and other forms of modern visual 

technology:  
 
Shattered bone and horror. That’s all it means to him. There is nothing to 
understand, no insights to be had from these pictures and statistics, from this 
melancholy bullet with its nose leveled and spread like a penny left on trolley 
tracks. […] They are mocking him. They are saying in effect, “Here, look, these 
are the true images. This is your history. Here is a blown-out skull for you to 
ponder. Here is lead penetrating bone.” 

They are saying, “Look, touch, this is the true nature of the event. […] There 
are no contradictions here. Your history is simple. See, the man on the slab. The 
open eye staring. The goat head oozing rudimentary matter.” 

They are saying, “This is what it looks like to get shot.”  
(DeLillo, 1989: 299–300) 
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Established here is a split between knowledge and mediation, as Libra 

breaks open and fractures the very same perceptual space that Oswald 

seeks to control and overpower. There is no truth behind the images, no 

realm of absolute knowledge outside mediation. Kennedy’s assassination 

exists only as a dissonant and disjointed media assemblage, much as 

Libra itself constitutes a kind of virtual media assemblage.77  

Although these issues are foregrounded primarily at a thematic level 

through the imagetext discourse found in the various scenes of writing 

and looking that permeate the novel, there are instances in which it also 

manifests itself at the formal level. Noticeably, all of these instances occur 

during the description of the assassination, as DeLillo uses capital letters 

and changes in layout to represent the intrusion into the narrative of 

various radio transmissions:   
 
          FLASH 
  SSSSSSSSSS 
        BLOOD STAINEZAAC 
          KENNEDY SERIOSTY WOUNDED 
          SSSSSSSSSS 
          MAKE THAT PERHAPS PERHAPS 
          SERIOUSLY WOUNDED 
 
     (DeLillo, 1989: 402) 
 

These changes of typography and layout not only serve to signify a voice 

separate from that of the implied narrator (although obviously still part 

of the overall diegesis) but also call attention to the visual modality of the 

printed word itself. Most notably, the reader is made to look at the words 

rather than see through them. In The Electronic Word. Democracy, 

Technology, and the Arts (1993), Richard Lanham employs these terms 

to distinguish between texts proposing to present a transparent window 

into a preexisting world and those instead presenting themselves as 

constructions. In other words, his distinction is meant to distinguish 

texts attempting to obscure their own mediality from those attempting to 

                                                           
77 I here refer to the concept of media assemblage presented by John Johnston in 
Information Multiplicity. American Fiction in the Age of Media Saturation (1998). 
Johnston’s concept is modeled on Deleuze and Guttari’s concept of assemblage put forth 
in A Thousand Plateaus (1980). Johnston defines an assemblage as being “composed of 
relations, liaisons and affiliations among and across an array of elements and processes 
that are completely different in kind” which therefore “constitutes not a structural unity or 
totality but only a functional consistency or ‘jelling together’ of diverse parts and 
processes” (Johnston, 1998: 14). Johnston applies this concept to a selection of DeLillo’s 
novels. 
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foreground it. In these instances, then, Libra produces an oscillation 

between looking at and seeing through which entails a foregrounding of 

the narrative itself as a process of mediation. Instead of calling attention 

to the visual properties of the printed word through various narrative 

strategies, these instances do so by manipulating the visual properties 

themselves, making the words on the page stand out as visual, spatial 

objects. As such, the medium of print is foregrounded as a multimodal 

form of communication in which the visual properties of the text also 

participate in the creation of meaning.78 In doing so, Libra rejects the 

realist paradigm traditionally associated with print culture in which the 

object was to make the reader forget about the process of mediation and 

instead immerse herself fully in the narrative world of the text.79 Instead, 

mediation is brought to the foreground of the signifying process.80  

Another noticeable feature of these changes in typography and 

layout is the way in which they call attention to disruptions of meaning 

within the mediating process. This is accomplished not only with 

onomatopoetic representations of noise but also through the layout, 

whose dissonant spatial features create a sense of disconnection and 

confusion: 
 

       GET OFF NXR 
       BULLETIN 
  SSSSSSSSS  ZA SNIPER SERIOUSLY 
       WOUNDED 
       OFF ALL OF YOU   STAY 
  OFF AND 
       KEEP OFF GET OFF 
 
     (DeLillo, 1989: 403) 

 

                                                           
78 As Nina Nørgaard has pointed out: “Even though the term ‘multimodality’ would appear 
to imply the existence of ‘monomodes’ and ‘monomodality,’ it is important to realize that 
no such thing exists. […] [A]ll communication is multimodal, thus also written verbal 
language since this mode consists not of wording only, but has a visual side to it, too, i.e., 
typography, which in turn consists of submodes such as shape and color. Typography is an 
aspect of literary narratives that readers tend not to notice much, especially not when the 
narrative is set in conventional typefaces […]. However, this does not make such typefaces 
any less semiotic than more eye-catching ones” (Nørgaard, 2010: 116).  
79 “[P]rint has often been regarded as a medium that should disappear from the reader’s 
conscious consideration. Indeed, two levels of mediation are supposed to disappear, the 
printed page and the prose itself. In a traditional novel, the reader is supposed to forget 
that he is reading and simply ‘see’ the events that the author describes” (Bolter, 2001: 43). 
80 On the concern for processes of mediation in modernist and postmodernist literature 
among others, see Cohen (1998), Jacobs (2001), Danius (2002), and Hayles (2008). 
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DeLillo thus manipulates the visual and spatial properties of the print 

text, disrupting the traditional flow of signification to introduce a form of 

visual noise into the otherwise ordered writing space of the novel.81  

Another important feature of these eruptions of the visual, so to 

speak, is that they signify the intrusion into the narrative of different 

processes of mediation, specifically the medium of radio waves, which, in 

turn, metonymically refers to the electronic environments of modernity 

in which the novel itself is situated. One might say that the manipulation 

of typography and layout thus represents the intrusion of another 

technology into the writing space of the novel—an intrusion which serves, 

however, not as a way to distance the space of literature from such 

technologies, but rather to foreground its affinity with them. As such, 

these imagetexts call attention to, and are themselves examples of, the 

interpenetration of the space of literature (and, indeed, language as such) 

by other forms of mediation. They destabilize any concept of literature as 

a purely verbal phenomenon, calling attention to the multiple modalities 

involved in literature’s signifying processes. Just as the noises and 

distortions of the voice are highlighted, so too are the ways in which the 

entire narrative of Libra is permeated and penetrated by other forms of 

mediation, of which, one might say, it is itself an assemblage. Rather than 

being merely a trick or device, these imagetexts implicitly express a set of 

meta-aesthetical concerns regarding the interaction of the printed word 

with other forms of mediation as well as their relation to the event of the 

assassination itself and the perceptual and epistemological crisis of 

which it is emblematic.  

On both a thematic and formal level, this crisis manifests itself most 

insistently and profoundly through the imagetext discourse, whose 

imbrication of the verbal and the visual foregrounds the embodied 

materiality of mediation and the ways in which this materiality 

challenges the tradition of ocularcentrism and the accompanying 

confusion of vision and violence. Even as Libra presents a militarization 

of perception linked to the association of the technologies of vision with 

technologies of violence, it simultaneously implies the possible 

emergence of an alternative perceptual regime. 

                                                           
81 As such, Libra shares a possibly slight but nonetheless noticeable affinity with at least 
part of the widespread experimentation with typography in twentieth century poetry. Well-
known examples are the poetic experiments of the Dadaists and the Surrealists as well as 
the Scandinavian concrete poets of the 1960s. For more, see Perloff (1991), Drucker (1996) 
and Bäckström (2010).   
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In Libra we thus find an association of the printed word with the 

tradition of ocularcentrism as well as a simultaneous foregrounding of 

the print novel as a possible site of resistance thereto which makes 

possible an understanding of the novel as a form of writing against print 

culture. Central to both strategies is the imagetext discourse, which, on 

the one hand, foregrounds the printed word’s association with 

ocularcentrism, while it, on the other hand, calls attention to the various 

embodied and material properties inherent to the practices of reading 

and writing that undermine and subvert ocularcentrism. Although a 

marked tendency within print culture has often been to repress the visual 

and material properties of the printed word, it is by calling attention to 

these properties that Libra speaks to the possible emergence of a 

subversive perceptual regime.  To the extent that “the history of Western 

prose might be understood as a series of strategies for controlling the 

visual and the sensory”, Libra functions as an attempt to write against 

this history by articulating an alternative regime of perception in which 

such properties are allowed to become part of the signifying process 

(Bolter, 2001: 48). Libra thus expresses an attempt not to free lived 

experience from mediation, but rather to understand and interrogate the 

ways in which processes of mediation are implicated therein. 

If, however, Libra is to be understood as a form of writing against 

print culture, this begs the obvious question (raised by McLuhan, Ong 

and many others) of whether it is even possible to articulate a truly 

subversive criticism of a particular technology when that criticism is itself 

predicated upon that very technology. A quick glance at the tragic 

narrative of Lee Harvey Oswald would certainly seem to resonate 

strongly with Friedrich Kittler’s famous statement that “media determine 

our situation” (Kittler, 1999: xxxix). But even as Libra interrogates and 

foregrounds the strong interaction and interpenetration of mind and 

medium, it simultaneously allows for the emergence of a possible mode 

of critical agency through which culture can push back, so to speak, 

against the conditions of possibility provided by technology. As such, 

Libra expresses a sort of middle-position in the previously mentioned 

debate on determinism, which entails neither that media determine 

culture nor that culture determines media, but that the two forces exist 

in constant tension (both creative and destructive) with each other. A 

Kittler-like form of determinism is thus placed in constant tension with 

a Rancièrian insistence upon the subversive potential of political and 
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aesthetic intervention. DeLillo’s novel may present us with the narrative 

of a man driven to violence by technology, but it also speaks to a possible 

space of resistance to such processes. This space of resistance is not 

predicated, however, upon a utopian escape from mediation, but rather 

on the attempt to understand mediation and its distributions of 

perception as well as the formations of knowledge, identity and power 

such distributions entail. In imagining the life of Lee Harvey Oswald, 

Libra investigates not only the social and material processes that drive 

society towards violence, but also the possible avenues of resistance that 

might possibly allow us to escape Oswald’s tragic fate.    
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Mao II 
“The lightning-lit word”: The Spectacle of the 

Word in the Late Age of Print 
 

In the final scene of Mao II (1991), photographer Brita Nilson looks out 

over the rooftops of a war-torn Beirut from her hotel balcony:  
 
There is a flash out there in the dark near a major checkpoint. Then another in 
the same spot, several more, intense and white. She waits for the reciprocating 
flash, the return fire, but all the bursts are in one spot and there is no sound. 
What could it be then if it’s not the start of the day’s first exchange of automatic-
weapons fire? Only one thing of course. Someone is out there with a camera and 
a flash unit. Brita stays on the balcony for another minute, watching the 
magnesium pulse that brings an image to a strip of film. She crosses her arms 
over her body against the chill and counts off the bursts of relentless light. The 
dead city photographed one more time. (DeLillo, 1992: 240–241) 
 

Just as was the case in Libra, the fusion of technologies of vision and 

violence in Mao II features as the central component in the articulation 

of a militarization of perception. Indeed, despite the above example being 

explicitly set in a war zone, Mao II speaks with even greater insistency 

than Libra to the relationship between this process and spectacularized 

consumerism in general, allowing for the perfusion of the process of 

militarization throughout all spheres of society.  

Equally so, Mao II inscribes with greater force and explicitness the 

contemporary print novel in this process, as it endeavors to articulate a 

possible mode of resistance. A key feature of this strategy is the dialectic 

established in the novel between the verbal and the visual, particularly so 

in scenes of writing and looking. In such scenes, Mao II insistently 

foregrounds the embodied, multimodal materiality of the practices of 

both reading and writing. 

Mao II tells the story of famous author Bill Gray and his failed 

attempt to reestablish a sense of cultural relevance after spending several 

decades hiding from the public eye. Motivated by the belief that the print 

novel has become an obsolete form of cultural expression in a society 

dominated by mass mediated spectacles of violence, he abandons 

publishing his latest novel. Instead, he embarks upon a journey to Beirut, 

where a Maoist terrorist group is holding the Swiss poet Jean-Claude 

Julien hostage. Believing that terrorists are the new spectacular authors 

of contemporary society, Bill wishes to take Julien’s place and thus 
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become part of their spectacular narrative.82 Injured in a traffic accident 

in Cyprus, however, he dies unceremoniously aboard a ferry before ever 

reaching his destination. The narrative of Bill Gray’s life and death in 

many ways thus mirrors that of Lee Harvey Oswald’s in Libra, as both 

men search for a solution to their perceived failures through the spectacle 

of mass mediated violence.83  

Central to the tragic narrative of Bill Gray is the interrogation of the 

status and state of literature, and specifically the print novel, in a society 

permeated by mass mediated images. As in Libra, the verbal-visual 

dynamics present in scenes of writing and looking is a central focal point 

for such concerns.  

Unlike Libra, however, Mao II features a set of graphic images 

(more specifically reproductions of press photographs) all of which 

participate in the interrogation of the relationship between words and 

images while also depicting events described in the narrative. One 

photograph depicts a mass wedding held by the Unification Church (aka 

the so-called Moon church) while another depicts the infamous 

Hillsborough stadium disaster. Another photograph features a mural of 

Iranian dictator Ayatollah Khomeini with a crowd of people huddled 

beneath it while the last photograph in the novel depicts a group of boys 

in the rubble of a war-ravaged Beirut.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
82 As noted earlier, the concept of spectacular authorship in this case originates with Mark 
Osteen and his analysis of Mao II in American Magic and Dread (2000) and describes 
“the power to use photographic or televised images to manufacture, as if by magic, 
spectacular events that profoundly mold public consciousness” (Osteen, 2000: 193). Julia 
Apitzsch also applies Osteen’s term in her analysis of the novel, and in her analysis of 
Libra. 
83 Julia Apitzsch makes a similar observation. See Apitzsch (2012: 205). 
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Chapter titles of Viking’s 1991 first edition of Mao II. (Copyright: Penguin 

Publishing Group. Used by permission.) 
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A press photograph of the famous Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 

also features on the novel’s title page.84  
 

 
Title page of Viking’s 1991 first edition of Mao II. (Copyright: Penguin 

Publishing Group. Used by permission.) 
 

All of these photographs serve to highlight many of the novel’s central 

themes, particularly its interrogation of contemporary visual culture and 

the link between technologies of vision and mass violence.85 More than 

this, however, they also function as examples of the way in which the 

novel insistently develops an affinity between words and images. By 

calling attention to the visual modality of the print novel, i.e., the visual 

properties of the words transposed upon the images, these juxtapositions 

of photographic images and printed words function as central formal 

manifestations of the imagetext discourse that permeates the novel at a 

thematic level. Indeed, these chapter titles are themselves scenes of 

                                                           
84 It is noteworthy that the photo was taken before the massacre of June 4 in which several 
hundreds or thousands of people were killed by military troops sent to disperse the 
“counter-revolutionary riot” as it was branded by the Chinese government (Vogel, 2011: 
634).  
85 As noted by Apitzsch, these photographs function as “a visual expression of the central 
themes of the novel” (“visueller Ausdruck der zentralen Themen des Romans”) (Apitzsch, 
2012: 230). 
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writing and looking as the juxtaposition of words and pictures creates an 

oscillation between looking and reading which foregrounds the affinity 

between the two practices. Worth mentioning in this context is also the 

novel’s front-cover, which features a collage of silkscreens by Andy 

Warhol based on a photograph of Mao Zedong from the infamous Little 

Red Book.86 In a manner similar to that of the various press photographs 

above, these silkscreen reproductions similarly frame the novel’s 

narrative. They do so by prefiguring not just the description within the 

novel of works by Andy Warhol as well as references to Mao and the Little 

Red Book, but also by hinting at the way in which photographic 

reproduction and mechanical repetition is embedded within the 

narrative on both a thematic and formal level. 87 

 

 
Front-cover of Viking’s 1991 first edition of Mao II. (Copyright: Penguin 
Publishing Group/Francesca Belanger. Used by permission.)  

                                                           
86 Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-tung (1966), more commonly known as Mao’s 
Little Red Book, is a collection of quotes from Mao Zedong originally compiled for military 
use in 1964 and later published nation-wide in 1966. In the period from 1966 to 1979 it was 
printed over a billion times and was central to the Cultural Revolution. For more, see Cook 
(2014). The photograph of Mao used by Andy Warhol and featured on the front-cover of 
Mao II was included in the 1966 first edition.   
87 Indeed, the novel’s title refers to these ‘copies’ of Mao and thus helps foreground the 
importance of the themes of repetition and mechanical reproduction to the overall 
narrative.   
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All of these graphic images refer both explicitly and implicitly to events 

occurring in 1989: the Fatwa against Salman Rushdie in February, the 

Andy Warhol retrospective at the Museum of Modern art in New York, 

the Hillsborough disaster in April, the death of Ayatollah Khomeini as 

well as the Tiananmen Square protests in June.88 More than an abstract 

meditation upon the relationship of images and words to violence, these 

photographs insistently situate the novel in a very specific spatio-

temporal context with strong political and social implications. An 

important point foregrounded by these images, then, is that the 

interaction of the verbal and the visual in Mao II cannot (and I would 

argue should not) be dissociated from this context because it speaks 

directly to the interventionist impulse present in the novel.89  

It also speaks to what is a central point in this dissertation, namely 

that DeLillo’s texts (as well as Beck-Nielsen’s) do not concern themselves 

with words and images as abstract, ahistorical phenomena. Instead, they 

always approach them as distinct cultural practices situated in specific 

spatiotemporal contexts from which they cannot be dissociated. DeLillo’s 

novels do not approach or use images and words as if they somehow exist 

outside time and space as ideal modes of communication. Instead, 

images and words emerge as amalgams of technological objects and 

social practices situated in historical time.  

Because of this, the interaction of words and images within these 

narratives cannot be dissociated from the spatiotemporal context to 

which they refer. To do so would be to dissociate them from the very 

circumstances that make them meaningful and thus to short-circuit any 

chance of understanding what kind of cultural and political work they 

perform. All of the various graphic images included in Mao II insistently 

foreground this point.  

As with Libra, then, there is a strong connection between the 

imagetext discourse and the articulation of a political interventionist 

agenda within the novel. It is an aesthetics that is simultaneously a 

                                                           
88 Apitzsch makes the same observation. See Apitzsch (2012: 232).  
89 Apitzsch makes a different claim. She argues that the placement of the photographs 
within the framework of the narrative allows them to transcend the contemporary 
historical context to which they refer and thus to “form an exiting contrast to the story-
line, through which the novel itself becomes a medium of reflection upon these images and 
their re-visualization” (“einen spannenden Kontrast zu der Erzählhandlung, bei der der 
Roman selber zum Medium der Reflektion dieser Bilder und ihrer Re-Visualisierung 
wird”) (Apitzsch, 2012: 232). As evident from my comments thus far, I do not agree with 
her on this subject.  
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politics insofar as it constitutes an attempted redistribution of perception 

that challenges the perceptual regime (or ‘police order’ to use Rancière’s 

concept) otherwise dominant.   

 

“Into American Sunlight”: Violent Spectacles 

As with Libra, the relationship of perception, knowledge and identity to 

media constitutes a central line of investigation in Mao II. At the center 

of this investigation stands the articulation of a militarization of 

perception manifested through various visual technologies. Whereas 

Libra concerned itself primarily with the emergence of this process in the 

postwar decades, Mao II targets the social and political landscape of the 

late 1980s. A central example is the novel’s interrogation of photography. 

In order to break his many years of seclusion, Bill Gray agrees to have his 

picture taken by famous photographer Brita Nilson for possible 

publication in a national magazine. Even while consenting to do so, Bill 

expresses misgivings about the project, articulating a strong association 

between photography and death, which in many ways prefigures his own 

tragic fate.90 “Something about the occasion makes me think I’m at my 

own wake,” Bill remarks during the photoshoot. “Sitting for a picture is 

morbid business. A portrait doesn’t begin to mean anything until the 

subject is dead. This is the whole point. […] [T]hese pictures are the 

announcement of my dying” (DeLillo, 1992: 42–43). Even while the 

photographs are meant as “a reentry into the social order, they are 

described with the language of violence” (Barrett, 2011: 51). Central to 

this investigation of photography and its relation to violence is the 

narrative’s engagement with the intermingling of technology and 

perception. 
 
Through the viewfinder she watched him smile. He looked clearer in the camera. 
He had an intentness of gaze, an economy, and his face was handsomely lined 
and worked, embroidered across the forehead and at the corners of his eyes. So 
often in her work the human shambles was remade by the energy of her seeing, 
by the pure will that the camera uncovered in her, the will to see deeply. (DeLillo, 
1992: 37) 
 

Unfolding here is a complicated interrogation of the relationship between 

technology, perception, and identity in which a dissolution of distinction 

                                                           
90 Obvious references in this context are Roland Barthes’ essay “Death of the Author” 
(1967) and his book Camera Lucida (1980). Julia Apitzsch briefly explores this connection 
in her reading of the novel.     
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between technological apparatus and perceptual apparatus seemingly 

takes place. As Brita’s seeing is remade by the camera, a procedure of 

aestheticization emerges through which abstraction and negation of 

individuality is established. Looking at another person through the 

viewfinder of a camera here entails the abstraction of that person into a 

purely aesthetic object. As such, photography in this case functions at 

least in part as an embodiment of the militarization of perception and the 

procedures of abstraction and aestheticization related thereto insofar as 

Bill is divested of his individuality and transformed into the figure of the 

writer in its most general terms. Bill himself remarks upon this process 

when he asks: “What am I giving up to you? And what are you investing 

me with, or stealing from me? How are you changing me? I can feel the 

change like some current just under the skin” (DeLillo, 1992: 43).91 While 

taking the photographs, Brita similarly notes how “[s]pace was closing in 

the way it did when a session went well” entailing that “[t]ime and light 

were narrowed to automatic choices” (DeLillo, 1992: 38). As such, the 

scene clearly speaks to “the ways that forms of mechanical reproduction 

alter subjectivity” (Karnicky, 2001: 342). More specifically, this process 

is inscribed at the level of perceptual experience itself, as the automated 

procedures of mechanical reproduction produce a rationalization of the 

experience of space and time which entails the abstraction and negation 

of the writer, who, in turn, is consumed by his own image. Bill’s personal 

assistant Scott suggests as much when he claims: “We have the pictures, 

let’s use them to our advantage. The book disappears into the image of 

the writer” (DeLillo, 1992: 71). Mao II thus suggests not only that images 

have become “prior to the subject itself” but that “we’ve all been replaced 

by images” (Barrett, 2011: 52). Above all, however, Bill articulates a link 

between such processes of violent aestheticization to late capitalist 

consumerism when he remarks: “There’s the life and there’s the 

consumer event. Everything around us tends to channel our lives towards 

some final reality in print or on film. […] Everything seeks its own 

heightened version. Or put it this way. Nothing happens until it’s 

consumed. […] Already I see myself differently. Twice over or once 

removed” (DeLillo, 1992: 43–44). Photography thus becomes a tool 

                                                           
91 Notice also the similarity between the sentence “some current just under the skin” and 
the previously mentioned scene in Libra of Oswald watching television feeling that “[t]hey 
were running a message through the night into his skin” (DeLillo, 1989: 370, my 
emphasis).  
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through which the subject is inscribed into a logic of consumption, as the 

militarization of perception is linked to the larger ideological system of 

capitalist consumer culture. Under the gaze of the camera, the subject 

submits to a variety of aestheticizing and de-individuating procedures, 

which transform the subject into a consumer event: the image. “Got what 

she came for, didn’t she?” Bill remarks upon completion of the 

photoshoot. “I’m a picture now, flat as birdshit on a Buick” (DeLillo, 

1992: 54).  

Such processes equally manifest themselves in the various mass 

mediated spectacles described in the novel, to which the previously 

mentioned press photographs all refer. Indeed, these various scenes of 

looking in various ways link together photography and television with 

distributions of perception strongly associated with totalitarianism. One 

such spectacle is the mass wedding held by the Unification Church at 

Yankee stadium featured in the novel’s prologue: 

  
Here they come, marching into American sunlight. They are grouped in twos, 
eternal boy-girl, stepping out of the runway beyond the fence in left-center field. 
The music draws them across the grass, dozens, hundreds, already too many to 
count. They assemble themselves so tightly, crossing the vast arc of the outfield, 
that the effect is one of transformation. From a series of linked couples they 
become one continuous wave, larger all the time, covering the open spaces in 
navy and white. (DeLillo, 1992: 3) 
 

All is here subsumed in the visual, as each person dissolves into “one 

body” and becomes an “undifferentiated mass” (DeLillo, 1992: 3). As a 

visual composition, the event not only represents this process of negation 

through the distribution of movement but also produces it. This is made 

particularly obvious in the descriptions of the spectacle focalized through 

the character of Karen Janney. From her position as a participant in the 

wedding, she sees through “the single floating eye of the crowd, 

inseparable from her own apparatus of vision, but sharper-sighted, able 

to perceive more deeply” all the while feeling “rayed with well-being” and 

“immunized against the language of self” (DeLillo, 1992: 7–8). As such, 

the spectacle of the mass wedding forces upon the individual a 

distribution of perception that functions to negate individuality in order 

for the leader to establish his authority. Apitzsch notes that the spectacle 

serves to “overwrite” Karen’s individuality with “the collective identity of 

the Moon sect”.92 She goes on, indeed, to argue that Moon is a 

                                                           
92 “überscreiben” , “der kollektiven Identität der Moon-Sekte” (Apitzsch, 2012: 235). 
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“totalitarian ‘writer’” who uses the spectacle to transform the individual 

participants into a work of art.93 Karen’s father, Rodger, is also present at 

the wedding ceremony, sitting in the stands unsuccessfully attempting to 

locate his daughter among the myriad wedding couples with the help of 

a set of binoculars. “They’re one body now,” he uneasily notices, “an 

undifferentiated mass” (DeLillo, 1992: 3). The process of abstraction 

manifested in the visible composition of the ceremony thus mirrors the 

negation of individuality demanded under the great “solar force” of the 

cult leader (DeLillo, 1992: 10). From his position in the stands, Rodger 

provides the reader with an outside view of this process: 
 
And here is the drama of mechanical routine played out in living figures. It 
knocks him back in awe, the loss of scale and intimacy, the way love and sex are 
multiplied out, the numbers and shaped crowd. This really scares him, a mass of 
people turned into a sculptural object. It is like a toy with thirteen thousand 
parts, just tootling along, an innocent and menacing thing. (DeLillo, 1992: 7) 
 

By referencing mechanical routine, the text inscribes the procedure of 

mechanical reproduction in the spectacle as a process of mediation 

establishing itself at the level of both perception and identity to cancel 

out individual desire as well as to homogenize the crowd.94 “There is a 

strangeness down there that he never thought he’d see in a ballpark. They 

take a time-honored event and repeat it, repeat it, repeat it until 

something new enters the world” (DeLillo, 1992: 4). Photography is more 

explicitly inscribed through the figures of the many people “crowding the 

rails, standing everywhere to take pictures” as Karen observes that 

“[t]here may be as many people taking pictures as there are brides and 

grooms. One of them for every one of us. Clickety-click” (DeLillo, 1992: 

10). Processes of abstraction and negation of individuality associated 

with the spectacle are thus linked to photography as a cultural practice 

predicated upon mechanical reproduction and repetition. “They’re here 

but also there, already in the albums and slide projectors, filling picture 

frames with their microcosmic bodies, the minikin selves they are trying 

to become” (DeLillo, 1992: 10).  

The narratives of the Hillsborough disaster and the funeral of 

Ayatollah Khomeini similarly speak to a link between contemporary 

visual culture and such processes. They do so, in particular, by 

foregrounding the aestheticization of violence through televisual images. 

                                                           
93 “totalitären ‘Autors’” (Apitzsch, 2012: 236). 
94 Laura Barrett makes a similar point. See Barrett (2011).  
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As Karen watches the Hillsborough events unfold on the television 

screen, her reaction is characterized, first and foremost, by abstraction 

and distance, as she sees “a swarming maleness, a thickness of pressed-

together bodies” filling the screen (DeLillo, 1992: 32). As the great 

panorama of the indistinct crowd mingles with close-ups of twisting and 

writhing body parts, the camera produces a sense of disconnection from 

the events unfolding through the oscillating of abstraction and 

dissection:  
 
She sees a great straining knot of people pressed to a fence, forced massively 
forward. They show the metal fence and bodies crushed against it, arms upflung. 
They show the terrible slow straining and heaving. What is it called, writhing? 
The camera is just outside the fence shooting straight in through the heavy-
gauge steel wire. […] It is an agony of raised and twisted arms and suffering faces. 
[…] There are bodies packed solid, filling the screen, and people barely moving 
at the fence, pressed and forced into one twisted position. (DeLillo, 1992: 33) 
 

As Karen compares the “composed and balanced” scene to “a fresco in an 

old dark church, a crowded twisted vision of a rush to death as only a 

master of the age could paint it”, the images on the screen become 

objects, first and foremost, of aesthetic contemplation rather than 

political and social engagement (DeLillo, 1992: 33–34). A logic of 

abstraction and a negation of individuality is thus implicitly associated 

with the aestheticized violence of the spectacle as the medium of 

television “manages to de-historicize and depersonalize even the most 

grotesque atrocities” (Barrett, 2011: 54). It is an aesthetics which is also 

political insofar as it reinforces the reigning distribution of perception. 

Karen’s detached mode of observation underlines such an interpretation, 

as she notes that “[s]occer is called football abroad” while watching the 

atrocities unfold (DeLillo, 1992: 33). As she later watches disaster footage 

on TV, she feels able to “sneak half a second ahead” of the images so as to 

predict what comes next, indicating a conditioning of Karen’s perceptual 

apparatus by the medium of television so as to make the principle of 

mechanical reproduction operational at a perceptual and cognitive level 

(DeLillo, 1992: 117). Just as Lee Harvey Oswald in Libra, Karen is now 

both an observer of the images and a participant in the events they depict, 

as the text presents a fusion and confusion of subjectivity and technology. 

Far from being merely a neutral observer, Karen consistently lacks the 

ability to relate the images of violence and suffering to their social and 

historical context and she therefore abstracts them to such an extent that 

they are effectively dissociated from any moral or political consideration. 
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Rather than casting a critical view upon the events depicted, Karen 

“believes in everything that she sees on television, making no distinction 

between hard news and advertisements” (Scanlan, 2001: 28). Watching 

a television broadcast of the famous Tiananmen Square protests of 1989, 

Karen’s detached mode of observation becomes particularly evident:  
 
She sees people sitting with hands calmly folded over knees. She sees in the deep 
distance a portrait of Mao Zedong. […] She sees scorched military trucks with 
people inspecting closely […]. She sees soldiers in the darkness who come 
jogging through the streets. She is mesmerized by rows and rows of jogging 
troops and those riot guns they carry. […] There is something about troops 
jogging out of streets and avenues into a great open place […] The troops come 
jogging in total cadence […] and she wants it to keep on going, keep showing the 
rows of jogging troops with their old-fashioned helmets and toylike guns […]. 
There is something about troops entering a square, jogging row after row in lazy 
cadence. She keeps changing channels to see the troops. (DeLillo, 1992: 176–
178) 
 

As Apitzsch points out, Karen’s fascination with the marching troops and 

her aestheticization of violence mirrors the spectacular event of the mass 

wedding and the negation of individuality through totalitarian spectacle 

described therein (Apitzsch, 2012: 247). In this way, many of the 

spectacles described in Mao II are linked together as part of a wider 

militarization of perception whose key feature is the transformation of 

the act of looking into an act of abstraction, aestheticization, and, 

ultimately, violence.  

 

“Raids on human consciousness”: 
The Crisis of Writing 

It is in the context of this militarization of perception that Mao II 

investigates the notion of a crisis of the novel caused by the surge of mass 

mediated images in contemporary society. “The novel used to feed our 

search for meaning,” states Bill Gray’s personal assistant Scott. “It was 

the great secular transcendence. [...] But our desperation has led us 

toward something larger and darker. So we turn to the news, which 

provides an unremitting mood of catastrophe. This is where we find 

emotional experience not available elsewhere. We don’t need the novel” 

(DeLillo, 1992: 72). Most central to the articulation of this crisis, 

however, is the juxtaposition of the figure of the writer with the figure of 

the terrorist. Bill thus notes that while the writer stands powerless before 

the spectacle of mass mediated images, the terrorist has managed to 
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engage it critically, thereby claiming the subversive status once reserved 

for the novelist: “Years ago I used to think it was possible for a novelist to 

alter the inner life of the culture. Now bomb-makers and gunmen have 

taken that territory. They make raids on human consciousness. What 

writers used to do before we were all incorporated” (DeLillo, 1992: 41). 

While the figure of the terrorist is able to engage in a subversive attack 

upon the dominant cultural system, indeed, to alter the consciousness of 

people, the figure of the writer merely serves an affirmative function. 

George Haddad (a mysterious intermediary in Bill’s communications 

with the Maoist terrorists) gives voice to the same basic idea: “Beckett is 

the last writer to shape the way we think and see. After him, the major 

work involves midair explosions and crumbled buildings. This is the new 

tragic narrative” (DeLillo, 1992: 157). No longer able to shape perception, 

knowledge or consciousness, the writer has been absorbed and neu-

tralized by capitalist consumerism. Terrorists, on the other hand, are 

arbiters of cultural change: “In societies reduced to blur and glut, terror 

is the only meaningful act,” argues Haddad. “Only the terrorist stands 

outside. The culture hasn’t figured out how to assimilate him” (DeLillo, 

1992: 157). This ability to remain outside the dominant cultural system is 

directly linked by Haddad to their mastery of images: “It’s confusing 

when they kill the innocent. But this is precisely the language of being 

noticed, the only language the West understands. The way they 

determine how we see them. They way they dominate the rush of endless 

streaming images” (DeLillo, 1992: 157–158). Where once the novelist 

could change culture through the printed word, that power now belongs 

to the figure of the terrorist and the medium of the image. Instead of 

being a figure of subversive dissent, the novelist has become part of the 

established system of power, and the print novel by extension serves 

merely to cement its hegemony. “The more books they publish, the 

weaker we become,” Bill notes. “The secret force that drives the industry 

is the compulsion to make writers harmless” (DeLillo, 1992: 47).  

Further reinforcing this sense of crisis, Mao II insistently positions 

the genre of the print novel as part of the spectacle of late capitalist 

consumerism. An indication hereof is Scott’s visit to a New York 

bookstore. Walking among the shelves he gazes at “rows of handsome 

covers, prosperous and assured” feeling “a fine excitement, hefting a new 

book, fitting hand over sleek spine, seeing lines of type jitter past his 

thumb as he let the pages fall” (DeLillo, 1992: 19). While the sense of 
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touch is involved to some degree, there is no doubt that the sense of sight 

remains dominant, as the books emerge as literal spectacles:  
 
He made a point of checking authors’ photos, browsing at the south wall. He 
examined books stacked on tables and set in clusters near the cash terminals. He 
saw stacks on the floor five feet high, arranged in artful fanning patterns. There 
were books standing on pedestals and bunched in little gothic snuggeries. 
Bookstores made him slightly sick at times. He looked at the gleaming best-
sellers. People drifted through the store, appearing caught in some unhappy 
dazzlement. There were books on step terraces and Lucite wall-shelves, books in 
pyramids and theme displays. He went downstairs to the paperbacks, where he 
stared at the covers of mass-market books, running his fingertips erotically over 
the raised lettering. Covers were lacquered and gilded. Books lay cradled in nine-
unit counterpacks like experimental babies. He could hear them shrieking Buy 
me! (DeLillo, 1992: 19) 
 

Adhering to the ocularcentric distribution of perception of modern 

consumerist culture, the books are designed, first and foremost, to 

visually seduce the spectator into buying a copy. Even as the sense of 

touch is made part of the sensorial experience, it is ultimately subsumed 

by the spectacle. By way of the illustrious covers and fonts as well as 

through their collective arrangement, the books become spectacular 

objects whose appeal to the sense of sight is centered on the production 

of consumerist desire. Scott’s need to buy and own, rather than to read, 

implies the abstraction and negation of narrative itself under the aegis of 

this spectacle. What matters is no longer the stories contained within the 

books, but books themselves as objects of visual consumption. As a 

spectacular object, the novel is thus strongly associated with a 

distribution of perception that allows for the consumerist imperative to 

establish itself at a subjective level. Bill’s novels themselves are clearly 

embedded in this visual economy: “He went to the section on modern 

classics and found Bill Gray’s two lean novels in their latest trade 

editions, a matched pair banded in austere umbers and rusts” (DeLillo, 

1992: 20). Just as all the other books, Bill’s novels are objects of visual 

contemplation and consumption. If the technologies of both television 

and photography are emblematic of the coalescence of consumerism and 

violence, the printed word and the genre of the print novel do not 

necessarily escape such processes. Indeed, the print novel is transformed 

into a spectacular object whose cultural function is not to tell stories but 

to allow for the dissemination of the capitalist imperative. 

More so than articulating a crisis of the novel and the novelist, 

however, Mao II also presents a crisis of print culture and literacy in 
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general. Bill himself waxes nostalgic in a highly elegiac fashion when 

describing the seeming disruption of the affinity between writing, 

perception and identity in a world dominated by images:  
 
I’ve always seen myself in sentences. I begin to recognize myself, word by word, 
as I work through a sentence. The language of my books has shaped me as a man. 
There’s a moral force in a sentence when it comes out right. It speaks the writer’s 
will to live. The deeper I become entangled in the process of getting a sentence 
right in its syllables and rhythms, the more I learn about myself. I’ve worked the 
sentences of this book long and hard but not long and hard enough because I no 
longer see myself in the language. The running picture is gone, the code of being 
that pushed me on and made me trust the world. This book and these years have 
worn me down. I’ve forgotten what it means to write. (DeLillo, 1992: 48) 
 

The figure of the kidnapped poet Jean-Claude Julien is equally 

emblematic of the crisis of print culture and literacy. In a way similar to 

that of Bill, he longs to write not only in order to attain a sense of selfhood 

and identity, but also in order to achieve a sense of permanence. “He 

wanted paper and something to write with, some way to sustain a 

thought, place it in the world” (DeLillo, 1992: 110). “It made the prisoner 

anxious, not having a pencil stub or scrap of paper. His thoughts fell out 

of his head and died. He had to see his thoughts to keep them coming” 

(DeLillo, 1992: 202). Here it is suggested that identity itself seems to 

decay without the technology of the written word to provide a sense of 

permanence and fixity. As in Libra, these concepts are tellingly expressed 

primarily in visual terms.95 “The only way to be in the world was to write 

himself there. His thoughts and words were dying. Let him write ten 

words and he would come into being once again” (DeLillo, 1992: 204). 

Jean-Claude instead begins to experience himself transforming into a 

picture and entering the circuit of the digital mass media spectacle:  
  
He had tumbled into the new culture, the system of world terror, and they’d 
given him a second self, an immortality, the spirit of Jean-Claude Julien. He was 
a digital mosaic in the processing grid, lines of ghostly type on microfilm. They 

                                                           
95 Apitzsch notes: “Jean-Claude Julien’s jeopardy consists of both the threat to his physical 
being and the dissolution of his literary voice. […] This voice is bound to the possibility of 
writing which the terrorists deny him. […] As a hostage, the Swiss writer experiences a 
radicalized version of Bill Gray’s fears: He exists only in media reports, behind which his 
own identity and physical being continues to disappear” (“Jean Claude-Juliens 
Gefährdung besteht sowohl in der Bedrohung seiner physichen Existenz wie in der 
Auslöschung seiner literarischen Stimme. […] Diese Stimme ist an die Möglichkeit des 
Schreibens gebunden, an dem er von den Terroristen gehindert wird. […] Der Schweizer 
Schriftsteller erfährt als Geisel in radikalisierter Form Bill Grays Befürchtungen: Er 
existiert nur noch in den Medienberichten, hinter denen seine eigene Identität und 
physische Existenz immer mehr verschwindet”) (Apitzsch, 2012: 208).  
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were putting him together, storing his data in starfish satellites, bouncing his 
image off the moon. He saw himself floating to the far shores of space, past his 
own death and back again. But he sensed they’d forgotten his body by now. He 
was lost in the wavebands, one more code for the computer mesh, for the 
memory of crimes too pointless to be solved. (DeLillo, 1992: 112) 
 

Deprived of the written word as a way of establishing his identity and 

achieving a sense of permanence and fixity, he feels himself becoming an 

image floating through digital space. “Jean-Claude is remade not of 

written words but of electronic bits. In this new mode of circulation, 

characters are disassembled, disseminated, and then reassembled by 

reporters, photographers, and cinematographers” (Osteen, 2000: 203). 

In a process strongly reminiscent of the one associated with Kennedy and 

Oswald in Libra, the kidnapped poet is thus transformed into an image. 

As Apitzsch points out, however, this articulation of a kind of de-

materialization of the body into the bits and bytes of the electronic image-

flow is countered in the narrative by an insistent focus upon the 

physicality of the body and individual thought (Apitzsch, 2012: 209). 

Even as he feels himself dissolved, he nonetheless remains a physical, 

material entity with individual thoughts and feelings. Just as the overall 

story of Mao II, the narrative of Jean-Claude’s captivity thus insistently 

interrogates notions of materiality, immateriality and identity in relation 

to different processes of mediation and develops an interesting tension 

between these various processes. 

 

“The cult of the book”: Writing and Totalitarianism 

Mao II further links writing to the process of militarization by 

articulating a strong association between the culture of print and the 

production of the totalitarian mindset earlier described in relation to the 

spectacle of mass media images. The most noticeable example of this is 

George Haddad’s reference to Mao’s Little Red Book. During a 

conversation with Bill, Haddad states that Mao “became the history of 

China written on the masses. And his words became immortal. Studied, 

repeated, memorized by an entire nation” (DeLillo, 1992: 161). Haddad 

thus addresses the role played by the printed word in transforming the 

collective consciousness of the Chinese people: “The book was the faith 

of the people carried everywhere. They recited from it, brandished it, they 



102 
 

displayed it constantly” (DeLillo, 1992: 162).96 In this way, Haddad 

explicitly points to a relationship between political totalitarianism and 

print culture: 
 
We memorize works that serve as guides to conducting a struggle. In committing 
a work to memory we make it safe from decay. It stands untouched. Children 
memorize parts of stories their parents tell them. They want the same story again 
and again. Don’t change a word or they get terribly upset. This is the unchanged 
narrative every culture needs in order to survive. In China the narrative belonged 
to Mao. People memorized it and recited it to assert the destiny of their 
revolution. So the experience of Mao became uncorruptible by outside forces. It 
became the living memory of hundreds of millions of people. The cult of Mao 
was the cult of the book. It was a call to unity, a summoning of crowds where 
everyone dressed alike and thought alike. Don’t you see the beauty in this? Isn’t 
there beauty and power in the repetition of certain words and phrases? You go 
into a room to read a book. These people came out of their rooms. They became 
a book-waving crowd. (DeLillo, 1992: 162) 
 

Here, the printed word becomes the arbiter of a totalitarian mindset in 

which the idealization of permanence, fixity, and control, central to the 

technology of mechanical reproduction, becomes an embodied principle 

of human perception, consciousness and memory. Haddad essentially 

presents a concept of the book as an instrument of totalitarianism whose 

central feature is the replacement and negation of individual history with 

the all-encompassing narrative of the nation (Apitzsch, 2012: 222). This 

relationship between the printed word and totalitarianism is established, 

above all, at the level of the printed word’s visual modality as the 

totalitarian mindset emerges through the embodiment of the visual and 

spatial uniformity and fixity associated with mechanical reproduction. As 

such, the authority associated with the printed word by way of its visual 

permanence and fixity entails the idealization not just of political 

authority but also of political totalitarianism.  

Haddad’s appeal to Bill’s perceived loss of cultural relevance is 

obviously a manipulative attempt at persuading Bill to acquiesce to the 

insidious plans of the Maoist terrorists. Even so, his history of print 

culture echoes strongly with a more general association of print culture 

with political authoritarianism expressed in the novel. One example is 

Bill’s house, which itself becomes an emblem of the authoritarianism 

                                                           
96 The link established here between nationalism and print culture echoes McLuhan’s 
argument in The Gutenberg Galaxy that the modern nation state was a product of the 
printed word. See McLuhan (1962). It is also reminiscent of Benedict Anderson’s 
proposition in Imagined Communities (1983) that print played a decisive role in the 
construction of modern nationalism. See Anderson (2006). 
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ascribed to writing as well as the related idealization of control and 

permanence. Bill’s enormous collection of material foregrounds not only 

the various procedures within literary culture whose function it is to 

control both perceptual experience and material space, but also the 

idealization within literary culture of control itself. In a sense, it functions 

as a kind of echo of Branch’s archive of the Kennedy assassination in 

Libra. Contrary to the sense of chaos that governs Branch’s archive, 

however, Bill’s archive is highly ordered and organized and does not 

allow for the emergence of a crisis of perception and epistemology. 

Indeed, Bill’s archive serves specifically to repress any such potential. 

Scott, who manages the archive for Bill, once provides Brita with a guided 

tour:   
  
Seven metal cabinets stood against the walls. He opened a number of drawers 
and itemized the contents, which included publishing correspondence, contracts 
and royalty statements, notebooks, old mail from readers—hundreds of sepia-
edged envelopes bound in twine. […] They went to the basement, where Bill’s 
work-in-progress was stored in hard black binders, each marked with a code 
number and a date for fairly easy retrieval and all set on freestanding shelves 
against the concrete walls, maybe two hundred thick binders representing drafts, 
corrected drafts, notes, fragments, recorrections, throwaways, updates, tentative 
revisions, final revisions. (DeLillo, 1992: 31)  
 

Writing here emerges in all its fullness of materiality—a materiality that 

it seems must be strongly managed, categorized, stored and processed in 

certain ways so as to remain under the control of the authority of the 

author. Brita is quick to allude to the irony of the archive: “She waited for 

Scott to call this room the bunker. He never did. And no hint of ironic 

inflection anywhere in his comments. But she sensed his pride of 

stewardship easily enough, the satisfaction he took in being part of this 

epic preservation, the neatly amassed evidence of driven art” (DeLillo, 

1992: 31–32). Articulated here is an alignment of Bill’s archive with the 

discipline of the military facility, hinting not only at the coalescence of 

literary culture with the militarization of perception, but gesturing 

towards the way in which this process manifests itself through a set of 

procedures and actions whose purpose it is to manage and control lived 

experience. The figure of the novelist thus becomes inseparable from the 

various mechanisms of rationalization and disciplining inherent to 

writing, especially as regards the technology of print. In the end, Brita 

feels almost as if these various mechanisms and procedures become 

threatening: “[S]he wanted to get out of here, run down the dark road 
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away from this killing work and the grimness of the lives behind it” 

(DeLillo, 1992: 75). Bill’s archive thus becomes a site of discipline and 

rationalization to which Brita responds negatively—a response that 

seems quite ironic given the peculiarly similar procedures inherent to her 

own work as a photographer. In this way, writing and visual culture 

coalesce as a form of management and rationalization of lived, sensory 

experience. The ironic gesture expressed through the narrative is that 

while Bill recognizes these procedures in Brita’s work, and while Brita 

conversely recognizes them in Bill’s, no one seems able to recognize them 

in relation to their own chosen profession. Scott, on the other hand, 

clearly embraces these procedures. One key manifestation is his 

compulsive list making: 
 
Scott was still doing lists, moving toward late May now, making lists of things 
that needed doing, doing the things, going along project by project, room by 
room. Of course the lists of things were also things. An item on a list might 
generate a whole new list. He knew if he wasn’t careful he’d get mired in a theory 
of lists and lose sight of the things that needed doing. There was pleasure in lists, 
taut and clean. Making the list, crossing off the items as you complete the tasks. 
It was a small whole contentment, a way of working toward a new reality. 
(DeLillo, 1992: 139) 
 

In both its handwritten and printed form, writing thus serves to organize 

and control lived experience, offering a way of disciplining and 

rationalizing perception, knowledge, memory and identity. Note also, 

that Scott’s list making increases with Bill’s eventual disappearance, 

transforming the act into a strategy through which he attempts to cope 

with the loss of “‘Master Bill’” (Apitzsch, 2012: 228). As such, the figure 

of the novelist does not feature as an adversary to the spectacular authors 

of modern mass media, but rather as a prefiguration thereof.  

If in the prologue, then, photography was associated with the 

totalitarianism of the cult, Mao II does not exclude writing from such 

processes, but rather includes it, by suggesting that it conditions and 

shapes perception and identity in similar ways. Even as Mao II thus 

articulates an attack upon various contemporary practices of vision, it 

also articulates an attack upon writing (in particular the printed word) as 

complicit therein. As in the case of Libra, however, it is from this position 

within the governing order of militarized perception that Mao II 

ultimately voices a possible strategy of subversive resistance.  
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“A democratic shout”: Emergence of the Imagetext 

Confronted with Haddad’s description of literary culture as totalitarian, 

Bill responds by articulating a different concept of writing in relation to 

his work as a print novelist:  
 
Even if I could see the need for absolute authority, my work would draw me 
away. The experience of my own consciousness tells me how autocracy fails, how 
total control wrecks the spirit, how my characters deny my efforts to own them 
completely, how I need internal dissent, self-argument, how the world squashes 
me the minute I think it is mine. (DeLillo, 1992: 159) 
 

Bill here positions his work as a novelist in opposition to Haddad’s 

idealization of the authority of print, and by extension to his idealization 

of unalterable authority. Instead of producing a totalitarian 

consciousness, the modern print novel is posited as a site of resistance to 

the procedures of rationalization and control described by Haddad. 

Central to Bill’s work is the inherently unstable, discontinuous and 

fragmented nature of perceptual experience, and by extension the 

similarly unstable and fragmented nature of knowledge, memory and 

identity. Haddad associates the printed word with authority, and that 

authority with the fixity and repeatability of its visual modality. Bill, on 

the other hand, describes his work as a novelist in terms of foregrounding 

the ways in which perceptual experience escapes such procedures of 

rationalization and control. If the printed word creates certain 

ocularcentric distributions of perception through which an authoritative 

discourse of power emerges, the genre of the print novel is here 

positioned as a site of resistance to such authority. It is a voice, not of 

authority, but of dissent (we might even say dissensus, following 

Rancière), allowing the individual to emerge and engage with the 

dominant narratives of any given time or society. As such, the print novel 

is pitted as a genre of dissent and individualism set against the totalizing 

authority of the mass.97 Bill subsequently characterizes the print novel as 

an inherently democratic genre: 
 
Do you know why I believe in the novel? It’s a democratic shout. Anybody can 
write a great novel, one great novel, almost any amateur off the street. I believe 
this, George. Some nameless drudge, some desperado with barely a nurtured 
dream can sit down and find his voice and luck out and do it. Something so 

                                                           
97 The concept of the modern print novel as a producer and expression of individualism is 
well established in literary studies. A central example is Ian Watt’s famous The Rise of the 
Novel. Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957). See Watt (1983).  
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angelic it makes your jaw hang open. The spray of talent, the spray of ideas. One 
thing unlike another, one voice unlike the next. Ambiguities, contradictions, 
whispers, hints. And this is what you want to destroy. (DeLillo, 1992: 159)   
 

Confronted with Haddad’s attempt to position the printed word as the 

arbiter of authoritarian power, Bill is implicitly forced to rearticulate his 

belief in the novel as a site of resistance and subversion. Bill sees the print 

novel as a democratic site of resistance to existing hierarchies of power 

and distributions of perception, including those produced by print 

culture itself. What defines the novel as a site of resistance to such 

hierarchies and distributions, according to Bill, is precisely its 

foregrounding of, and engagement with, the irreducible complexity of 

perceptual experience as well as its disruption of the procedures of 

rationalization and control associated with print culture. Mao II thus 

contrasts Haddad’s theory of the printed word with Bill’s notion of the 

novel as a site of subversive resistance. In this way, a notion of the 

contemporary print novel as a possible site of resistance to the 

ocularcentric idealization of authority, permanence and fixity inherent to 

print culture is expressed. As in Libra, the novel thus becomes a form of 

writing against the culture of print.   

One of the central ironies of the narrative, however, is that Bill 

cannot himself put this mode of dissent into concrete literary practice. 

His crisis of writing is too pervasive and his adherence to the 

ocularcentric idealizations of print culture too intense. Instead, Mao II 

attempts to express this potential in other ways. While Bill’s concept of 

the novel as a “democratic shout” thus capsizes on one level, it endures 

on another, particularly so through the articulation of an imagetext 

discourse that insistently foregrounds the multimodal materiality of the 

practices of reading and writing. In doing so, it situates the printed word 

in a physical, embodied context, which helps to radically destabilize the 

idealizations of permanence and fixity that otherwise permeates the 

narrative.  

Mao II thus positions the genre of the print novel as a possible site 

of resistance to reigning distributions of perception. We might say that 

Mao II foregrounds precisely the messiness of lived experience that 

ocularcentrism seeks to repress, as it engages with the acts of reading and 

writing as inherently embodied processes of mediation. It does so 

perhaps most notably through a complex dialectic with the electronic 
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word. An example of this is Karen’s experience of the news of Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s death during a visit to New York: 
 
She was looking at a wedge-shaped building in Times Square and it had a band of 
glowing letters running all around it. In other words the news of the day flashing 
across a moving-message unit. There was something about the funeral of someone 
famous but she couldn’t get a clear look from out the taxi window and the words 
went fleeting off the edge and continued around the corner and she had this 
stopped feeling you get when there’s something awesome in the news, this 
stoppage in the body, the cold stilled excitement that prepares you for something 
vast. She waited for the main news to return but the taxi started up again. She 
formed a picture of people massing in a square. (DeLillo, 1992: 185)  
 

Reflected here are some of the most basic characteristics of the modern 

spectacle and the position of the electronic word within it. Not only is 

vision itself highly mobile and fragmented, as evidenced by Karen 

looking through the moving frame of the car window, but the word has 

also become moveable and malleable, literally darting through the urban 

landscape. Also the inherently embodied nature of this scene of looking 

is noteworthy, as the sense of sight is explicitly situated in a body 

immersed in a larger space of movement and fluctuation. Rather than the 

static contemplation of a stationary spectator observing a stationary 

object, both observer and observed are here moving through a fractured 

and discontinuous perceptual space. Karen looks out onto the 

glimmering cityscape: 
 
A mercury glow moved up the shanks of the towers out there. She came away 
from the window with a feeling in her arm that was like running current. She saw 
zigzags of silvery light and thought at once of the fleeting text that ran around 
the building in Times Square. Suddenly she knew who had been buried in the 
news of the day. She saw the lightning-lit word streams and the name she’d 
missed when she sat in the taxi and the line about weeping chanting mourners 
in the millions. She groped to the sofa and sat motionless for fifteen minutes, 
seeing the words streak across the building and go over the edge and continue 
on the other side. She was able to see the other side. Then the pain and nausea 
rolled in. She had no sense of time. The light was metallic and intense. […] It was 
right inside her, gleaming out of the pain mass. (DeLillo, 1992: 187) 
 

An intensely embodied form of vision is here expressed, as the spectacle 

of the electronic word metaphorically penetrates Karen’s body, coursing 

through her like a current. As the electronic word becomes an imagetext 

moving through the urban landscape and penetrating the body of the 

observer, it foregrounds not only the embodied nature of perceptual 

experience in general, but also associates it with writing as both 

technological artefact and cultural practice. A link is thus established 
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between the electronic word and the printed word through which the 

multimodal, embodied materiality of the first simultaneously 

foregrounds the same properties associated with the latter. 
 
She felt the warning aura in the street, the sense that she was glowing, cars and 
people glowing, the electric shiver down her arm and then the full truth of the 
pain, the pain in full surround, streaming from the neurons, a brain trail so deep 
it might crack the skin. She could not see for a number of seconds, maybe half a 
minute, or could see only glow, intense white shadow, and she stood dizzily 
where she was and waited for the street to reappear so she might walk out of the 
glow and come into objects and surfaces and the words that we attach to them. 
(DeLillo, 1992: 147–148) 
 

Similar to the experience of being blinded by a flash of light, Karen here 

experiences the spectacle of the urban environment as a form of sensory 

overload. It is an intensely disjointed, fragmented, and embodied visual 

experience in which the perceiving subject is overpowered by a visual 

field which no procedures of rationalization can withstand. In the final 

reference to words as literal signs attached to objects and surfaces in the 

urban landscape, an association is created between writing and a 

stabilization of perceptual experience. Regaining the ability to see words 

means regaining the power to order and discipline perceptual experience. 

Writing is thus associated with the procedures of rationalization that are 

explicitly destabilized through the experience of the glow.  

Here the contemporary scene of writing and looking is thus played 

out—a scene in which writing cannot provide a stable frame of reference 

through which to fix and rationalize perceptual experience. The 

ocularcentric idealizations of print culture, in other words, are dying out.  

In this way, the text addresses the various potentials of writing as related 

to its influence upon perception. While foregrounding its rationalizing 

potential in visual terms, aligning it with the militarization of perception, 

Mao II simultaneously foregrounds a set of characteristics directly 

opposed to such procedures. As forms of writing both the printed and the 

electronic word thus have the potential to affirm existing distributions of 

perception, as well as the potential to break with and subvert these 

distributions. The novel emerges as a site of resistance to, and dissent 

from, existing distributions of perception insofar as it engages with its 

own participation in these distributions and instead allows for the 

emergence of the multimodal, embodied materiality of writing.  
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Another central articulation of the dialectic between print culture 

and digital culture thus established is Haddad’s attempt to persuade Bill 

to switch from a typewriter to a word processor: 

    
I couldn’t conceivably operate without one. Move words, paragraphs, move a 
hundred pages, plus instant corrections. When I prepare material for lectures, I 
find the machine helps me organize my thoughts, gives me a text susceptible to 
revision. I think for a man who clearly reworks and refines as much as you do, a 
word processor would be a major blessing. (DeLillo, 1992: 137–138) 
 

Haddad here gives voice to an oppositional relationship between the 

electronic and the typewritten word (here functioning as a metonymy for 

print culture) in which the malleability and ease of use of the first is 

directly opposed to the supposed static fixity of the second. In doing so, 

he implicitly confronts the seeming immateriality of digital culture with 

the cumbersome materiality of print culture. Bill, of course, cannot 

switch to using a word processor, because it would completely undermine 

the distribution of perception upon which his very identity is based. It 

would constitute a direct attack upon the authority of print, and thus the 

authority of the print writer.  

Haddad remains quite insistent, however, repeatedly highlighting 

the digital realm as one uninhibited by material restraints: “The text is 

lightweight, malleable. It doesn’t restrict or inhibit. If you’re having any 

trouble with the book you’re doing, a word processor can make a vast 

difference” (DeLillo, 1992: 161). Haddad, in other words, offers the 

electronic word as a solution to Bill’s crisis of writing, and implicitly as a 

solution to the supposed crisis of print culture in general. “It’s completely 

liberating. You don’t deal with heavy settled artifacts. You transform 

freely, fling words back and forth” (DeLillo, 1992: 164). “A word 

processor. The keyboard action is effortless. I promise you. This is 

something you dearly need” (DeLillo, 1992: 170).  

Interestingly, the very malleability foregrounded by Haddad as the 

virtue of the electronic word, is also the sounding board against which 

the novel presents the malleability of the printed word. While both Bill 

and Haddad subscribe to a separation of print culture from digital 

culture, the novel itself destabilizes this distinction by using the 

electronic word as a way of foregrounding the malleability of the printed 

word. Although this malleability is located primarily in the embodied 

practices of reading and writing more than in the actual manipulation of 

the text as a visual object (i.e., more in practice than artefact), the 
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ocularcentric idealizations associated with the printed word are thus put 

under pressure. Through the dialectic established between the printed 

and electronic word thus emerges the multimodal materiality of the 

imagetext, as writing is transformed into an embodied, multimodal 

practice that does not conform to the distributions of perception 

associated with ocularcentrism or to its epistemological and ideological 

underpinnings.  

One key feature of the way this is manifested in Mao II is the 

association of the printed word with an uncontrollable and instable 

materiality. By calling attention to both the visual and physical properties 

of the printed word, Mao II addresses it at its material level, 

foregrounding the inherently embodied characteristics of perception, 

mediation and their interpenetration. It is thus a central feature of the 

imagetext discourse that it foregrounds a critical potential at the level of 

the material, and engages with writing as an inherently embodied process 

of mediation, which offers stability, fixity and control only through a 

willed repression of everything except the visual. The focus on the 

multimodal materiality of the printed word thus foregrounds the various 

other modalities of the mediating process (such as touch, smell, and 

sound) helping to undermine the ocularcentrism otherwise associated 

with print culture. The critical potential of the print novel to subversively 

disrupt contemporary distributions of perception is thus located in the 

various strategies through which it foregrounds the embodied and 

materially situated, multimodal characteristics of writing as both 

technological artefact and cultural practice. It is located, in other words, 

at the level of the imagetext discourse, which becomes a discourse of 

Rancièrian dissensus insofar as it challenges the existing social order and 

the distributions of the sensible underpinning it.  

 

Materiality of the Imagetext 

Mao II’s destabilization of the ocularcentric idealizations of fixity and 

control associated with print culture is thus central to the articulation of 

the genre of the print novel as a possible site of critical resistance. The 

failure of Bill as a writer is that he remains trapped within an 

ocularcentric epistemology—a fact reflected in his fear of the materiality 

of print culture in general, and the embodied materiality of his own 

writing. Acknowledging the embodied nature of print as a process of 
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mediation would undermine the idealization of fixity and permanence 

upon which his own identity as a writer is based. Even as Bill thus heralds 

the democratic potential of the novel, he is unable to truly mobilize this 

potential and put it into literary practice. One example is the dichotomy 

voiced by him between the mechanical reproduction of the typewriter 

and the disfiguring embodiment of the pen: 
 
But he tried to write about the hostage. It was the only way he knew to think 
deeply in a subject. He missed his typewriter for the first time since leaving 
home. It was the hand tool of memory and patient thought, the mark-making 
thing that contained his life experience. He could see the words better in type, 
construct sentences that entered the character-world at once, free of his own 
disfiguring hand. He had to settle for pencil and pad, working in his hotel room 
through the long mornings, slowly building chains of thought, letting the words 
lead him into that basement room. (DeLillo, 1992: 160) 
 

Bill here emphasizes the ideals of clarity and stability associated with the 

medium of the typewriter as a way of controlling the written word as a 

visual object over the more unstable and embodied medium of the pen. 

This dichotomy of the clarity and stability of the typed word set against 

the disfigured contingencies of the handwritten word is also a dichotomy 

between the word as embodied multimodal medium, on the one hand, 

and mechanical, visual abstraction, on the other. One might say that Bill 

sentimentalizes the typewriter precisely by idealizing its clarity, precision 

and order. The point here is not that the pen is embodied and the 

typewriter mechanical, but rather that both are embodied practices of 

writing. What separates them from each other in Bill’s mind, however, is 

that he idealizes the typewriter’s mechanical control of the written page 

and thus associates the typewriter with the possibility of achieving 

absolute disembodiment and immateriality through writing. While 

recognizing the embodied, material nature of writing by hand, Bill 

dissociates the typewriter completely from such characteristics, 

repressing them instead. 

Presenting the typewriter in these terms, the narrative of Mao II 

echoes with Friedrich Kittler’s Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (1999), in 

which the typewriter is described as a tool of disembodiment, uniformity 

and control largely aligned with the development of what I (via Virilio) 

have called the militarization of perception. Even so, DeLillo’s text 

insistently foregrounds the ways in which such procedures of 

disembodiment and uniformity collapse and falter in the actual practices 
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of writing and reading.98 Rather than arguing for a utopian escape from 

mediation back into the body proper, Mao II interrogates the 

interpenetration of body and technology. It is not that the typewriter 

facilities an actual escape from the embodied materiality of lived 

experience, but rather that this escape is idealized through its mechanical 

procedures. It is an escape, however, which is nothing more than an 

illusion.  

Shortly after being photographed by Brita, Bill is typing on his 

typewriter when he makes a telling observation:  
 
He saw he’d inverted two letters, which he’s been doing a lot of lately, one of the 
many signs there’s something growing on his brain, and he elevated the page and 
whited out the mistake, then had to wait while the liquid dried. How he punished 
himself for repeated errors at the machine, eternal misfingerings, how typing 
mistakes became despair, meaningless flubs bringing a craze to his eyes, and he 
stared at the white fluid drying and would not resume work until it faded into 
the page, which was both the punishment and the escape. […] Always whiting 
out and typing in. (DeLillo, 1992: 54–55) 
 

Manifested here is an emergence of the imagetext discourse through 

which the multimodal, embodied properties of writing are strongly 

foregrounded. Against it, Bill attempts to establish his own authority 

through a procedure of control and rationalization, hoping to reduce the 

visual distortions of the text. Mistakes must be completely effaced in 

order to keep the text in check, as it were, and allow it only to follow the 

established order of print culture. Any disfigurement of the visual field of 

the text is to be eradicated under the strict gaze of a controlling and 

supervising spectator. Indeed, his work must stop for order to reestablish 

itself. This is the punishment he submits himself to, while the reassertion 

of order becomes an escape from the multimodal materiality revealed in 

the moment of disfiguration. For the visual field of the text to remain 

under absolute control, in other words, the act of writing itself must be 

stopped. In this way, the act of writing is subsumed in the ocularcentric 

procedures of rationalization inherent to the culture of print. 

                                                           
98 Tabbi & Wutz interestingly argue for a relationship between the typewriter and the 
tradition of ocularcentrism: “The turn toward the spatiovisual appears to have been 
facilitated by the typewriter, whose uniform spacing and linear setting could be 
counterposed to the more expansive graphic conventions of the page, thus drawing 
attention both to the page as space-field and to typewritten letters as aesthetic constructs” 
(Tabbi & Wutz, 1997: 11). Such a link certainly resonates with Mao II and the association 
therein of the typewriter with an idealization of permanence, fixity and control. 
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The fear of contamination by embodied materiality is most radically 

manifested, however, in Bill’s description of his unfinished novel as a 

monstrous entity: “He looked at the sentence, six disconsolate words, and 

saw the entire book as it took occasional shape in his mind, a neutered 

near-human dragging through the house, humpbacked, hydrocephalic, 

with puckered lips and soft skin, dribbling brain fluid from its mouth” 

(DeLillo, 1992: 55). We might see this as a metaphor for the material 

underpinnings of print culture as well as the embodied multimodality of 

writing. Repressed by the ocularcentrism of print culture, the body 

returns as a monstrous amalgam of fluids, tissues and movements. The 

materiality of the body merges with the materiality of writing in what 

seems almost like a cybernetic connection. Bill’s revulsion to this 

connection is indicative of his ocularcentrism:  
 
I keep seeing my book wandering through the halls. There the thing is, creeping 
feebly, if you can imagine a naked humped creature with filed-down genitals, 
only worse, because its head bulges at the top and there’s a gargoylish tongue 
jutting at a corner of the mouth and truly terrible feet. It tries to cling to me, to 
touch and fasten. A cretin, a distort. Water-bloated, slobbering, incontinent. 
(DeLillo, 1992: 92) 
 

The notion of the book as a monster serves as a strategy of disassociation 

and externalization. In this way, the return of the book as a monster could 

be considered in Freudian terms as the return of the repressed in 

distorted, traumatic form. “His book, smelling faintly of baby drool, was 

just outside the door. He heard it moan solemnly, the same grave sound 

that welled in his gut” (DeLillo, 1992: 136). “Bill thought he saw his book 

across the room, obese and lye-splashed, the face an acid spatter, zipped 

up and decolored, with broken teeth glinting out of the pulp” (DeLillo, 

1992: 210). Despite this attempt to externalize what is internal, Bill 

cannot help his own body from merging with the body of the text:  
 
He examined the immense complexity of changing the ribbon. So many pros and 
cons, alters and egos. He felt it coming and then sneezed onto the page, nicely, 
noting blood-spotted matter but thin and sparse. He would not dignify it by 
calling it snot. (DeLillo, 1992: 55) 
 

The fluid of the body in this way merges with the fluid of the text (the 

actual ink used to produce the imprint upon the page) creating a link 

between  writing and an embodied form of perception, which implicitly 

threatens the ocularcentric distribution of perception governing Bill’s 

engagement with lived experience. This is further underlined by the 
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description of Bill’s writing as “the scant drip, the ooze of speckled 

matter, the blood sneeze, the daily pale secretion, the bits of human tissue 

sticking to the page” (DeLillo, 1992: 28). What is noticeable here is that 

writing is associated not only with the body, but with seemingly 

uncontrollable secretions, suggesting a kind of uncontrollable 

materiality. Equally so, the structure of the sentence and DeLillo’s use of 

language creates a fundamental ambiguity: Is the narrator referring to 

actual fluids, or is it a metaphor for the typed text? By thus playing on 

both the literal and the metaphorical meaning, DeLillo creates a 

coalescence between body and writing. Bill reflects on being a writer, 

describing it as “a life consisting chiefly of hair—hair that drifts into the 

typewriter, each strand collecting dust along its length and fuzzing up 

among the hammers and interacting parts, hair that sticks to the felt mat 

the way a winding fiber leeches on to soap so he has to gouge it out with 

a thumbnail, all his cells, scales and granules, all his faded pigment, the 

endless must of all this balling hair that’s batched and wadded in the 

works” (DeLillo, 1992: 199). From Bill’s perspective, this materiality is 

not only a burden but also an obsession—a fact attested to by the 

excessive, even pathological, attention he directs towards it. Although 

part of his life, then, he tries to ignore or otherwise marginalize it as being 

of no importance, which in turn ensures its return as a traumatic 

obsession: 
 
Hair nuzzled to the edges of the hooked rug, hair that’s twirled around the spokes 
of the tub strainer and snarled in the drain trap and grimed around the base of 
the sink, pubic hair curlicued on the rim of the toilet bowl, nape hair kinked fast 
to the inside of his collar, hair on his pillow and in his mouth and on his dinner 
plate, but it’s the typewriter where he notices mostly, accumulating hair, all his 
lost strands settled in the mechanism, the grayness and tumble, the soft disorder, 
everything that is not clear and sharp and bright. (DeLillo, 1992: 201) 
 

The materiality of the body emerges most obviously when caught in the 

machinery of writing, presenting itself as a “soft disorder” in opposition 

to the clarity and sharpness otherwise idealized. In this positioning of the 

bodily secretions as opposed to the machinery of the typewriter, we thus 

find the central conflict expressed in Bill’s idealization of the fixity, 

clarity, permanence and controllability of the print text, and the opposite 

qualities associated with that of the body. Despite this, Bill cannot escape 

either the materiality of the typed word or that of the body, just as he 

cannot escape their coalescence in the act of writing: 
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He lay in bed open-eyed in the dark. There were intestinal moans from his left 
side, where gas makes a hairpin turn at the splenic flexure. He felt a mass of 
phlegm wobbling in his throat but he didn’t want to get out of bed to expel it, so 
he swallowed the whole nasty business, a slick syrupy glop. This was the texture 
of his life. If someone ever writes his true biography, it will be a chronicle of gas 
pains and skipped heartbeats, grinding teeth and dizzy spells and smothered 
breath, with detailed descriptions of Bill leaving his desk to walk to the bathroom 
and spit up mucus, and we see photographs of ellipsoid clots of cells, water, 
organic, slimes, mineral salts and spotty nicotine. Or descriptions just as long 
and detailed of Bill staying where he is and swallowing. […] He was a sitting 
industry of farts and belches. This is what he did for a living, sit and hawk, mucus 
and flatus. He saw himself staring at the hair buried in his typewriter. He leaned 
above his oval tablets, hearing the grainy cut of the blade. (DeLillo, 1992: 135–
136) 
 

This conflict between the inherently multimodal materiality of writing 

and Bill’s ocularcentric idealizations of fixity and control is central to his 

crisis of writing. In the end, it leads him to assert that “[w]riting was bad 

for the soul when you got right down to it. It protected your worst 

tendencies. Narrowed everything to failure and its devastations. Gave 

your cunning an edge of treachery and your jellyfish heart a reason to fall 

deeper into silence. […] He’d done some pages he halfway liked but what 

was the actual point?” (DeLillo, 1992: 198). This question comes to linger 

in the air as the novel nears its end, featuring the death of Bill aboard a 

ship headed for Lebanon.99 However, Mao II implicitly offers an answer, 

primarily by foregrounding the multimodal materiality of writing 

through the imagetext discourse. In doing so, it makes possible the 

emergence of the print novel as a possible site of critical resistance to 

governing distributions of perception—a subversive potential predicated, 

however, upon the recognition of print culture’s complicity with the 

reigning social order. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
99 Interestingly, Bill’s death is caused by a ruptured liver due to a minor traffic collision 
during his stay in Cyprus. Even while acutely aware of his problem, Bill does not seek any 
medical assistance and continues his journey towards Beirut. As such, his death might be 
interpreted as the ultimate consequence of his obsessive fear and repression of the body.   
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Underworld 
“Everything is connected”: 

The Print Novel and Cyberspace 
 

At over 800 pages, Underworld (1997) is a novel of massive scope and 

ambition, tracing almost half a century of American history. Beginning 

with a fictionalized account of the Dodgers’ famous October 3, 1951 

championship win at the Polo Grounds in New York City, the narrative 

jumps forward to the early 1990s and then moves backwards in time with 

each following section until reaching the 1950s once again. An epilogue 

finally returns the reader to the early 1990s. At the center of this highly 

fragmented, non-linear structure is the home-run baseball struck by 

Homer Thompson to win the famous game at the Polo Grounds, as the 

novel traces the lives of the various people into whose possession it comes 

over the following decades. Most central among the novel’s many 

characters is waste manager Nick Shay, whose troubled past is slowly 

revealed as the narrative progresses, as well as his younger brother 

Matthew, who works for the military developing weapons systems. 

Underworld also features a large selection of artists, the most prominent 

of which are avant-garde junk artist Klara Sax and Ismael Muños, who 

has a secret past as legendary graffiti writer Moonman 157. The myriad 

characters and storylines in Underworld, however, do not allow for a 

central plotline or narrative arch to emerge as in more traditionally 

structured novels. Instead, the novel reads more as a montage or collage 

of storylines whose often tentative connections to one another are only 

slowly revealed as the narrative unfolds. Such connections, moreover, are 

often not explicitly stated, but call on the reader to put together the 

pieces—or not. Because of these structural features, many have linked 

Underworld to the montage and collage traditions of the Dadaist and 

Surrealist avant-gardes.100 As in both Libra and Mao II, such com-

positional strategies center on a selection of spectacles, or visually 

                                                           
100 Philip Nel notes that “Underworld complicates traditional distinctions between 
modern and postmodern [literature] by drawing on both a high modernist aesthetic and 
those residual elements of the historical avant-garde that characterize certain 
postmodernisms” (Nel, 1999: 725–726). He notes also that such features are a central 
component of the novel’s critical ambitions: “Underworld’s use of montage does have the 
effect of opening up potentially subversive juxtapositions that provide possibilities for 
revising historical narratives” (Nel, 1999: 734). Apitzsch compares the structure of 
Underworld to Sergei Eisenstein’s montage technique as well as to the so-called “jump-
cutting” of Jean-Luc Godard. See Apitzsch (2012: 284).   



117 
 

mediated events, whose juxtaposition in a montage-like structure serves 

as one of the central features of the novel, as well as one of its central 

narrative engines. Much as in the cases of Libra and Mao II, DeLillo uses 

the description of photographs, films and artworks to frame his narrative 

and investigate processes of mediation and modes of experience. Here, 

however, it is done in an even more fragmented and disjointed manner 

than previously seen. Underworld is constructed much as a kaleido-

scopic investigation of different artistic traditions and processes of 

mediation, ranging all the way from photography, television and the 

Internet to graffiti, Junk Art, advertising slogans, television commercials, 

the musical genres of Jazz and Bebop as well as medieval and modern 

painting. As such, Underworld is perhaps the most obvious example of 

what Timothy L. Parrish has called DeLillo’s multimediamimicry, 

meaning his ability to “transmit a range of media forms through his 

narratives seriatim” (Parrish, 1999: 697). Among the most central 

spectacles described in the novel are the famous Zapruder film of the 

Kennedy assassination and a fictional movie by Russian avant-garde 

filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein titled Unterwelt.101 A video of a murder by a 

serial killer named the Texas Highway Killer also features prominently, 

as does Nick and Marian Shay’s viewing of Klara Sax’s art project Long 

Tall Sally. Of the many real-life artists and artworks featured in the novel, 

the most notable are Peter Breughel’s The Triumph of Death (1562), 

James McNeil Whistler’s Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 1 (1871) 

and Simon Rodia’s sculpture Watts Towers (1921-1954). As with both 

Libra and Mao II, then, Underworld is a novel filled with scenes of 

looking (many more than I have just mentioned) whose form and 

function is central to the overall narrative structure and thrust. As in his 

previous novels, there is a strong affinity in Underworld between the 

artistic traditions and processes of mediations described in the narrative, 

and the language through which that description takes place, meaning 

that certain aesthetic characteristics or qualities of that which is 

described are reflected in the language itself. As Mark Osteen notes, 

DeLillo “borrows from the artists he depicts, organizing the text by 

juxtaposing fragments in a quasi-Eisensteinian montage, and adopting 

Rodia’s method of bricolage to build his text from the debris of the past” 

(Osteen, 2000: 216).  

                                                           
101 DeLillo’s use of German for the title of the fictional Eisenstein film ostensibly positions 
the film as being made during Eisenstein’s visit to Germany and Switzerland in 1928–29.   
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At a thematic level, Underworld rearticulates many of the ideas of 

DeLillo’s earlier novels, while also engaging more explicitly with the 

cultural moment of the digital regime of perception. In the words of Julia 

Apitzsch, Underworld is a novel through which DeLillo conducts a 

“detailed analysis of an American psyche defined not just by the paranoia 

and threat of the Cold War, but by an exploding media- and consumer 

society”.102 More than this, it is a novel, which investigates the overlaps 

and points of intersection between military technology, processes of 

mediation and consumer society even more insistently than any of 

DeLillo’s previous novels. It does so, furthermore, through a kind of 

phenomenological excavation of past and present ways of looking at and 

experiencing the world.103 

I wish here to demonstrate, first, the ways in which Underworld 

posits an intimate relationship between technologies of vision and 

violence as part of a militarization of perception related not just to the 

military technologies of the Cold War but to the mass media systems of 

contemporary consumer society. In doing so, I am to some extent 

retracing the steps of Nicholas Spencer, who has argued that in 

Underworld, “the mutations of the atomic bomb, military imaging 

systems, television, and computer networks engender a technological 

militarization of civilian society” (Spencer, 2002: 92). Apart from 

addressing different aspects of this perspective as manifested in the 

novel, I wish also to examine in more detail the ways in which this process 

relates to the spheres of art, literature and aesthetic experience—an 

aspect only marginally part of Spencer’s analysis. Another central feature 

of the novel, to which I will pay particular attention, is its unfolding of a 

dialectic between print culture and digital culture, much like in Mao II, 

but with an added set of perspectives, risks, and possibilities. Moving 

through the computer screen, into cyberspace and out once again, 

Underworld articulates not only a coalescence of print culture and digital 

                                                           
102 “detaillierte Analyse der amerikanischen Psyche, die nicht nur von der Paranoia und 
Bedrohung des Kaltes Krieges, sondern ebenso von der explodierenden Medien- und 
Konsumgesellschaft definiert ist” (Apitzsch, 2012: 277). 
103 The idea of Underworld as a form of phenomenological excavation is borrowed from 
Apitzsch (Apitzsch, 2012: 278). She uses the concept, however, in a somewhat off-handed 
manner, and does not elaborate to clarify its exact meaning, nor does she employ it in any 
disciplined analytical or interpretive fashion. I wish to demonstrate, however, that 
DeLillo’s various scenes of writing and looking can indeed be understood as quasi 
phenomenological investigations of past and present modes of experience and processes 
of mediation.   
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culture, but also investigates the potential of the contemporary print 

novel to critically interrogate existing distributions of perception and 

hierarchies of power. In doing so, it addresses with great urgency the role 

of literature in a media ecology that finds human consciousness 

increasingly interpenetrated by militarized technology. Central to 

Underworld’s engagement with the print novel as a possible space of 

resistance is once again the formal and thematic emergence of an 

imagetext discourse whose primary feature is a possible redistribution of 

perception. 

Underworld thus not only performs a quasi-phenomenological ex-

cavation of past and present modes of experience and their implicit 

distributions of perception but also attempts to engage with the genre of 

the print novel as a viable site for the articulation of alternative and 

potentially subversive modes of experiences.  

 
“All technology refers to the bomb”: 
The Militarization of Perception 

In all of DeLillo’s fiction, there are few scenes of looking that express the 

coalescence of vision and violence with greater intensity and urgency 

than that of the description of a nuclear explosion in Underworld. As a 

blacked out B-52 bomber flies over a military test site in the Nevada 

desert, a nuclear bomb explodes on the ground below. Aboard the 

airplane, Louis T. Bakey (through whom the narrative of the detonation 

is focalized) is provided with a both peculiar and disturbing form of x-ray 

vision, allowing him to see “the bones in his hands through his closed 

eyes” as well as his fellow crewmembers transformed into “skeletons 

dancing in the flash” (DeLillo, 1998: 613). Even though Bakey is 

effectively blind at the moment of detonation (closing his eyes and 

holding a pillow across his face) the flash of the explosion returns vision 

to him again. It is a form of vision, however, now entirely made possible 

by military technology and forced upon the human subject as it is 

violently and destructively pierced by light. In this eerie scene of looking, 

choosing not to see is no longer an option, as the eye becomes a naked 

receptor of visual stimuli, divested from the nest of the body and unable 

to defend itself. As the nuclear flash literally forces vision upon Bakey, it 

undermines any notion of critical agency by making vision constant and 

inescapable. Not only does seeing in this context thus imply a form of 

violence against the perceiving subject, but seeing itself is transformed 
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into an inherently violent act, made possible only though the deadly light 

of the nuclear flash provided by military technology. The atomic bomb 

becomes (quite literally so) a technology of vision. Indeed, one might say 

that the B-52 bomber in this way functions much as the dark room of a 

camera obscura, meaning that the scene conceptually works as a twist 

on the camera obscura model of vision associated with the tradition of 

ocularcentrism.104  

However, the B-52 differs from the camera obscura in several 

critical ways, one of which is that it does not have a slit or hole through 

which light can enter. Instead, the light of the nuclear flash pierces the 

sealed fuselage of the aircraft. While the classic camera obscura enabled 

the isolation and fixation of a piece of the world in order for its visual 

qualities to be observed and scrutinized in a controlled environment by a 

rational observer, the nuclear flash instead disrupts any such isolation of 

the visual field and effectively undermines any attempt at control or 

rational contemplation. In doing so, it foundationally transforms the 

relationship of observer to the observed. While the camera obscura-

observer of modernity was positioned as the master of the visual field 

through his powers of rational contemplation, the observer of the nuclear 

explosion is instead overpowered by the technologies making vision 

possible. As the orderly projection of the camera obscura is thus replaced 

by the piercing light of a nuclear revelation, the rational subject who 

previously mastered technology is now mastered by technology. In this 

scene, then, the camera obscura of modernity is replaced by the nuclear 

flash, transforming vision from a sense of truth and knowledge into one 

of destruction and violence. As such, the scene presents a model of vision 

emblematic of the militarization of perception that permeates 

Underworld.  

Even after the flash itself dissipates, the damage done radiates (both 

figuratively and literally) through the entire narrative of the novel. As 

Bakey notes many years after the event, his perceptual apparatus, indeed, 

his entire body, has become deranged through its exposure to the flash: 

“I pee in slow motion now. And my left eye sees things that belong to my 

right” (DeLillo, 1998: 614). Another character similarly remarks upon the 

far-reaching consequences of the nuclear blast, noting that the military 

                                                           
104 I am indebted in this case to Ryan Bishop and John Phillips whose comparison of the 
U.S. Army Apache helicopter with the dark room of the camera obscura sparked my 
imagination. See Bishop & Phillips (2010). 



121 
 

authorities “let the fallout drift to Utah, where kids are getting born with 

their bladders backwards” (DeLillo, 1998: 410–411). And at the end of the 

novel, when Nick Shay travels to Kazakhstan to visit a nuclear test site in 

order to investigate the validity of nuclear explosions as a method of 

waste disposal, he encounters a group of people disfigured by nuclear 

fallout: “There is the two-headed specimen. There is the single head that 

is twice the size of the body. There is the normal head that is located in 

the wrong place, perched on the right shoulder […]. Then there is the 

cyclops. The eye centered, the ears below the chin, the mouth completely 

missing” (DeLillo, 1998: 799).105 Not only, then, does the flash of the 

nuclear blast in Underworld suggest a link between modern machines of 

vision and the machinery of military violence, but its permutation 

throughout the narrative equally suggests a possible degeneration of 

humanity itself as a consequence thereof.  

As a conflation of military and visual technology, the nuclear 

explosion in Underworld thus constitutes an event essentially 

paradigmatic of the way in which contemporary visual culture is 

configured in many of DeLillo’s texts, particularly so the three novels 

here investigated. With the nuclear explosion, vision is equated with 

destruction: to see the target is simultaneously to destroy it.106 The 

nuclear explosion thus serves as both manifestation and fulfillment of the 

militarization of perception described by Virilio.  

Further emphasizing such arguments are Matthew Shay’s thoughts 

on “the original bombheads” who came to America during World War II 

to work on “the thing with no name, the bomb that would redefine the 

limits of human perception and dread” (DeLillo, 1998: 421–422). Indeed, 

Matthew, who, as previously mentioned, works for the military designing 

missile technology, plays an important role in Underworld’s overall 

articulation of the militarization of perception. When Matthew 

                                                           
105 The power of the nuclear flash to literally inscribe itself in the flesh is further 
foregrounded in a telling passage: “It is the victims who are blind. It is the boy with the 
skin where his eyes ought to be, a bolus of spongy flesh, oddly like a mushroom cap, 
springing from each brow. It is the bald-headed children […]. It is the man with the growth 
beneath his chin […]. It is the dwarf girl […]. It is the cheerful cretin […] It is the woman 
with features intact but only half a face somehow, everything fitted into a tilted arc that 
floats above her shoulders like the crescent moon” (DeLillo, 1998: 800).  
106 This fact is also evident in Nick Shay’s incessant use of sunscreen in the novel’s opening 
chapter. It seems almost as if the very medium making vision possible, i.e., light, 
constitutes a potential violation of the human body. DeLillo here implicitly references 
discussions regarding the disappearance of the ozone layer due to pollution and the 
resulting threat of skin cancer prevalent in Western culture during the 1990s.  
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contemplates his work as an interpreter of “images sucked up by the belly 

cameras of surveillance planes” during the Vietnam War, he does so in a 

manner highly underlining the abstraction of warfare through visual 

technology (DeLillo, 1998: 462). “When he found a dot on the film he 

translated it into letters, numbers, coordinates, grids and entire systems 

of knowledge” (DeLillo, 1998: 463). War is reduced to a system of signs 

and symbols, as the object within the field of vision is divested of all 

properties and characteristics except its position. As technologies of 

vision reduce all targets to abstract coordinates on a grid, acts of war are 

removed from the realm of moral and ethical consideration to become a 

pure game of images. “A dot was a visual mantra, an object that had no 

properties except location” (DeLillo, 1998: 464). As Nicholas Spencer 

points out, “the cinema-military mutation that DeLillo fictionalizes 

through Matt’s work represents what Virilio considers to be a decisive 

heightening of the dominance of the media image in war” (Spencer, 

2002: 94). In this fashion, war is situated within a moral vacuum where 

the face-to-face combat of past wars is reduced to identifying a set of 

coordinates and feeding these coordinates into the system. “The dots he 

marked with his grease pencil became computer bits in Da Nang, Sunday 

brunch in Saigon and mission briefings in Thailand, he guessed, or 

Guam” (DeLillo, 1998: 465). His position at the screen is thus metonymic 

of numerous forms of interaction with visual media in the novel, as well 

as the co-mingling of technology and perception implied therein: “And 

how can you tell the difference between orange juice and agent orange if 

the same massive system connects them at levels outside your 

comprehension?” (DeLillo, 1998: 465).107 Specifically referencing this 

quote, Spencer similarly argues that: “In bypassing human senses, this 

conjunction of media and military technologies provides a tangible alibi 

for the fact that the larger systems of the war, such as those that seem in 

some obscure sense to connect agent orange to orange juice, are beyond 

the limits of human comprehension” (Spencer, 2002: 95). Such 

connections between a larger system of violence and the seeming 

trivialities of the quotidian are further hinted at when the narrator 

observers that: “He was in the Pocket even then, cranking film all night 

long, waiting for the mortar rounds to come raining down. They made a 

                                                           
107 Agent Orange was the name of a brand of herbicide used by American forces as part of 
an herbicidal warfare program during the Vietnam War from 1961 to 71. See Buckingham 
Jr. (1982). 
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crunch like a kid eating cereal on TV” (DeLillo, 1998: 466). Once again, 

visual technology is central to the juxtaposition of the machinery of war 

with the spectacle of late modern consumerism, both of which constitute 

a coherent perceptual regime. In reference to his job, Matthew makes a 

similar observation: “He felt he’d glimpsed some horrific system of 

connections in which you can’t tell the difference between one thing and 

another, between a soup can and a car bomb, because they are made by 

the same people in the same way and ultimately refer to the same thing” 

(DeLillo, 1998: 446). He notes, in a similar fashion, that “[t]he dots on 

the film might have been trucks going down the supply route or new 

model cars coming off the line or condoms that look like fingers on a latex 

glove” (DeLillo, 1998: 465). But perhaps the most memorable and 

concise articulation of the relationship between technologies of war and 

spectacular consumerism is expressed in Matthew’s mantra: “All 

technology refers to the bomb” (DeLillo, 1998: 467).  

Although never explicitly articulating qualms about the moral 

implications of his work, Matthew does at certain points display doubt: 

“It is mainly that I feel part of something unreal […]. This is real. The 

work, the weapons, the missiles rising out of alfalfa fields. All of it. But it 

strikes me, more and more, as sheer distortion. It’s a dream someone’s 

dreaming that has me in it” (DeLillo, 1998: 458). Despite this, Matthew 

seems ultimately to think of the weapons systems as a higher order of 

reality, and of the atomic bomb as a quasi-religious object. Indeed, 

Apitzsch argues that for Matthew, the atomic bomb has ultimately taken 

the place of God as the arbiter of transcendent order and truth (Apitzsch, 

2012: 299). When seeing two F-4 military aircraft in the sky above the 

desert, his response is telling:  
 
Then the roar descended on them, so close it stopped his blood […]. He was 
happy, hearing the echo carom off the ranges now […]. Yes, he loved the way 
power rises out of self-caressing secrecy to become a roar in the sky. He imagined 
the sound waves passing over the land and lapping forward in time […] 
eventually becoming the gentlest sort of rockabye rhyme […]. But it was the 
steroid jolt he experienced now, the gooseflesh, the prickling thrill that traveled 
over his body […]. They needed a moment to collect themselves, speechless in 
the wake of a power and thrust snatched from nature’s own greatness, or how 
men bend heaven to their methods. (DeLillo, 1998: 467–468) 
 

Although the militarization of perception in Underworld is most 

dominantly expressed in visual terms, this scene also demonstrates that 

it is ultimately a highly multimodal process, able to establish itself across 
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a wide spectrum of senses. Although it often starts with vision, then, the 

character of Matthew, so enmeshed in the militarization of perception 

through his work, demonstrates that it is a process ultimately able to 

consume and subsume the entire human sensorium, seemingly leaving 

no space available for the emergence of subversive modes of experience.  

Although the nuclear explosion is perhaps the most urgent example 

of this process, Underworld is filled with scenes of looking in which 

vision and violence merge through technology situated far outside the 

military context thus far described. Instead, it invades the private spheres 

and everyday lives of the novel’s various characters. A central example is 

the so-called Texas Highway Killer, one of whose murders is accidentally 

caught on tape and broadcast repeatedly on national television. DeLillo’s 

description of the footage through various focalizing agents “forges a 

series of links—or, more accurately, traumatic connections established 

around the relationship of technology and the body—between the 

intimate, domestic sphere and the exposed, public realm of TV” (Green, 

1999: 594). Through the sequences involving the Texas Highway Killer, 

DeLillo investigates the ways in which “television and video […] continue 

the effects of military imaging technologies” (Spencer, 2002: 97). Indeed, 

Spencer argues that “[t]he broadcasting of the images of the Texas 

Highway Killer produces effects similar to those described by Virilio” 

(Spencer, 2002: 98). A link is thus established between the violence of 

the images and the images themselves through which the novel implies 

that “the compelling and numbing effects of the footage of the serial killer 

are a function of the temporality of its images” (Spencer, 2002: 98). As 

noted by Kavadlo, DeLillo’s insistent use of the word “you” in the 

passages describing the video of the murder, creates a simultaneous 

coalescence of the narrator, the reader and the killer, whereby the reader 

becomes “complicit in the violence, the anger, and the spectacle” 

(Kavadlo, 2004: 111). Apitzsch similarly notes that the passages are 

marked by DeLillo’s trademark use of multiple perspectives as the 

narrative oscillates between the gaze of Matthew, the killer himself, the 

girl filming the video, the anonymous television watchers and, finally, the 

reader—all of whom become indistinguishable from one another 

(Apitzsch, 2012: 362). A level of affinity between the technology of mass 

image reproduction and the figure of the serial killer is thus created, an 

aspect noted by Parrish, who argues that “the manipulation of the event 

that the technology makes possible is itself a kind of serial killing” 
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(Parrish, 1999: 710). David Cowart similarly remarks that in the various 

scenes featuring the video of the Texas Highway Killer’s murder, “serial 

killing and serial re-playing of the footage seem to partake of the same 

economy of replication” (Cowart, 2003: 99). DeLillo’s text itself certainly 

warrants such interpretations:  
 
And there is something about the videotape, isn’t there, and this particular kind 
of serial crime? This is a crime designed for random taping and immediate 
playing. You sit there and wonder if this kind of crime became more possible 
when the means of taping an event and playing it immediately, without a neutral 
interval, a balancing space and time, became widely available. Taping-and-
playing intensifies and compresses the event. It dangles a need to do it again. 
You sit there thinking that the serial murder has found its medium, or vice-
versa—an act of shadow technology, of compressed time and repeated images, 
stark and glary and unremarkable (DeLillo, 1998: 159) 
 

Apart from the way in which such passages suggest an affinity between 

mass mediated televisual images and a culture of violence, the figure of 

the Texas Highway Killer is also highly reminiscent of Libra’s Lee Harvey 

Oswald. Indeed, Catherine Morley argues that the Texas Highway Killer 

is “an Oswald-inspired assassin” through which is suggested an “affinity 

between the criminal act and the manner of its simultaneous recording” 

(Morley, 2006: 33). It is certainly possible to see several affinities 

between such mass mediated images and the Kennedy assassination. 

Another example of this is Underworld’s description of the infamous 

Zapruder film.108 Klara Sax sees the film in 1974 when she visits a video 

installation in which the film is simultaneously projected on a number of 

different screens in different speeds and in alternating sequences. As 

Apitzsch points out, the two videos (meaning the Texas Highway Killer 

and the Zapruder film) emphasize the central connection between images 

and violence in DeLillo’s representation of American society and culture 

(Apitzsch, 2012: 358). Klara Sax’s response to the Zapruder video 

installation insistently foregrounds this insidious connection between 

mind and medium:  

 
She thought to wonder if this home movie was some crude living likeness of the 
mind’s own technology, the sort of death plot that runs in the mind, because it 
seemed so familiar, the footage did—it seemed a thing we might see, not see but 
know, a model of the nights when we are intimate with our own dying. (DeLillo, 
1998: 496) 

                                                           
108 The so-called Zapruder film was a private motion picture sequence depicting the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy. It was shot by Abraham Zapruder and became a central 
piece of evidence in the investigation of the assassination. 
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A central feature of DeLillo’s verbal remediation of the film is to call 

attention to the connection between mind and media, particularly 

technologies of vision and the ways in which they shape both our 

perception of the world and our self-knowledge.  
 
The progress of the car down Elm street, the movement of the film through the 
camera body, some sharable darkness—this was a death that seemed to rise from 
the streamy debris of the deep mind, it came from some night of the mind, there 
was some trick of film emulsion that showed the ghost of consciousness. 
(DeLillo, 1998: 496) 
 

Even as the scenes featuring the Zapruder video installation thus serve to 

foreground the interaction of mind and medium, they also hint at the 

potential of artistic practice to reveal and investigate this connection 

through the disruption and distortion of habitual modes of perception. 

Contrary to the Texas Highway Killer video, the video installation of the 

Zapruder film functions, rather, as an attempt at subverting the 

destructive repetition of the television image by disrupting its temporal 

and spatial configuration, and thus creating a kind of media assemblage 

of the event, much in the same way that DeLillo described the 

assassination in Libra. As such, it is interesting to think of the Zapruder 

video installation in Underworld as a kind of echo of the literary 

strategies of disruption and distortion in Libra. Although there are many 

affinities between the two videos, one is presented through the prism of 

an artistic re-interpretation, calling attention to the potential of art to 

critically investigate and potentially subvert the image-violence inherent 

to the processes of militarization that permeate contemporary culture. 

Even while Underworld thus “implies that the Zapruder-film and the 

assassination it captures have encouraged the proliferation of such 

phenomena as the Texas Highway Killer video” it simultaneously hints at 

the potential of artistic engagement to subvert such phenomena (Osteen, 

2000: 250).  

Even so, the militarization of perception seems still to reign 

supreme as far as Underworld’s overall narrative is concerned. Charles 

Wainwright, who works in the advertising business as an account 

supervisor, describes another telling example of the coalescence of 

vision, violence and spectacular consumerism within this perceptual 

regime. Discussing a potential add campaign with a client, he reveals the 

inner workings of a system based primarily on the control and 



127 
 

manipulation of the sense of sight, outlined most directly in his mantra 

that: “Whoever controls your eyeballs runs the world” (DeLillo, 1998: 

530). His explanation of how such methods of control are implemented 

is noteworthy: 
 
They‘re doing research […] on what they call retinal discharge. They secretly 
photograph women in supermarkets. They have sensitive cameras hidden on the 
shelves that record excitations of the inner eye, motions of the eye far more 
subtle and telling than a simple blink, and it seems that women go completely 
crazy eyeballwise when they see certain colors, packages and designs. These are 
orgasms, basically, of the eye, the brain and the nervous system. How do we use 
this research? Simple. We correlate high discharge events with the particular 
items that caused them and then we design our products and packaging 
accordingly. Once we get the consumer by the eyeballs, we have complete 
mastery of the marketing process. (DeLillo, 1998: 531)  
 

A co-mingling is here established between consumerism and the 

surveillance technologies of the modern warfare state—of which the 

intentional manipulation and control of the sense of sight in order to 

direct and produce desire are a foundational feature.   

However, the most telling example of how capitalist consumerism 

allows for the permeation of a militarization of perception throughout the 

private sphere is perhaps the short episode featuring the Deming family 

in their 1950s home. Central in this respect is the interaction of the 

various members of the Deming family with a variety of consumer 

objects, all of which the text mutate into “signifiers of the Cold War”.109 

In the kitchen, mother Erica prepares her futurist-looking Jell-O deserts 

using all new latex gloves, while in the garage her husband Rick 

obsessively polishes his car using synthetic wax. Meanwhile, their son 

Eric is busy masturbating into a condom while staring at a Pin-up photo 

of actress Jane Mansfield and feeling aroused by the condom’s latex 

because it “had a sleek metallic shimmer, like his favorite weapons 

system, the Honest John, a surface-to-surface missile with a warhead 

that carried yields up to forty kilotons” (DeLillo, 1998: 514). In all of these 

scenes, the text is littered with references to known brand names and 

advertising slogans, as well as with terms derived from the sphere of 

militaristic technology, all of which DeLillo playfully uses to suggest a 

connection between consumerism and the militaristic technology of the 

                                                           
109 “Signifikanten des Kaltes Krieges” (Apitzsch, 2012: 300). 
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Cold War.110 Notably, the scene is highly visual: “The bright colors, the 

product names and logos, the array of familiar shapes, the tinsel glitter 

of things in foil wrap, the general sense of benevolent gleam, of eyeball 

surprise, the sense of a tiny holiday talking place on the shelves and in 

the slots, a world unspoiled and ever renewable” (DeLillo, 1998: 517–

518). As such, the domestic sphere itself is described as a capitalist 

consumer spectacle in which every object is designed according to the 

principles outlined by Wainwright above. It is a spectacle, however, 

which is implicitly connected to the militarization of perception as each 

object, as well as the various characters’ interaction with them, 

articulates a strong fetishization of militarized technology and a chilling 

fusion of such technologies with the perceptual apparatus of each 

individual. Because of this, these scenes are simultaneously infused with 

a sense of dread and anxiety: “But there was something else as well, 

faintly unnerving. […] Open the great white vault like door and feel the 

cool breezelet of systems at work, converting current into power, talking 

to each other day and night across superhuman spaces, a thing he felt 

outside of, yet not attuned to, and it confused him just a bit” (DeLillo, 

1998: 518). Apitzsch notes that although the various consumer products 

at one level are meant to negate mortality and the threat of nuclear war, 

DeLillo instead foregrounds the uncanniness, deadliness and danger to 

which they implicitly refer and from which they ultimately originate.111  

In Underworld, then, the objects of consumer culture are 

consistently tied to an underlying logic of violence through which the 

texts presents a comprehensive militarization of post-war America. 

Jeremey Green argues that in Underworld “the space of the private self 

is increasingly shaped and determined by the anonymous ‘public’ 

imagery of the mass media” leading in turn to “[n]ightmares of 

hypervisibility” which establish a “negative relationship between forms 

                                                           
110 In her close-reading of the scene, Julia Apitzsch provides an inventory of these various 
terms and words. See Apitzsch (2012: 300–305). 
111 Perhaps the most elaborate emblem of the connection between consumer culture and 
militaristic technology in Underworld is DeLillo’s metaphoric use of the color orange, 
which appears in many forms and transmutations throughout the novel. As noted earlier, 
the text in one instance connects regular orange juice with the infamous Agent Orange 
chemicals used in the Vietnam War: “And how can you tell the difference between orange 
juice and agent orange if the same massive system connects them at levels outside your 
comprehension?” (DeLillo, 1998: 465). Apitzsch provides an inventory of the various 
mutations of the color orange and the ways in which it is used to foreground the connection 
between consumer society and militaristic technology throughout the novel. See Apitzsch 
(2012: 313–315).  
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of selfhood and technology, issuing in feelings of powerlessness, dread, 

and loss of agency” (Green, 1999: 576). Bakey’s experience of the nuclear 

flash may be the most poignant example of this, but the central 

connection between technologies of war and technologies of vision is 

repeated throughout the novel as a militarization of perception comes to 

permeate both society and self. In his Virilian reading of the novel, 

Spencer thus argues that, “DeLillo’s emphasis on the power of military 

weapons to make things visible suggests their equivalence to media 

technologies, such as film and television” (Spencer, 2002: 93-94). “Such 

technologies”, he goes on to suggest, “mutate into media technologies in 

Underworld in terms of the power of the image” (Spencer, 2002: 95). In 

Underworld, as in both Libra and Mao II, this alignment of technology 

and violence permeates all spheres of public and private life, particularly 

so in relation to the various technologies associated with the mass 

mediated spectacles of capitalist consumerism. It is exactly through the 

various machines of vision central to contemporary mass consumerism 

that the militarization of perception invades everyday life to establish its 

hegemony.  

 

“The beauty of things that are normally unseen”: 
The Militarization of Art and Aesthetics 

Even more so than Mao II, however, Underworld also addresses the ways 

in which the spheres of art and aesthetics are influenced by the 

militarization of perception. Emblematic hereof is Klara Sax’s Long Tall 

Sally, an art project in the Arizona desert featuring decommissioned B-

52 bombers. Of particular interest is DeLillo’s description of Nick and 

Marian Shay’s view of Klara’s installation aboard an air balloon. In 

previous research, this scene has often been interpreted as the triumph 

of art over the strictures of power and ideology, that is, as a scene in which 

the text engages a mode of aesthetic experience which fundamentally 

challenges the processes of militarization otherwise dominant through-

out the novel. An example of this is Mark Osteen, who describes the scene 

as one in which Klara’s artwork becomes a site from which “a truly 

oppositional art may arise” as it works by “transmuting waste and 

weapons through artistic grace” (Osteen, 2000: 216, 260). Paul Gleason 

similarly argues that the scene speaks, ultimately, to the redemptive 

power of art: “For Klara and DeLillo, art is an assertion of freedom, a way 
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in which humanity can reject and survive an American culture whose 

mass-market capitalism and weapons of mass destruction threaten 

individualism and human life” (Gleason, 2002: 140). As such, Nick and 

Marian’s experience of Long Tall Sally aboard the air balloon is 

emblematic of the way in which DeLillo “upholds the redemptive power 

of aesthetic experience” (Gleason, 2002: 140). Julia Apitzsch in similar 

terms interprets the scene as one in which Nick and Marian share a kind 

of emancipatory epiphany as the air balloon is contrasted with the 

militarized technology of the B-52 bombers and thus becomes the site of 

a transcendent experience which makes possible “an ideal way of 

looking”.112 In her view, Nick and Marian’s experience constitutes “a 

freeing, genuine, and unmediated alternative” to the dangerous illusions 

of consumer culture.113 Based on her reading of these scenes, she argues 

that Klara’s project is a way of imposing upon the impersonal machinery 

of war a new, personal history and identity, and further describes the 

project as one in which machines of warfare are transformed into almost 

magical objects (Apitzsch, 2012: 333). For Apitzsch, Long Tall Sally thus 

constitutes “a monumental artwork of breathtaking aesthetics” which 

ultimately offers one of the novel’s only “positive configurations” of the 

interaction between waste, weapons and art.114  

In arguing for the balloon ride as a form of transcendent, 

unmediated aesthetic experience, however, such interpretations fail to 

recognize that the air balloon is itself a technology of vision and violence, 

intimately tied to the history of warfare as an instrument of aerial 

reconnaissance.115 As such, the air balloon offers not an escape from 

mediation and warfare, but instead serves to implicate aesthetic 

experience deeply therein. Rather than offering a contrasting 

                                                           
112 “eine ideale Betrachtungsweise” (Apitzsch, 2012: 336). 
113 “eine befreiende, genuine und nicht-medialisierte Alternative” (Apitzsch, 2012: 336). 
114 “ein monumentales Kunstwerk von atempberaubender Ästhetik” , “positive 
Konfiguration” (Apitzsch, 2012: 327). 
115 The historical link between the air balloon and warfare is well established. Following its 
invention in 1783 by the brothers Montgolfier, the balloon was almost immediately 
suggested to be employed for the purpose of military air reconnaissance. In 1793 the first 
act ordering the construction of a balloon for military service was passed and in 1794 an 
act was subsequently passed which ordered the creation of the first regular balloon 
company (the so-called Compagnie d’Aérostiers) which effectively became the first air 
corps in history. In the more than one hundred years which followed before it was 
eventually replaced by the aircraft, the balloon served as the primary instrument of 
military air reconnaissance, used in such major conflicts as the Napoleonic Wars, the 
American Civil War and The First World War. For more, see Brugioni (1993), Haydon 
(2000) and Finnegan (2011). 
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juxtaposition of warfare technology with redemptive aesthetic 

experience, as argued by Apitzsch, DeLillo juxtaposes two pieces of 

warfare technology on different positions within the spectrum of 

militarization and consumer culture in order to foreground their 

affinities with each other. As an old piece of warfare machinery, the air 

balloon has been transformed into an object of capitalist consumption 

and entertainment. Klara Sax’s project can be seen as the beginning of a 

process in which the B-52s are equally transformed from machines of war 

into machines of spectacular consumption. The foundational irony of the 

scene is thus that it creates a juxtaposition of two technologies of warfare 

in which the air balloon comes to figure as a prefiguration of the B-52s. 

Nick and Marian’s experience of the planes is thus specifically not 

unmediated but highly mediated, as the air balloon functions as a 

framing device for the entire scene. Their experience is predicated upon 

a technology of warfare that simultaneously also functions as a 

technology of vision. Rather than describing an escape from the 

militarization of perception, the scene in which Nick and Marian view 

Long Tall Sally speaks to its permeation into the spheres of art and 

aesthetics.  

Such notions are further emphasized if we look closer at the scenes 

describing Nick and Marian Shay’s viewing experience of Long Tall Sally. 

Preceding the balloon ride, Nick drives into the desert and climbs to the 

top of a sand stone ledge in order to see the planes. Having done so, he 

immediately engages in an act of distancing and control reminiscent of 

the Cartesian spectator:  
 
I didn’t know there would be so many planes. I was astonished at the number of 
planes. They were arranged in eight staggered ranks with a few stray planes 
askew at the fringes. I counted every last plane as the sun came up. There were 
two hundred and thirty planes, swept-winged, finned like bottom creatures, 
some painted in part, some nearly completed, many not yet touched by the paint 
machines, and these last were gunship gray or wearing faded camouflage or 
sanded down to bare metal. (DeLillo, 1998: 83) 
 

The act of looking becomes a turning of the unknown into the known by 

controlling the visual field through rationalization. As such, the 

description of Nick’s first view of the planes suggests a mode of vision 

associated with the concept of the gaze and its various procedures of 

rationalization. First, by systematizing the arrangement of the planes, 

allowing Nick to both conceive of the planes as a totality and to 

distinguish those planes that adhere to this totality from those which do 
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not. Second, by counting the planes and grouping them in relation to 

their various stages of completion, once again placing part in relation to 

totality. The attention paid to the color of the aircraft thus functions as a 

way of categorizing and systematizing. Nick counters the initial 

astonishment caused by the confrontation with something unknown, and 

therefore overwhelming, with an act of rationalization akin to the 

Cartesian gaze. 

As a scene of looking, this neatly reflects Nick’s constant struggle 

with holding on to a stable sense of reality. Rejecting notions of 

postmodern fluidity and relativity, Nick claims to live “responsibly in the 

real” while not accepting “this business of life as a fiction” (DeLillo, 1998: 

82). Instead, he believes in “the texture of collected knowledge” as well 

as “the solid and availing stuff of our experience” (DeLillo, 1998: 82). 

Nick thus conceives of human history as “[a] single narrative sweep, not 

ten thousand wisps of disinformation” (DeLillo, 1998: 82). This 

declaration of faith in a “single narrative sweep” and the simultaneous 

rejection of “ten thousand wisps of disinformation” aligns Nick with the 

project of modernity as envisioned in Enlightenment philosophy and the 

belief in the continued progress of civilization through the practice and 

application of reasoned thought. Equally so, his respect for “collected 

knowledge” and “the solid and availing stuff of our experience” suggests 

a clear affinity with central ideas in modern thought, such as the 

positivist/empiricist notion that reality is in some way constant, 

measurable and fundamentally knowable. Nick thus defends himself as 

a rational subject, able not only to live in a stable and essentially 

knowable reality, but also to be part of the Enlightenment narrative of 

continued progress through the accumulation of knowledge. “I believed 

we could know what was happening to us. We were not excluded from 

our own lives. […] I lived in the real” (DeLillo, 1998: 82).  

Nick’s first view of the B-52s is indicative of his desire to live in the 

real, defending his sense of self against a discontinuous, fragmented, and 

fundamentally unknowable world through procedures of rationalization, 

and shielding himself from the possible social, political and ideological 

implications of lived experience.116 These procedures, however, are soon 

                                                           
116 Apitzsch describes Nick as a person more or less unhinged from, and unaffected by, the 
social and political events he experiences, as well as a passionless and distant person. She 
also notes that Nick’s job as waste manager is essentially an extension of his repressive 
impulses, that is, a form of self-protection through which he attempts to control a chaotic 
reality. See Apitzsch (2012: 318–320).  
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countered by the movements of light and color confronting Nick with an 

uncontrollable wealth of visual details:  
 
The painted aircraft took on sunlight and pulse. Sweeps of color, bands and 
spatters, airy washes, the force of saturated light—the whole thing oddly 
personal, a sense of one painter’s hand moved by impulse and afterthought as 
much as by epic design. I hadn’t expected to register such pleasure and 
sensation. The air was color-scrubbed, coppers and ochers burning off the metal 
skin of the aircraft to exchange with the framing desert. But these colors did not 
simply draw down power from the sky or lift it from the landforms around us. 
They pushed and pulled. They were in conflict with each other, to be read 
emotionally, skin pigments and industrial grays and a rampant red appearing 
repeatedly through the piece—the red of something released, a burst sac, all 
blood-pus thickness and runny underyellow. And the other planes, decolored, 
still wearing spooky fabric over the windscreen panels and engines, dead-souled, 
waiting to be primed. (DeLillo, 1998: 83) 
 

An element of force and uncontrollability here enters into the visual 

experience as the lines of demarcation previously used to systematize the 

visual field are destabilized. Light and color become moving forces in 

conflict, pushing and pulling against the previous rationalization. It 

seems almost as if the various objects within the visual field dissolve in a 

blur of movement, light and color, making even the distinction between 

figure and ground increasingly difficult. If the previous paragraph was 

the description of Nick imposing an “epic design” upon the visual field, 

this paragraph is rather the destabilization of this design by “impulse” 

and “afterthought”. It is the experience by Nick of the inherently 

subjective and affective qualities of vision (and perceptual experience in 

general) destabilizing any notion of a stable and objectively knowable 

reality. The experience hereof, in turn, is linked to his longing for a 

termination of the experience:  
 
Sometimes I see something so moving I know I’m not supposed to linger. See it 
and leave. If you stay too long, you wear out the wordless shock. Love it and trust 
it and leave. […] I felt a kind of wildness all around me, the grim vigor of weather 
and desert and those old weapons so forcefully rethought, the fittingness of what 
she’d done, but when I’d seen it all I knew I wouldn’t stay an extra second. 
(DeLillo, 1998: 83–84) 
 

While it would be tempting to follow Nick in conceiving of the 

termination of the visual experience as a protection of its integrity as a 

shock to the imposing power of the rational mind, it could just as easily 

be construed as an escape from that very same shock. Unwilling to be 

confronted with a visual field that defies rationalization, Nick elects to 

leave the site rather than contemplate the implications of such an 
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experience. The termination of the visual experience thus comes to serve 

more as a way of safeguarding his worldview (quite literally so) than as 

an act of respect for the integrity of the moment. In actuality, it is exactly 

his escape from the scene, which allows him to reduce it to merely a 

moment, a temporary flux in the continuum of a stable reality, rather 

than as a paradigmatic experience of that reality as foundationally 

unstable. It is the safeguarding of reality as fundamentally knowable 

through perception. Nick and Marian’s subsequent balloon ride seems 

co-extensive of this protective mechanism:  
 
It was first light, a foil shimmer at desert’s edge. At three hundred feet we caught 
a mild westerly and drifted toward the eyelid slice of sun. But we didn’t think we 
were moving. We thought the land was gliding beneath us, showing a cluster of 
mobile homes, a truck on a blacktop to the south. (DeLillo, 1998: 123) 
 

Ascending skywards the balloon provides for Nick and Marian not only 

an expanded view of the land surface but also the fundamentally 

anthropocentric experience of being themselves the stationary center for 

which the earth becomes a willing panoramic spectacle. The ascension 

thus functions as an act of mastery as the landscape becomes an object 

presented for humanity. It thus mirrors the militarization of perception 

associated with military reconnaissance as well as its intersection with 

the scientific gaze of cartography and their mutual ambition of complete 

mastery of the visual field through rational observation.117 Further, 

hanging in “the soft air, balanced in some unbodied lull, with a measure 

of creation spilling past”, their ascension seems to be much in the spirit 

of the Cartesian spectator and its ideal of disembodied vision (DeLillo, 

1998: 123). The experience of the ascension as a kind of disembodied 

visual event is further underlined by Nick’s contemplation that he and 

Marian “were lighter than air” and that “the balloon did not seem like a 

piece of science so much as an improvised prayer” (DeLillo, 1998: 124). 

It is a seemingly ephemeral, immaterial, and transcendent experience. 

Interestingly, this appeal to a form of mysticism or transcendence of 

embodied experience is accompanied by a fascination with the balloon as 

a technological spectacle: “It was a game, a larger-than-life toy we’d 

found ourselves wickered into, and our eyes went big at the whooshing 

flames” (DeLillo, 1998: 124). Nick and Marian seem as much enraptured 

                                                           
117 I will address cartography and its relation to ocularcentrism and militarization more 
elaborately in my analyses of Beck-Nielsen’s novels. 
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by the view before them as with the technology making this view possible. 

In this way, the balloon ride comes to serve (both literally and 

figuratively) as the technologically augmented ascension of man towards 

the status of the all-seeing surveyor of a totalized reality.  

The balloon thus provides Nick with a view of the project in which 

the conflicted movement of light and color so dominant in the previous 

observation is replaced by an orderly composition of dampened contrast 

and fluid unity: 
 
The piece began to emerge out of distance and haze, the mesh rectangle 
completed now, ranks of aircraft appearing as one unit of fitted parts, a shaped 
weave of painted steel in the monochrome surround. […]  

The primaries were less aggressive than they’d seemed earlier. The reds 
were dampened, taken down by weather or more paint, deeper permeations, and 
this brought them ably into the piece. There were orderly slashes across the 
fuselages in one section, beautifully mixed blues and flat blues and near blues. 
The piece had a great riverine wash, a broad arc of sage green or maybe mustard 
green with brushy gray disturbances, and it curved from the southeast corner up 
and across the north edge, touching nearly a third of the massed aircraft, several 
planes completely covered in the pigment—the work’s circulating fluid, naming 
the pace, holding the surface together. (DeLillo, 1998: 124–125) 
 

This transformation would seem to indicate that as a technology of 

vision, the balloon functions as a device through which Nick is able to 

control and rationalize the visual field, fixing and stabilizing the previous 

conflicts of perception by imposing order upon chaos and inserting an 

incoherent blur of objects into an orderly schematized and systemized 

totality. Nick’s ascension towards the skies in order to view the artwork 

thus becomes co-extensive of the militarization of perception in which 

the balloon itself as a technology of vision is inscribed. 

This process is augmented by the mutual inscription of these two 

instruments of warfare into the commodity circuit. While the planes 

become a singular work of art, the balloon becomes the instrument by 

which the artwork can be viewed precisely as a cohesive totality. The 

description of the balloon as a toy effectively divests it from its history as 

an instrument of warfare. Equally so does the description of the balloon 

and the recovery vehicle below as “candy-striped”, which instead 

associates it with capitalist consumerism (DeLillo, 1998: 124). This is 

further underlined by the fact that the ride is a birthday gift from Nick to 

Marian, turning the balloon and the B-52s into objects not only of 

aesthetic contemplation but of consumerism and entertainment. This, 

then, is the transformation of technologies of warfare into technologies 
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of capitalist spectacle, as war becomes spectacular entertainment. As 

such, the entire scene speaks to an intimate link between art, capitalism 

and warfare as all three spheres coalesce within the regime of militarized 

perception. Marian remarks: “I can never look at a painting the same way 

again.” To which Nick replies: “I can never look at an airplane” (DeLillo, 

1998: 126). No longer distinguishable from each other, war and art are 

transformed into that singularly profitable cultural experience of the 

twentieth century that DeLillo’s novels so insistently interrogate: 

spectacular entertainment.  

In arguing that Long Tall Sally functions as Klara Sax’s “personal 

declaration of independence” and as “a radical counter-image to the 

experience of ‘awe and terror’ entailed by the release of nuclear 

warheads,” Apitzsch downplays the myriad ways in which the text 

foregrounds Sax’s complicity with the military institutions she claims to 

be opposing.118 One reason might be that such interpretations place too 

much emphasis on Klara’s own ideas about the aesthetic and political 

implications of her project, a key feature of which is her attempt to 

disassociate it from the military institutions that guarantee its conditions 

of possibility: “This is an art project, not a peace project. This is a 

landscape painting in which we use the landscape itself. The desert is 

central to this piece. It’s the surround. It’s the framing device. It’s the 

four-part horizon. This is why we insisted to the Air Force—a cleared area 

around the finished work” (DeLillo, 1998: 70). In a gesture of pure 

aestheticism, she insists on conceiving of her project as art, and the desert 

as the frame which separates both the work and herself from the deeply 

political context in which it is invariably situated: “We have cooperation 

from the military up to a point. We can paint their deactivated aircraft. 

They let us paint and they promise to keep the site intact, to isolate it 

from other uses and to maintain the integrity of the project. No other 

objects, not a single permanent object can be located within a mile of the 

finished piece” (DeLillo, 1998: 69). In the context of Underworld’s 

narrative, however, the desert is not a place free of ideology—far from it. 

Not only is it the site of the military test facility where Matthew Shay 

works on missile technology, but it is also the test site of the nuclear 

explosion witnessed by Charles Bakey. Instead of situating her art project 

                                                           
118 “persönliche Unabhängigkeitserklärung” , “ein radikales Gegenbild zu der Erfahrung 
von ‘awe and terror’, die der Abwurf nuklearer Sprengköpfe beinhaltet” (Apitzsch, 2012: 
331, 336). 
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outside the realm of politics and ideology (such as Klara Sax would have 

it) the desert is an intensely political landscape, implicated in both the 

development of the nuclear bomb and the testing of other kinds of 

military technology. Functioning as a framing device, the desert does not 

so much isolate the project in a sphere of ‘pure’ nature or ‘pure’ art but 

rather situates it explicitly in the ideologically and politically charged 

landscape of the Cold War era. If Klara Sax’s project constitutes an 

attempt to reconfigure the machinery of war through the means of 

aesthetics, a sort of re-appropriation of the technologies of vision, the 

narrative of the production process through which that re-appropriation 

is practiced is indicative of the futility of such a project. Spencer similarly 

notes that even while Long Tall Sally seems to be a successful affront to 

the system of militarization, it nonetheless “remains trapped within the 

logic of media-military technologies that it seeks to diverge” (Spencer, 

2002: 108). Another indication is Klara’s nostalgia for military 

technology, which is clearly demonstrated in her description of her 

childhood habit of looking for strategic bombers in the night sky:  
 
We sat on deck at night and the sky was beautifully clear and sometimes we saw 
a kind of halo moving across the star fields and […] I knew that strategic bombers 
flew at something like fifty-five thousand feet. And I decided this is the refracted 
light from an object way up there, this is the circular form it takes. Because I 
wanted to believe that’s what we were seeing. B-52s. War scared me all right but 
those lights, I have to tell you those lights were a complex sensation. Those 
planes on permanent alert, even present you know, sweeping the Soviet borders, 
and I remember sitting out there rocking lightly at anchor in some deserted cove 
and feeling a sense of awe, a child’s sleepy feeling of mystery and danger and 
beauty. (DeLillo, 1998: 75) 
 

Rather than subvert the machinery of war, DeLillo’s text suggests that 

Long Tall Sally constitutes a transformation thereof into an object of 

aesthetic contemplation. Yoshihiro Nagano argues that despite Klara’s 

insistence to the contrary, Long Tall Sally ultimately constitutes a 

support of military ideology. “Artistically, she cannot successfully control 

material so charged with such destructive energy; rather, ideologically, it 

controls her and strips her of autonomy and critical edge” (Nagano, 2010: 

250). John N. Duvall argues, further, that it “serve[s] as DeLillo’s 

reminder of the dangers of aestheticizing the political” and further points 

out that the project is more an example of high culture than one of 

democracy and egalitarianism as Klara would have it. “This is not a 
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people’s art, since only very few people have the economic means to view 

the massive installation” (Duvall, 2002: 48).  

In all fairness, both Osteen and Apitzsch make similar observations, 

going to great lengths to point out the various ways in which Long Tall 

Sally is also implicated in the very ideologies it attempts to subvert. 

Because of their interpretation of the air balloon scene as a moment of 

aesthetic transcendence, however, they nonetheless associate Klara Sax’s 

art project with the possibility of moral and ethical redemption through 

artistic practice. My reading of the scene instead demonstrates that what 

might seem as a transcendent aesthetic experience is itself deeply 

immersed and inscribed within the militarization of perception.  

Rather than posit a utopian escape from mediation into a realm of 

pure, transcendent aesthetics, Underworld articulates a very different 

strategy of artistic resistance—one that does not rest on notions of 

transcendence or immediacy but rather on the reconfiguration of 

perception itself. Even while the scene featuring Nick and Marian’s air 

balloon ride is strongly associated with notions of abstraction and 

disembodiment, another mode of perceptual experience is hinted at by a 

telling return to the body. While hanging mid-air, Nick notes that “[t]he 

tension of our pressed bodies was heightened by the physical fact of color, 

painted light pouring towards us” (DeLillo, 1998: 125). Implied here is an 

embodied model of vision that allows for conflict, force and tension to 

establish itself across the otherwise strongly rationalized visual field: 
 
When we were nearly on it the work grew rougher and frontal. I could see 
unpainted intervals, dead metal strips across the wings of several planes, 
peroxide white, scabby and gashed, and a trace of stenciled safety instructions 
apparent on one fuselage. The piece looked hard-won. It lost its flow and became 
more deeply grained, thick paint in uneven sheets, spray-gunned on. I saw the 
struggle to make it, scores of people in this chalk heat, muscles and lungs. 
(DeLillo, 1998: 125)  
 

Articulated here is the struggle between material reality, lived experience 

and the procedures of rationalization and control central to Nick’s 

concept of self. Rather than a cohesive and organized flow of material, 

the piece now emerges in all its messiness, tension and struggle, just as 

the intensely embodied characteristics of this struggle are foregrounded. 

In a sense, Nick seems finally to accept or come to terms with those 

elements of the visual field that do not fall under the control of his powers 

of reason: “Everything we saw was ominous and shining, tense with the 

beauty of things that are normally unseen” (DeLillo, 1998: 126). This 



139 
 

beauty is central because it hints at a level of embodied perception that 

evades or potentially even subverts the militarization of perception 

otherwise dominant. It is a potential, however, which is never realized in 

the context of Underworld’s narrative, but which instead remains 

dormant. Nick and Marian’s view of Long Tall Sally is thus riddled with 

paradoxes, tensions and contradictions that are central to Underworld 

as a whole. Even as it investigates the hegemony of a militarized regime 

of perception and the coalescence of capitalism, warfare and entertain-

ment in the glare of the spectacle, it simultaneously attempts to hint at 

alternative modes of experience and distributions of perception. As such, 

it is emblematic of the ways in which Underworld consistently articulates 

a tension between the militarization of perception effected through 

consumerist technology and other possible modes of experience.119  

 

“Screen reads Searching”: Writing Cyberspace 

Compared to both Libra and Mao II, the imagetext discourse is relatively 

subdued in Underworld, particularly so at the formal level. Apart from 

the novel’s front-cover, which features a photograph of the World Trade 

Center towering over a church, Underworld contains no graphic images 

as in Mao II, and no experiments with typography or layout as in Libra. 

Apart from the front-cover, the novel’s most distinctive formal feature 

are the pages in black that separate the various chapters and sections 

from one another. DeLillo himself has remarked that this visual feature 

serves to set apart the sections from the rest of the book, “so that you can 

hold the book shut with the spine away from you and actually see these 

demarked fragments” (Williams, 1998). As such, one might describe this 

particular use of color as a way in which the visual modality is used to 

engage with the print novel as a physical, three-dimensional artefact, and 

thus to foreground the material characteristics of the book.  

Although subtle and not particularly noticeable in the context of 

more radical experiments with the material properties of the book to 

which I referred sparingly in the introduction, such strategies 

nonetheless echo strongly with the imagetext discourse found in the 

novels’ scenes of looking and writing. As in the cases of both Libra and 

                                                           
119 Another example of how such tensions manifest themselves is the scene in which Klara 
Sax views the fictional Sergei Eisenstein film Unterwelt, of which both Nicholas Spencer 
and Julia Apitzsch have offered insightful readings. See Spencer (2002) and Apitzsch 
(2012: 392–407). 
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Mao II, a strong connection is thus established between the formal and 

the thematic levels of the novel. 
 

 
Close-up of Underworld displaying black pages. (Photo by the author.) 

 

At a narrative level, the most prominent example of the imagetext 

discourse comes through the character of Ismael Muños, aka graffiti 

writer Moonman 157, whose various works permeate the urban 

landscape of 1970s New York City. In particular, his tagging of trains 

functions as cinematographic appropriations of the written word: 
 
The train came bopping into the old drab station like some blazoned jungle of 
wonders. The letters and numbers fairly exploded in your face and they had a 
relationship, they were plaited and knotted, pop-eyed cartoon humanoids, 
winding in and out of each other and sweaty hot and passion dancing—metallic 
silver and blue and cherry-bomb red and a number of neon greens. (DeLillo, 
1998: 395) 
 

Mirroring the mutability and mobility of writing such as presented in 

Mao II, Moonman’s various writings are as much images as words, using 

the urban transportation system as a framing device as well as a vehicle 

of motion and exposure. As noted by Apitzsch, Moonman is 

simultaneously painter and writer, transforming letters into images and 

thus creating a wild and pulsating iconotext with which he challenges the 

grey uniformity of public space (Apitzsch, 2012: 340).120 It is, indeed, the 

visual modality of his tags that is central to their impact upon the 

observer, rather than the meaning of the words themselves. His various 

                                                           
120 Apitzsch briefly defines the concept of the iconotext as artworks “in which verbal and 
visual elements work together, their semantics decisively affected by the co-presence of 
visual and verbal discourses” (“in denen verbale und visuelle Elemente zusammen wirken, 
deren Semantik so entscheidend von der Kopräsenz visueller und verbaler Diskurse 
geprägt ist.”) (Apitzsch, 2012: 340, n748).  



141 
 

imagetexts thus engage the written word as an inherently visual, material 

object:  
 
But you have to stand on a platform and see it coming or you can’t know the 
feeling a writer gets, how the number 5 train comes roaming down the rat alleys 
and slams out of the tunnel, going whop-pop onto the high tracks, and suddenly 
there it is, Moonman riding the sky in the heart of the Bronx, over the whole 
burnt and rusted country, […] past the dead-eye windows of all those empty 
tenements that have people living there even if you don’t see them, but you have 
to see our tags and cartoon figures and bright and rhyming poems, this is the art 
that can’t stand still, it climbs across your eyeballs night and day, the flickery 
jumping art of the slums and dumpsters, flashing those colors in your face—like 
I’m your movie, motherfucker. (DeLillo, 1998: 440–441) 

 

Moonman’s various tags thus emerge as a strategy through which he 

“declares his existence despite all the forces that would render him 

anonymous” by distorting the various mechanisms of urban architecture 

that facilitate habitual modes of experience (Parrish, 1999: 715). 

Moonman’s art works by appropriating the trains, whose movement and 

speed become decisive framing devices integral to the viewer’s 

experience (Apitzsch, 2012: 340). A symbiotic relationship between the 

imagetexts and the public system of transportation is thereby 

established, as the movement and speed visually depicted in the letters 

themselves enter into a feedback-loop with the movement of the trains. 

By disrupting and subverting the procedures and modes of everyday 

seeing, the imagetext is thus imbued with a subversive potential 

foregrounded specifically as an attack on the optic nerve, which comes 

close to also being an act of physical aggression (Apitzsch, 2012: 344). 

The aggressive attributes of Moonman’s art are reflected in the text, as 

when DeLillo describes the various reactions by travelers to the images: 

“They reacted to the train, their heads went wow. Some shocked looks 

too, they’re seeing hell on wheels, but mostly the eyes go yes and the faces 

open up” (DeLillo, 1998: 434). Moonman’s art thus balances on the edge 

of violent transgression that has always been a part of the history of 

various artistic avant-gardes, as well as on the edge between art and 

terrorism previously interrogated in Mao II. “The trains come roaring 

down the rat alleys all alike and then you hit a train and it is yours, seen 

everywhere in the system, and you get inside people’s head and vandalize 

their eyeballs” (DeLillo, 1998: 435). This affinity between art and 

terrorism is further hinted at when the narrator describes how “[t]he 

letters and numbers fairly exploded in your face” (DeLillo, 1998: 395). 
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Apitzsch notes, however, that although Moonman’s art shares certain 

affinities with terrorist aesthetics, its form of violence constitutes “a 

radical, democratic act […] which unites separated social groups in 

aesthetic experience”.121 She argues that Moonman’s aggressive artworks 

thereby become expressive of a “democratic aesthetic”.122 All of these 

features are associated in the novel with the imagetext discourse, which, 

as noted previously, functions as a catalyst of alternative and potentially 

subversive modes of experience to those of the militarized regime of 

perception. Equally so, the imagetext discourse speaks not just to the 

visual modality of the written word, but ultimately to writing as a 

material, multimodal and embodied perceptual practice.  

When DeLillo’s text foregrounds not just the visual qualities of 

Moonman’s graffiti, but many other modalities as well, this becomes 

particularly evident. It is described as “a kind of alphabet city where the 

colors lock and bleed and the letters connect and it’s all live jive, it jumps 

and shouts—even the drips are intentional, painted supersharp to 

express how the letters sweat, how they live and breathe and eat and 

sleep, they dance and play the sax” (DeLillo, 1998: 433). By way of 

musical references and bodily metaphors, the text foregrounds the 

multimodal quality of experiencing Moonman’s artwork and by 

extension the multimodal qualities of both writing and reading. As such, 

the imagetext discourse is once again the focal point for the articulation 

of an alternative regime of embodied, multimodal perception, which 

engages the materiality of lived experience as a possible site of resistance 

to the procedures of abstraction and disembodiment entailed by the 

militarization of perception. 

Other than Moonman, however, the imagetext discourse is more 

subdued in Underworld than in both Libra and Mao II. Because of this, 

it is particularly noticeable that the novel ends with a virtual explosion of 

the imagetext discourse, as the malleable digital space of the World Wide 

Web produces a peculiar coalescence of writing and image within the 

same representational continuum. Indeed, this emergence of cyberspace 

in many ways constitutes the most explicit and intense foregrounding of 

the imagetext discourse in DeLillo’s fiction all together. Although only a 

                                                           
121 “einen radikalen demokratischen Akt […] der die getrennten gesellschaftlichen Gruppen 
im ästhetischen Erlebnis zusammenfürht” (Apitzsch, 2012: 345). 
122 “demokratischen Ästhetik” (Apitzsch, 2012: 345). 
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few pages in length, these last central pages are therefore worth 

investigating in some detail.  

The move into cyberspace is initially focalized through Nick Shay’s 

son Jeff, whose visit to the website “http://blk.www/dd.com-

/miraculum” precedes the tragic narrative of the violent rape and murder 

of a 12-year-old orphan girl named Esmeralda Lopez (DeLillo, 1998: 

810). Her brutal and horrifying death travels not only through the Bronx 

but also through cyberspace in a complicated play with textual formats 

and styles that hints at a coalescence not only of narrative prose and 

computational discourse but also digital space and perceptual apparatus: 
 
Keystroke 1 
She sleeps on the roof when it’s not too cold and this is where he sees her, on the 
roof of a boarded four-story building with fire escape intact. He’s up there 
wandering, thinking his thoughts, a man who drifts in and out of the Wall, a 
sidler type, doesn’t like to be looked at, and when you enter a name-search the 
screen reads Searching. He comes across the sleeping girl and feels a familiar 
anger rising and knows he will need to do something to make her pay. He’s on 
her like that. She tries to fight but does not cry out. He beats her with the end of 
his fist, sending hammerblows to the head. Struggle bitch get hit. He wants to 
turn her over on her face and put it up inside her. She fights and whisper-cries 
in a voice that makes him angrier, like who the fuck she think she is, and the 
screen reads Searching. Either way he’s gonna hit her, she struggle or not, and 
he looks away when he does it, sidle-type. No eye contact, cunt. Last woman he 
looked at was his mother. After he does it, driving it in and spilling it out, he hits 
her one last time, hard, whore, and drags her up the ledge and leans her over and 
lets her go. You dead, bitch. Then he goes back to thinking his nighttime 
thoughts. Screen reads Searching. (DeLillo, 1998: 817–818) 
 

In its most simple terms, the concept of keystroke in this context suggests 

that the narrative of Esmeralda’s death appears as the result of a 

keystroke, meaning that a key is pressed and the narrative subsequently 

unfolds on the computer screen before the focalizing agent, which in this 

case presumably is Jeff. As such, it is a kind of digital marker or index, 

meant to communicate the narrative’s movement into the realm of the 

World Wide Web. In literally referring to the pressing of a key on a 

keyboard, however, the concept of keystroke also functions as a 

metonymy for a cybernetic connection between human and computer, 

meaning the interaction of body and machine as plastic and skin engage. 

Metaphorically, this suggests a coalescence of human and computer, 

writing and cyberspace, embedded in the text and its mixture of 

traditional narrative prose and computational discourse—a feature most 

prominently exhibited through the reiteration of “Screen reads 
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Searching”. As such, this ‘cyberspace narrative’ oscillates not only 

between two intersecting discourses, i.e., narrative and computational, 

but also between two different viewing positions: the gaze of the narrator 

telling the story of the murder and the gaze of the implied onlooker, 

Nick’s son, Jeff, surveying the screen and typing on the keys of the 

computer. As these discourses and viewing positions collide and overlap, 

they produce a coalescence not only of prose narrative and cyberspace, 

human and machine, but also of the verbal and the visual, as the phrase 

“Screen reads Searching” causes an oscillation between seeing through 

and looking at the text, as if it were written upon a screen. However, 

because the word is in fact written upon a page, what is established is not 

only an oscillation between seeing through and looking at, but also 

between virtual screen and actual page. Interestingly, then, it is at the 

level of the visual that this scene of both writing and looking expresses 

most insistently its negotiation of the interaction between prose narrative 

and computational discourse, as well as between a digital writing space 

and a print writing space. Although subtle, the transformation of the 

word “searching” into imagetext thus simultaneously becomes a focal 

point for the coalescence of narrative prose and computational 

discourse—a circumstance further foregrounded by the use of italics to 

suggest that the word is a form of discourse in some way separate from 

the narrative in which it is situated. Notably, “Keystroke 1” is also written 

in italics in order to create a similar effect.123 A central feature of the 

intermingling of prose and computational discourse in this instance, 

then, is that it is articulated most insistently at the level of the visual. This 

circumstance is indicative of the ways in which the verbal-visual 

dynamics functions as a metonymy for a group of meta-aesthetical 

concerns about the position and function of print narrative in con-

temporary media ecology. 

In its final paragraph, Underworld enters cyberspace even more 

insistently, as the narrative follows the spirit of the dead Sister Edgar and 

her eventual disappearance into the informational mesh of the World 

Wide Web. Once again, this movement into cyberspace is prefigured by 

reference to the concept of the keystroke, indicating the coalescence of 

                                                           
123 Sara Danius has written of the manipulation of typography and typeface in novelistic 
writing (specifically Flaubert) as a way of marking different modes of discourse within 
narrative. See Danius (2006). 
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narrative prose and computational discourse as well as the merging of 

Sister Edgar’s spirit with digital space: 
 
Keystroke 2 
In her veil and habit she was basically a face, or a face and scrubbed hands. Here 
in cyberspace she has shed all that steam-ironed fabric. She is not naked exactly 
but she is open—exposed to every connection you can make on the world wide 
web. 

There is no space or time out here, or in here, or wherever she is. There are 
only connections. Everything is connected. All human knowledge gathered and 
linked, hyperlinked, this site leading to that, this fact referenced to that, a 
keystroke, a mouse-click, a password—world without end, amen. (DeLillo, 1998: 
824–825) 
 

Cyberspace here becomes a realm of radical disintegration, not only of all 

physical constellations and material arrangements but also of space and 

time as such. Everything literally dissolves, as Sister Edgar loses all 

corporality to become a naked “seeing eye”.124 Experiencing the intense 

connectivity of cyberspace, however, is not without tension, as Sister 

Edgar’s individuality is put under pressure in a fashion strongly 

reminiscent of the conflict between individual and system presented in 

Libra and Mao II: “[S]he feels the grip of systems. This is why she’s so 

uneasy. There is a presence here, a thing implied, something vast and 

bright. She senses the paranoia of the web, the net” (DeLillo, 1998: 825). 

And as her individuality continues to dissolve she begins to sense “[h]ow 

intersecting systems help pull us apart, leaving us vague, drained, docile, 

soft in our inner discourse, willing to be shaped, to be overwhelmed—

easy retreats, half beliefs” (DeLillo, 1998: 826). As noted by Green: 

“Disembodiment, in this case, means merging with technological 

systems” (Green, 1999: 596). Connected to such concerns is the 

narrative’s articulation of a connection between cyberspace and 

technologies of warfare as the image of a nuclear explosion appears on 

the screen: 
 
When you decide on a whim to visit the H-bomb home page, she begins to 
understand. Everything in your computer, the plastic, silicon and mylar, every 
logical operation and processing function, the memory, the hardware, the 
software, the ones and zeroes, the triads inside the pixels that form the on-screen 
image—it all culminates here. (DeLillo, 1998: 825) 
 

Cyberspace, such as described here, is ultimately the fullest realization of 

the insidious media-mind-military triangulation so central to Under-

                                                           
124 “sehendes Auge” (Apitzsch, 2012: 413). 
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world’s overall narrative thrust—a triangulation tellingly located at the 

liminal surface of the image itself, which comes to function as both 

instantiation and enactment of the militarization of perception. As noted 

by Spencer, the description of the atomic explosions “alludes to the 

origins of the Internet in defense networks” and thus links it strongly to 

Virilio’s critique of the complicity between technology and militarism 

(Spencer, 2002: 101). Such concerns are further foregrounded as the 

narrative progresses: 
 
First a dawnlight, a great aurora glory massing on the color monitor. Every 
thermonuclear bomb ever tested, all the data gathered from each shot, code 
names, yield, test site, […] and the wreath-work of extraordinary detail, firing 
systems and delivery systems, equations and graphs and schematic cross 
sections, shot after shot summoned at a click, a hit, Bravo, Romeo, Greenhouse 
Dog—and Sister is basically in it.  

[…] 
The jewels roll out of her eyes and she sees God. 
No, wait, sorry. It’s a Soviet bomb she sees, the largest yield in history, a 

device exploded above the Artic Ocean in 1961, preserved in the computer that 
helped to build it. (DeLillo, 1998: 825–826) 
 

Suggested here is not only a connection between cyberspace and the 

technology of the bomb but also between the militarization of perception 

and the image itself. Cyberspace does not facilitate an escape from the 

militarization of perception but rather functions as a way through which 

to enact it. Even as Underworld might thus seem to speak to a concept of 

cyberspace as one of radical connectivity and democracy in which “all 

argument, all conflict” is “programmed out”, it nonetheless links it 

insistently to the militarization of perception through technology 

(DeLillo, 1998: 826). Instead of a utopian view of cyberspace, 

Underworld presents its reader with a dystopian view marked by the 

disappearance of individuality, subjectivity and critical agency—all of 

which take place at the liminal surface of the digital image. As noted by 

Spencer, Underworld’s representation of cyberspace thus positions it as 

“complicit with the deterioration of social space associated with the 

reconfiguration of time and space brought about by the mutations of 

media and military technologies” (Spencer, 2002: 102). Cyberspace 

becomes another instantiation of the militarization of perception 

through technology rather than a space of subversive resistance and 

emancipatory potential.  

As such, a host of critical and even seemingly paranoid questions is 

implied by Sister Edgar’s immersion in the digital mesh: If all difference 
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and conflict is “programmed out” in the realm of cyberspace, then who 

or what is doing the programming? Who or what is doing the writing (pro 

“forth” / graphein “to write”) and how does such writing influence 

human consciousness?125 What is the extent of technology’s penetration 

of human consciousness? And how does such processes influence the 

conditions of possibility for social and political agency? Questions such 

as these, rather than any utopian dream of a democratic cyberspace of 

infinite connectivity, are what Underworld leaves its reader with as the 

narrator asks: “Is cyberspace a thing within the world or is it the other 

way around? Which contains the other, and how can you tell for sure?” 

(DeLillo, 1998: 826). Cyberspace, then, is not a utopian space of 

democratic potential, but a dystopian realm of paranoia in which 

subjectivity itself seems doomed to become merely a reflective surface 

upon which the militarization of perception plays itself out under the 

aegis of spectacular capitalism. 126  

Underworld, however, does not end in the disembodied, immaterial 

realm of cyberspace. Rather, the closing paragraph describes a notable 

return of both materiality and embodiment as the images of the atomic 

explosion disappear and a hyperlinked word appears on-screen. Instead 

of clicking the word so as to follow it “through the tunneled underworld 

of its ancestral roots”, however, the narrator glances “out the window for 

a moment, distracted by the sound of small kids playing a made-up game 

in a neighbor’s yard” and subsequently looks “at the things in the room, 

offscreen, unwebbed, the tissued grain of the deskwood alive in the light, 

the thick lived tenor of things, the argument of things to be seen and 

eaten, […] and the dense measures of experience in a random glance” 

(DeLillo, 1998: 826–827). Rather than remaining in cyberspace, the 

narrative thus interrogates the embodied, multimodal perceptual space 

in which cyberspace itself is situated. Referencing both auditory, 

kinesthetic and gustatory modalities, the paragraph articulates a highly 

multimodal perceptual space, which is implicitly contrasted with the 

ocularcentric realm of cyberspace and the digital image’s facilitation of 

                                                           
125 On the etymology of “program”, see Winkler (1997: 105) and Pold (2004: 255). 
126 John Duvall presents a similar interpretation: “[T]he implications of DeLillo’s 
cyberspace […] seem less than fully liberating, certainly not a celebration of the free play 
of an empowered computer user. […] [T]he connections of the web do not seem conducive 
to the construction of resisting subjectivity that might attain some critical purchase on 
capitalism” (Duvall, 2002: 68). 
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the militarization of perception. Immersed in this multimodal, embodied 

materiality, the narrator returns his attention to the word on the screen:  
 
[A]nd you try to imagine the word on the screen becoming a thing in the world, 
taking all its meanings, its sense of serenities and contentments out into the 
streets somehow, its whisper of reconciliation, a word extending itself ever 
outward, the tone of agreement or treaty, the tone of repose, the sense of 
mollifying silence, the tone of hail and farewell, a word that carries the sunlit 
ardor of an object deep in drenching noon, the argument of binding touch, but 
it’s only a sequence of pulses on a dullish screen and all it can do is make you 
pensive—a word that spreads a longing through the raw sprawl of the city and 
out across the dreaming bourns and orchards to the solitary hills. 

Peace.  (DeLillo, 1998: 827) 
 

In this final scene of both writing and looking, the imagetext discourse 

(of which the word “peace” here becomes emblematic) is linked directly 

to a return to embodiment and materiality potentially able to resist the 

processes of disembodiment and abstraction associated with the 

militarization of perception. In creating an oscillation between the 

physical word on the page and the virtual word on the computer screen, 

DeLillo’s text suggests that writing as a cultural practice (whether within 

the realm of print or the realm of cyberspace) is always a materially 

situated mode of embodied perception. Such a return to the body signals 

a level of resistance to the militarization of perception produced through 

technology insofar as it “celebrates material cultural layering without 

resorting to either the inwardness of the subject or the representational 

function of technology” (Spencer, 2002: 108). Even as DeLillo’s exegesis 

on cyberspace thus links it to the militarization of perception, the text 

locates a redemptive, subversive potential in the embodied materiality of 

lived experience by insistently situating the digital within the analog. The 

multimodal, embodied materiality associated with the imagetext 

discourse thus becomes a key site in which Underworld engages the 

possibility of a subversive opposition to the militarization of perception 

produced by the spectacular technologies of capitalist consumerism. In 

his analysis of the novel, Spencer argues that: 

 
The oppositional dimension of Underworld is expressed through the possible 
mechanisms by which the effects of the conjunction of media and military 
technologies might be countered. Such mechanisms seek to mutate media-
military technologies in such a way as to emphasize materiality and its effects 
and, in so doing, denounce the appeal to the truth of image-media content. […] 
At the same time, these mechanisms encourage us to realize materialities that 
organize space in different and beneficial ways. (Spencer, 2002: 103) 
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While the imagetext discourse found in scenes of writing and looking is 

the central site of emergence for such alternative perceptual regimes, it 

should be noted that the subversive possibilities associated with it are 

always articulated in strongly ambivalent fashion. A result hereof is the 

creation of tension between what might be called a utopian and dystopian 

register within the narrative, which is never resolved in any clear-cut 

manner. Even so, Underworld’s final word, as well as the perceptual 

framework in which it is situated, hints strongly at the space of the print 

novel as a possible site of such emergent resistances without, however, 

appealing to notions of transcendence or metaphysics. Instead, it is 

rather the close affinity between the print novel as a technology of 

perception and the militarized technologies of contemporary consumer 

society, which allows it to constitute a possible mode of resistance to the 

spectacle. It is precisely because the print novel is itself an instantiation 

of the technological systems of modern society that it can engage the 

strictures and procedures of such systems through attempting to 

critically investigate and potentially disrupt the procedures of rationa-

lization associated with itself as a technology of perception. As such, the 

political impact of the imagetext discourse is that it serves the function of 

destabilizing the very procedures of rationalization, control and dis-

embodiment associated with print culture as well as with contemporary 

visual culture. By foregrounding the act of writing as a materially 

situated, multimodal, embodied practice, the imagetext discourse allows 

the novel to emerge as a site of resistance to the militarization of 

contemporary society produced through capitalist spectacle. Countering 

the prevalent coalescence of vision and violence characteristic of the 

militarized perceptual regime, the novel implicitly investigates the 

possible emergence of an alternative perceptual regime characterized not 

by disembodiment and abstraction but by multimodal embodiment and 

thus a possible reemergence of critical agency. What I have called the 

imagetext discourse in DeLillo’s novels thus designates not just a group 

of aesthetic and literary strategies that insistently mingle words and 

images with each other, but also a form of politics insofar as we 

understand politics in a Rancièrian sense as a (possible) redistribution of 

perception. It is at this level of perceptual experience that we find the 

possibility of the novels’ enduring cultural and political relevance 

emerging even in an age seemingly dominated by images of violence and 

death.  
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Chapter Three:   
Towards 9/11 and Beyond 

 

In Underworld Nick Shay at one point gazes upon the high-rise buildings 

of downtown Los Angeles and imagines them all shattering in slow 

motion. He remarks to one of his colleagues: “You see these buildings 

breaking apart and coming down? […] You don’t think this is what we’re 

supposed to see when we look at these buildings? […] You don’t think this 

is a new way of seeing?” (DeLillo, 1998: 303).  

Following the events of September 11, 2001, many have remarked 

that DeLillo’s novels and their interrogation of the link between mass 

mediated images and violence seem almost prophetic.127 Indeed, when 

one reads a passage such as the one above, or looks at the figure of the 

terrorist such as presented throughout DeLillo’s writings, it is difficult 

not to think that his novels intuitively grasped at a central feature of 

contemporary culture that somehow escaped the attention of most 

others.128  

Recall Bill Gray’s remarks in Mao II: “Years ago I used to think it 

was possible for a novelist to alter the inner life of the culture. Now bomb-

makers and gunmen have taken that territory. They make raids on 

human consciousness” (DeLillo, 1992: 41).  

Of course, in the case of Mao II, DeLillo was writing in a markedly 

different time, concerned not only with Islamic terrorism but also with 

killings and murders by European left wing radicals as well as the terror 

                                                           
127 Among others, see Litt (2007) and O’hagan (2007). In his blog for The Paris Review, 
Chris Cummings writes: “Long before it became obvious, DeLillo argued that terrorists and 
gunmen have rearranged our sense of reality. He has become better appreciated as the 
world has come to resemble his work, incrementally, with every new telegenic catastrophe, 
every bombing and mass shooting. Throughout DeLillo’s work we encounter young men 
who plot violence to escape the plotlessness of their own lives. He has done more than any 
writer since Dostoevsky to explain them” (Cummings, 2013). 
128 Of course, such believed prescience is merely an illusion, as Chris Cummings notes: 
“DeLillo seemed prescient not because he predicted the future, but because he focused on 
history that has all but disappeared from American cultural memory: the terrorism of the 
1970s, the red armies and brigades and the various liberation fronts that bombed planes 
and hotels and gunned down tourists in America and across Europe, the Baader-Meinhof 
gang attacking embassies, the Irish Republican Army shooting cops, abductions and 
assassinations by Marxist splinter groups. DeLillo’s work preserved the atmosphere of that 
time, and so seemed to foreshadow a later period of pervasive menace” (Cummings, 2013).  
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onslaughts of the IRA.129 Despite this obvious difference, the events of 

September 11, 2001 make it difficult not to see an almost prophetic 

energy in DeLillo’s writings.  

A central component of this seeming prescience is precisely the 

insistent interrogation in his novels of the link between violence and 

spectacle as part of an emergence of a militarized regime of perception in 

the period of late modernity. In the three DeLillo-novels investigated 

above, we have seen how this perceptual regime permeates all spheres of 

society from the public to the private arena. A central concern in Libra is 

the emerging militarization of perception in the postwar era and the 

increased intermingling of subjectivity, military technology and capitalist 

spectacle. In Mao II, DeLillo continues to trace the characteristics of this 

militarization in the context of the late 1980s, while in Underworld the 

investigation spans several decades from the early 1950s to the 1990s.  

It would be more than five years following the terrorist attacks on 

New York and Washington D.C., however, before DeLillo published a 

novel about the events of that day.130 Falling Man (2007) takes place in 

New York City in the immediate aftermath of the collapse of the Twin 

Towers and traces the life of Keith Neudecker, a lawyer who survives the 

attacks, and his attempted reconciliation with his ex-wife Lianne. 

Intercut with scenes of their lives is also the narrative of the terrorist, 

Hammad, as he and his conspirators prepare for the 9/11 attacks.  

Falling Man is thus split into a before and an after, but tellingly 

refrains from describing the infamous moment of impact itself. DeLillo 

places the reader inside the World Trade Center, but makes almost no 

attempt to explicitly address the famous mass mediated images of the 

                                                           
129 As Leif Søndergaard notes, terrorism was already on the international agenda prior to 
the events of September 11, 2001: “The 1980s were the decade of kidnappings of 
Westerners in the Middle East. The best known was Terry Waite who negotiated from the 
mid-1980s to get hostages released. He himself was taken in custody by a terrorist group 
in 1987 and held hostage until 1991. Later American property was bombed in the Third 
World, i.e. the embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Sallam (1998) and the aircraft carrier USS 
Cole (2000). All this took place outside America. But there was also terrorism within the 
US even though much less attention was paid to this. The Unabomber was active from the 
late 1970s until he was arrested in 1996 […]. The Oklahoma-bomber killed 168 people in 
1995. The bomb attack on the WTC in 1993 was the first warning that terrorism could strike 
the USA from outside and that the country was not invulnerable” (Søndergaard, 2012: 
189–190).   
130 However, he did publish the essay “In the Ruins of the Future” as early as December 
2001. See DeLillo (2001). 
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event.131 Instead, the images of that day function as the invisible center 

around which the novel is structured. Whereas DeLillo’s previous novels 

explicitly and intimately engage in descriptions of various well-known (as 

well as fictional) mass mediated images of violence, death and 

destruction, Falling Man shies away from such forms of direct 

confrontation with the images of September 11. Even when at one point 

Keith and Lianne watch the attacks on television together, DeLillo only 

hints at the images rather than engage in direct description (DeLillo, 

2007: 134–135). It is almost as if the images are too violent, too 

traumatic, to become objects of such forms of literary contemplation. Yet, 

DeLillo’s novel does engage with the images through elliptical strategies.  

A central example of this is the novel’s title, which refers not only to 

the famous photograph of the so-called ‘Falling Man’ but also to the 

fictional performance artist, David Janiak, who jumps from various 

public sites around Manhattan using ropes and harnesses to mimic the 

pose of the man in the real-life photograph.132 Through the figure of the 

performance artist, DeLillo engages in a meta-aesthetical interrogation 

of the role of art and literature in the face of trauma and traumatic 

imagery—an interrogation which insistently centers on perceptual 

experience and its link to processes of mediation.133  

 

                                                           
131 As Apitzsch notes: “The most striking aspect of Falling Man is the near-total absence of 
the media images that constitute our experience of the event” (Apitzsch, 2010: 96).  
132 For more on the so-called ‘Falling Man’ photograph, see Apitzsch (2010, 2012) and 
Duvall (2011).  
133 John N. Duvall has tellingly called Janiack “a terrorist of perception”, thus implying 
that his performances serve as attempts to destabilize habitual modes of perception such 
as imposed by mass media imagery (Duvall, 2011: 159). Apitzsch echoes such an 
interpretation in her own analyses of the novel. See Apitzsch (2010, 2012).  
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Richard Drew’s famous photograph of a victim jumping out of a tower window. It 
became known under the title of ‘Falling Man’. (Copyright: Richard Drew/AP/TT.) 

 

Lianne witnesses the performances of the Falling Man on two separate 

occasions. On the first occasion, she does not see him jump but only 

dangling in his harnesses. She therefore finds the experience to be 

inconsequential, describing it as a “little theater piece” (DeLillo, 2007: 

33). On the second occasion, however, she witnesses the entire 

performance including the jump itself. Because she initially mistakes the 

performance for an actual suicide attempt (which is a central feature of 

the performance, i.e., its seeming realness), the event leaves her shocked, 

even terrorized.  

For Lianne, as John N. Duvall notes, witnessing the full 

performance is thus “not a representation of the horror of 9/11, it is the 

horror of 9/11 itself” (Duvall, 2011: 162). Only later does Lianne make the 

connection between the performance and the famous ‘Falling Man’ 

photograph:  
 

It hit her hard when she first saw it, the day after, in the newspaper. The man 
headlong, the towers behind him. The mass of the towers filled the frame of the 
picture. The man falling, the towers contiguous, she thought, behind him. The 
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enormous soaring lines, the vertical column stripes. The man with blood on his 
shirt, she thought, or burn marks, and the effect of the columns behind him […]. 
Headlong, free fall, she thought, and this picture burned a hole in her mind and 
heart, dear God, he was a falling angel and his beauty was horrific. (DeLillo, 
2007: 221–222) 

 
As his previous novels, DeLillo’s Falling Man investigates the dangers of 

aestheticizing violence as well as the role of art and literature in relation 

to such dangers. And as previously demonstrated, the relationship of 

words and images to each other is a central focal point of such concerns 

and considerations. Compared to many of DeLillo’s other novels, Falling 

Man is simple in structure, yet it interrogates in similar ways the complex 

link between perception, mediation and politics as well as the role of art 

in relation thereto. It begins with Keith walking around New York City. 

He has just escaped the World Trade Center and is both injured and 

confused. Through his eyes, the text presents the events of September 11 

as a radical destabilization and even recasting of perception.   
 

He crossed Canal Street and began to see things, somehow, differently. Things 
did not seem charged in the usual ways, the cobbled street, the cast-iron 
buildings. There was something critically missing from the things around him. 
They were unfinished, whatever that means. They were unseen, whatever that 
means, shop windows, loading platforms, paint-sprayed walls. Maybe this is 
what things look like when there is no one here to see them. (DeLillo, 2007: 5) 

 

DeLillo thus presents the events of that day as a kind of reconfiguration 

or redistribution of perception, the trauma of which the novel attempts 

to approach through its narrative. Much as the event of Kennedy’s 

assassination in Libra, the terrorist attacks on September 11 come to 

function as a form of perceptual shock, which inaugurates a foundational 

crisis of epistemological certainties and assumptions.  

In Falling Man, the events of 9/11 thus become the site for a 

continued unfolding of DeLillo’s interest in perception as the grounds of 

both politics and aesthetics. Here there is no separation of the two from 

each other, just as there is no separation of the big world of global politics 

from the small world of private anxieties and concerns. All are connected, 

and perceptual experience is the level at which this connection is most 

insistently established.  

Unlike the three novels investigated above, however, Falling Man is 

more intimate in scope, focusing primarily on the psychological effects of 

trauma. It thus makes little if any reference to the global political context 

so central to the events of September 11 and its aftermath. It deals 
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primarily with the private lives of those connected to the events of that 

day and refrains from gesturing explicitly towards traditional political 

issues or perspectives.  

Such is not the case with Claus Beck-Nielsen’s Beckwerk trilogy, 

which insistently and explicitly interrogates the impact of September 11 

upon global politics. It is an impact whose force can hardly be 

overestimated. Indeed, September 11 seems to constitute a clear dividing 

line between two different global orders insofar as the events of that day 

resulted in a radically altered U.S. foreign policy, i.e., the so-called “War 

on Terror” implemented by the Bush government.  

Following the fall of The Berlin Wall in 1989 and the subsequent 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the U.S. was left as the world’s 

undisputed global superpower. Only with the spectacular events of 

September 11 was it suddenly provided with a new enemy in the form of 

the terror group Al-Qaeda, its figurehead Osama Bin Laden, as well as 

those who supported or abetted them. In the decade following September 

11, 2001, the hunt for Bin Laden and his sympathizers became the central 

generative engine of U.S. foreign policy. Not only did it lead to wars in 

both Afghanistan and Iraq, but it also resulted in the much disputed 

Guantanamo Bay prison camp as well as the implementation of the so-

called “Patriot Act” which radically expanded government powers and 

suspended various civil liberties and rights.134  

As such, September 11 constitutes an epochal moment that left an 

indelible mark on contemporary culture and divided global politics into 

a clear before and after. This is important to keep in mind when 

comparing Libra, Mao II and Underworld to Claus Beck-Nielsen’s 

Beckwerk trilogy insofar as they were written in markedly different 

historical and political contexts.  

Whereas those of DeLillo’s novels here investigated seem to 

anticipate the events eventually addressed by DeLillo in Falling Man, the 

Beckwerk trilogy can instead be considered more as a result of them. I 

do not mean to posit any direct or simplistic causal link but merely to 

suggest that the events of September 11 are foundational to Beck-

Nielsen’s trilogy and its interrogation of the link between perception, 

                                                           
134 The events of September 11, 2001, and their impact upon global politics have been the 
subject of much investigation. Among others, see Scraton (2002), Kellner (2003), Bigo & 
Tsoukala (2008), Morgan (2009) and Birkenstein, Froula & Randell (2010).  
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aesthetics and politics.135 Even while the Beckwerk trilogy does not 

engage with 9/11 in any straightforward manner, the events of that day 

permeate the entire trilogy and function as the implicit point of origin in 

its interrogation of the interaction of spectacle, literature and politics. 

In an essay preceding the Beckwerk trilogy, Claus Beck-Nielsen 

wrote explicitly of the events on September 11, 2001. “Det Største 

Kunstværk” (“The Greatest Work of Art”) was published in national 

Danish newspaper Politiken on September 29, 2001.136 Its title refers to 

German avant-garde musician Karlheinz Stockhausen’s infamous 

comment that the attack on the World Trade Center was “the greatest 

work of art yet created”.137  

Beck-Nielsen attempts to counter the widespread criticism and 

condemnation of Stockhausen, noting that his statement merely put into 

words the widespread fascination and obsession with the images of the 

event evident in Western society. He notes that although images of the 

event permeated global mass media in the days and weeks following the 

attacks, no one except Stockhausen explicitly addressed or put into words 

the morbid fascination in Western culture with images of death and 

destruction of which this permeation was indicative.  
 
Almost no one, however, wrote of their own fascination with the pictures. Their 
longing to see them again. But it was there, it is there, the longing, of newspaper- 
and TV-station-chiefs across the world. I know so, because I see it expressed 
daily, not in words but in pictures. When the TV-stations, including the two 
major Danish ones, showed the same clip again and again, it was not just in order 
to inform and explain, perhaps not even in order to entertain, but because they 
could not help themselves. Because the pictures are fantastic, unbelievable, yes, 
almost… “beautiful”.138  

                                                           
135 The centrality of the events of September 11, 2001 to the Beckwerk project is also hinted 
at in the novel Jeg taler til jer… (2011). Beck-Nielsen here declares the Beckwerk project 
over as of September 11, 2011. See Beck-Nielsen (2011: 10). By thus finishing his project 
implicitly referencing the events of September 11, 2001, he underlines the importance of 
the events of that day, positioning them as a kind of ‘ground zero’ for the Beckwerk project.   
136 It was later republished in the anthology Nielsens Verdenshistorie (2011) which features 
a number of articles, essays and blog posts related to the Beckwerk project. I should add 
that the essay was written under the pseudonym “Claus Bech-Nielsen”. I will return to 
Beck-Nielsen’s consistent use of pseudonyms shortly.  
137 “Det største kunstværk, der endnu er skabt” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 26). 
138 “Men stort set ingen skrev noget om deres egen fascination af billederne. Deres længsel 
efter at se dem igen. Men den var der, den er der, længslen, hos de ansvarshavende på 
aviserne og tv-stationerne verden over. Jeg ved det, for jeg ser det dagligt udtrykt, ikke i 
ord, men i billeder. Når tv-stationerne, også de to store danske, viste de samme klip igen 
og igen, så var det jo ikke bare for at informere og oplyse, måske ikke engang for at 
underholde, men fordi de næsten ikke kunne lade være. Fordi billederne er fantastiske, 
ufattelige, ja, nærmest … ‘smukke’” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 25). 
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Beck-Nielsen’s essay might thus best be understood as a critique not just 

of a tendency in contemporary mass media to aestheticize violence but 

also as an exposé on the long history of such forms of aestheticization in 

Western culture. Beck-Nielsen links this history explicitly to the concept 

of the sublime within aesthetic philosophy and more specifically to the 

aesthetic theories of Immanuel Kant and Edmund Burke.  

Accordingly, he argues that Stockhausen’s comments were 

‘scandalous’ not because they misrepresented contemporary Western 

culture per se, but because they put into words the morbid fascination 

with the images that no one wanted to talk about much less admit to. 

Stockhausen, in other words, committed the crime of trespassing upon a 

taboo. 

Linked to this interrogation of the aestheticization of violence in 

contemporary mass media, however, is a recurring concern in the essay 

with images and words as well as their relation to each other. Indeed, this 

concern frames the entire essay and Beck-Nielsen’s investigation of 

September 11 as a mediated event. Beck-Nielsen begins the essay by 

noting that the events of 9/11 cannot be separated from the images of the 

event:  
 
On Tuesday September 11, 2001, something happened on TV channels across the 
world. You know what I mean. Several billion people across the world have seen 
those pictures. I don’t think they can really be described. As such, they are an 
inseparable part of the event.139 

 

For Beck-Nielsen, the events of September 11 call upon a continued 

reflection upon the role and function of images in contemporary culture. 

But they also call upon a reflection upon the role and functions of words. 

How are we to talk and write about the event? How can we begin to 

approach it through language?  

As indicated above, Beck-Nielsen suggests that the events of that 

day and the images thereof in some way exist outside the realm of 

language. Of the numerous attempts to describe the event, none manages 

to convey the affectual impact of the images upon the viewer:    
 

                                                           
139 “Tirsdag 11. september 2001 skete der noget på alverdens tv-kanaler. Du ved, hvad jeg 
mener. Flere milliarder mennesker verden over har set de billeder. Jeg tror ikke, de for 
alvor kan beskrives. I den forstand er de en uadskillelig del af begivenheden” (Das 
Beckwerk, 2011: 23–24). 
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I have read at least a thousand attempts and none of them succeeded. 
Nonetheless, almost every author, journalist or citizen wishing to write 
something about the consequences of this unspeakable event begin their article 
with a description. Even though everyone reading it has read it before and now 
probably just let their eyes glide swiftly across it.140 

 

What Beck-Nielsen calls into question here is a mode of writing I have 

previously described as the realist mode. A central feature of this mode 

of writing is to make the reader see and thus to create a sense of 

immediacy that allows for the process of mediation to disappear.141 

Instead, Beck-Nielsen here argues that such descriptions are doomed to 

fail, and, instead, he insistently returns the reader to the physical words 

on the page. He thus implicitly distinguishes between a traditional 

‘realist’ mode of writing and what might be called a ‘modernist’ mode of 

writing. Because the event as Beck-Nielsen presents it is always already 

mediated, any realist pretense to represent it through language or writing 

is not only doomed to fail but ultimately ideologically suspect. It is 

already a representation, and thus such descriptions at best become 

representations of a representation rather than representation of the 

events themselves.  

In arguing for the inauthenticity of realist mimesis, however, Beck-

Nielsen does not posit a more modernist mode of writing as authentic. 

Instead of effacing mediation as in the realist mode, Beck-Nielsen 

implicitly argues for embracing and engaging mediation as reality. In 

doing so, he recasts the question of authenticity to be not about escaping 

mediation to enter a realm of pure experience in which the events of 

September 11 would magically become absolutely present (i.e., as if one 

was really there) but rather to be about interrogating mediation itself as 

constitutive of our experience of reality as such. Instead of realistic 

mimesis, then, writing must concern itself with something else. Although 

this ‘something else’ remains somewhat elusive in the essay, it might best 

be described as an engagement with reality as an emergent mediated 

phenomenon. What Beck-Nielsen offers here, then, is not necessarily a 

prohibition on realist mimesis (as in Adorno’s famous Bilderverbot) but 

rather the argument that such forms of mimesis cannot represent or 

                                                           
140 “Jeg har læst mindst tusinde forsøg, og ingen af dem lykkedes. Ikke desto mindre 
indleder stort set enhver forfatter, journalist eller borger, der ønsker at skrive noget om 
følgerne af den her usigelige begivenhed, deres artikel med en beskrivelse. Skønt alle, der 
læser den, allerede har læst den før og nu formodentlig bare lader øjnene glide hurtigt 
henover den” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 23). 
141 For more on this literary tradition see my introduction. 
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engage with the event adequately.142 Instead, they misrepresent the 

event, mimicking the images and re-creating and reaffirming their 

aestheticization of violence. A realist mode of writing, in other words, is 

doomed to both misrepresent and misremember the event by 

succumbing to the lure of the destructive spectacle.   

In his essay, then, Beck-Nielsen is implicitly writing against a form 

of writing that would have writing itself disappear, decrying such forms 

of realist mimesis as ultimately a form of illusionist spectacle, which 

partakes in the spectacle of modern mass media rather than address it 

critically. His attack on this mode of writing is framed by the larger 

question of how words are to critically investigate images such as those 

of September 11 and thus ultimately the question of which forms of 

literary and artistic practice constitute an adequate response to such 

spectacular events:    
 
There are especially two short clips, repeated again and again in an almost 
mindless ecstasy by most TV-channels, which we can hardly, perhaps never, get 
enough of seeing. Even now, as I have sat down to write this, I long to get up and 
go to the TV to watch the two clips again. And again. A description of them would 
have no comparable effect to that of the pictures.143  
 

Again, Beck-Nielsen here gestures towards the separation of words and 

images, and following a brief description of the second plane hitting the 

north tower as well as the collapse of the south tower, he continues: 
 

I tried not to have any ambition of truly describing the two clips, but during the 
sentences I seemed to have been grabbed by a longing to do so anyway. In vain. 
As I had predicted. No matter how good the description might have been, no one 
would have wanted to read it again. At most, some have had their longing to see 
the pictures once again awakened or enhanced.144  
 

Beck-Nielsen thus presents a clearly antagonistic mode of interaction 

between images and words in the context of a contemporary media 

                                                           
142 On Adorno’s so-called Bilderverbot and its relation to realist mimesis, see Huyssen 
(2003). On Adorno’s concept of mimesis, see Sinha (2000) and Verdeja (2009).  
143 “Der er især to korte klip, som de fleste tv-kanaler, nærmest som i en tankeløs ekstase, 
har vist igen og igen, to klip, vi næsten ikke, måske aldrig, kan få nok af at se. Selv nu, hvor 
jeg har sat mig for at skrive dette, længes jeg mod at rejse mig og gå ind til tv’et og se de to 
klip igen. Og igen. En beskrivelse af dem vil ikke have nogen effekt, der kan stå mål med 
billedernes” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 24).  
144 “Jeg forsøgte at lade være med at have ambitioner om i sandhed at beskrive de to klip, 
men undervejs i sætningerne blev jeg vist alligevel grebet af længsel efter at kunne. 
Forgæves. Som jeg selv havde forudsagt. Uanset, hvor god beskrivelsen var blevet, ville 
ingen have fået lyst til at læse den igen. Allerhøjest har nogen fået vækket eller forstærket 
deres længsel efter at se billederne igen” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 24).    
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ecology that finds images imposing an almost hegemonic form of power 

and influence:   
 
In the days after September 11 the newspapers wallowed in photographs, the 
pictures almost entirely drove out writing from the front-covers, and more 
images kept emerging which had to be printed. Not because more pictures were 
taken of the two moments. But the few images could be enlarged, the moment 
blown up […]. Apparently that moment is an almost inextinguishable source of 
fascination, there is no limit to how deeply you can dig into it, down into the 
detail, dig and dig, enlarge and larger, larger!145  

 

For Beck-Nielsen, then, the events of September 11 brought the deeply 

obsessive fascination with images of violence and destruction prevalent 

in contemporary Western culture to the foreground, forcing upon him 

the question of how the writer is to address such forms of spectacle. 

“What is this?” he asks. “Why can we not control our desire to show and 

revel in those pictures, even though, again and again, almost ritually, we 

do what we can to express our contempt in words?”146 Near the end of the 

essay, he compares the images of September 11 to contemporary mass 

media spectacles (sporting events etc.) stating that it has “outdone them 

all”.147 He then finishes the essay with a peculiar re-writing of Hamlet’s 

famous last words: “There, I said it. The rest is… pictures”.148 Beck-

Nielsen hereby suggests that the events of September 11 are in some sense 

a continuation of the logic of capitalist spectacle while he subsequently 

positions this spectacle as a seemingly hegemonic power against which 

his own ‘saying’ (and thus the essay itself as writing) is situated.  

Beck-Nielsen’s essay thus points towards the Beckwerk trilogy and 

the continued interrogation of aesthetics, politics, mediation and 

perception found therein. As a kind of framing device, it helps us 

understand that the events of September 11, 2001 constitute an implicit 

                                                           
145 “I dagene efter 11. september svælgede aviserne i fotografier, billederne fortrængte 
næsten teksten helt fra forsiderne, og der kom hele tiden flere billeder, som nødvendigvis 
måtte trykkes. Ikke fordi der blev taget flere billeder af de to øjeblikke. Men de enkelte 
billeder kunne forstørres, øjeblikket blæses op, så at det i Politiken søndag 16. september 
fyldte et helt dobbeltopslag: øjeblikket, da det andet fly netop er eksploderet inde i det 
andet tårn, og røg, ild og materie sprøjter ud til alle sider. Det øjeblik er tilsyneladende en 
næsten uudtømmelig kilde til fascination, der er ingen grænse for, hvor dybt man kan 
trænge ind i det, ned i detaljen, grave og grave, forstørre og større, større!” (Das Beckwerk, 
2011: 25–26). 
146 “Hvad er det for noget? Hvorfor kan vi ikke styre vores lyst til at vise og svælge i de 
billeder, selvom vi med ord igen og igen, næsten rituelt, gør, hvad vi kan for at udtrykke 
vores afsky?” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 26).  
147 “overgået dem alle” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 29).  
148 “Så er det sagt. Resten er … billeder” (Das Beckwerk, 2011: 29).  
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‘ground zero’ for this interrogation, and that the trilogy works as an 

attempt to negotiate the position and function of literature in the context 

of late modern spectacles of violence. Even while the essay replays the 

familiar iconoclastic trope of ethical words set against violent spectacle, 

it nonetheless helps set the stage for the Beckwerk trilogy and its 

articulation of radically different configuration of the word-image 

relationship. Indeed, the trilogy is characterized not by an adversarial 

struggle between words and images but by an insistent intermingling and 

interpenetration of the two through which a reassertion of the critical 

potential of literature is made possible. Insofar as “The Greatest Work of 

Art” asks the question of what forms of aesthetic practice are sufficient to 

address an event like 9/11, the Beckwerk trilogy, and, more specifically, 

the imagetext discourse found therein, might be viewed as a possible 

answer.   
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Chapter Four: 
Claus Beck-Nielsen 

 
Danish novelist, essayist, critic, playwright, actor, musician and avant-

garde performance artist Claus Beck-Nielsen (1963) received his creative 

writing degree from Forfatterskolen in 1993. 149 Since then he has slowly 

but surely gained recognition as one of the central figures of 

contemporary Danish art and literature.  

Although known primarily in artistic and scholarly circles, he gained 

at least some national attention in 2001 after fooling a major Danish 

newspaper into believing that he was a homeless person suffering from 

memory loss.  

Wandering the streets of Copenhagen for several weeks, he posed as 

the mysterious ‘Claus’, claiming to be struck by amnesia and thus unable 

to remember almost anything about himself. Eventually he gained the 

attention of a journalist who wrote an article about the many problems 

faced by ‘Claus’ as well as the problems faced by Danish state authorities 

in both handling and helping a person without any identifying documents 

or papers, and without any knowledge of his own past.  

As a performance piece, the event in many ways captures the ever 

playful and evasive character of Beck-Nielsen’s works, which often 

challenge traditional ideas about the work of art and the role of the artist. 

They also insistently address not only problematic and often contested 

concepts such as identity and subjectivity, truth and fiction, but also the 

relation of such concepts to processes of mediation and questions of 

politics and ideology.  

When the newspaper Ekstrabladet published their article about the 

mysterious homeless person named ‘Claus’ and his tragic fate as a victim 

of amnesia in February 2001, it was under the telling headline “Who am 

I?” It is indeed to this very question that many of Beck-Nielsen’s artistic 

projects both implicitly and explicitly address themselves—without 

providing any easy answers, however.  

                                                           
149 Forfatterskolen is a state funded creative writing school based in Copenhagen. It was 
founded in 1987 and admits five to ten students per year.   
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“Who am I?” Article in Danish national newspaper Ekstrabladet, February 5, 

2001, featuring Claus Beck-Nielsen posing as ‘Claus’, a homeless person suffering 
from memory loss. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

In the novel Selvudslettelser (2002), published in the following year, 

Beck-Nielsen declared himself dead and subsequently changed his legal 

name to Helge Bille Nielsen. Later he founded the company Das 

Beckwærk under whose moniker he released a number of musical 

albums and novels as well as arranged a variety of plays and performance 

pieces.  

In 2003, he then published the avant-garde collage novel Claus 

Beck-Nielsen (1963–2001) – en biografi (2003), based on his now 

notorious performance as a homeless victim of amnesia, and in 2005 he 

had a headstone bearing the name Claus Beck-Nielsen erected in a 

Copenhagen cemetery so as to further cement the death of his previous 

self.150  
 

                                                           
150 On Claus Beck-Nielsen (1963–2001) - en biografi (2003), see Haarder (2004), Sindø 
(2006) and Kølle (2008). 
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Headstone at Vestre Kirkegaard in Copenhagen bearing Beck-Nielsen’s name. 

(Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

Collectively, all of these events, as well as several others, signaled the 

beginning of the so-called Beckwerk project, an enormous and ambitious 

artistic endeavor, which only tentatively concluded with the closure of 

Das Beckwærk in 2011 and the publications of the novels Jeg taler til jer… 

(2012) and Mine møder med de danske forfattere (2013).151 Mine møder 

med de danske forfattere, furthermore, was published under the name 

Claus Beck-Nielsen and thus served as a kind of return or resurrection of 

the identity upon whose fictive death the Beckwerk project was initially 

founded.  

The Beckwerk project eludes easy classification, but is perhaps best 

described as an avant-garde multimedia performance project, stretching 

across a wide array of media platforms—from Internet webpages, video 

and photography installations to newspaper articles, essays, novels, plays 

and musical albums—at the center of which stands the mysterious 

character of Beck-Nielsen himself.152  

                                                           
151 Notice the difference between “Das Beckwærk” and “Das Beckwerk”. While the first 
refers to the company founded by Claus Beck-Nielsen under the pseudonym Helge Bille 
Nielsen, the latter refers instead to the larger artistic project of which the “Das Beckwærk” 
company is part.   
152 As a whole, the Beckwerk project is much too large and rhizomatic in structure to be 
comprehensively  described  here. For  an  overview  of  the project,  see 
<www.dasbeckwerk.com> (18.04.2016). Other websites also connected to the project are 
<www.funusimaginarium.com>  (18.04.2016)  and <www.clausbeck-nielsen.net> 
(18.04.2016).  Previously  the  websites <www.binnielsen.dk>  and 
<www.thedemocracy.dk> were also part of the project, but they have been closed for a 
number of years. For an overview of the project, see Petersen (2010) and Jørsum & Madsen 
(2014). 
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Most recently, Beck-Nielsen has published the novels Den Endeløse 

Sommer (2014) and Invasionen (2016) under the pseudonym Madame 

Nielsen as well as mounted a performance tour across Scandinavia and 

Germany titled The Nielsen Sisters.153 What concerns us here, however, 

is primarily the Beckwerk project and, more specifically, the three novels 

that comprise the so-called Beckwerk trilogy: Selvmordsaktionen (The 

Suicide Mission) (2005), Suverænen (The Sovereign) (2008) and Store 

Satans Fald (The Fall of Great Satan) (2012).154  

Collectively these novels chronicle in semi-fictional fashion a set of 

performances by Claus Beck-Nielsen and fellow performance artist 

Thomas Skade-Rasmussen Strøbech called “History of the Democracy”. 

In the years 2004 to 2006 they travelled at various times to Iraq, Iran, 

Afghanistan, the United States of America and various other countries, 

presenting themselves as missionaries for democracy. The trilogy centers 

on these travels and Nielsen & Rasmussen’s attempts to enter into 

‘democratic dialogue’ with the people they meet along the way. The 

Suicide Mission describes Nielsen & Rasmussen’s journey from Kuwait 

to Bagdad in January 2004 during the Second Golf War, while The 

Sovereign describes their travels in New York City and Washington D.C. 

in the days leading up to the November 2, 2004 U.S. presidential election. 

The Fall of Great Satan centers on their travels through Iran in 2006 in 

search of ways in which to disrupt the Iranian regime and replace 

theocracy with democracy.  

                                                           
153 The Nielsen Sisters tour is part of a larger performance project called The Nielsen 
Movement. As with the Beckwerk project, however, The Nielsen Movement is a large 
artistic project whose many instantiations it would be too much of a digression to describe 
here. For more on The Nielsen Sisters and The Nielsen Movement, see 
<http://nielsen.re/> (10.09.2015). Den Endeløse Sommer (2014) will be published in 
America by Open Letter Books in 2016. This will mark the first translation and publication 
of Beck-Nielsen in the English language market.   
154 To date, none of the novels have been translated into English, although a small excerpt 
from The Suicide Mission is available at Das Beckwerk Museum.  
<http://dasbeckwerk.com/Literature/The_Suicide_Mission/> (18.04.2016).  Apart from 
The Suicide Mission, then, the titles of the following novels in the trilogy are my own 
translations. To facilitate reading, I will be referring to the English titles throughout this 
dissertation. For the same reason, I have translated all the following quotes. The Danish 
original will be included in footnotes. For the sake of clarity, I should also mention that all 
three novels in the trilogy have been published under pseudonym, The Suicide Misson 
under the name of “clausbeck-nielsen.net”, The Sovereign under the name of “Das 
Beckwerk” and The Fall of Great Satan under the name of “Nielsen”. Such uses of 
pseudonyms are an example of Beck-Nielsen’s engagement with the concept of identity 
and its relation to mediation. 
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Although Nielsen & Rasmussen’s democratic mission serves as the 

connective tissue between all three novels, a few notable differences 

nonetheless set them apart in terms of their narrative composition. The 

Suicide Mission is told from the point of view of a mysterious narrator 

situated in the year 2025 and is structured as a montage of different texts 

and documents (such as emails, diary entries, blog entries, photographs 

and drawings) authored by the character Nielsen during his and 

Rasmussen’s visit to Iraq.155 Its central narrative engine is thus the 

juxtaposition of two competing and often contradictory narrative 

voices.156 The Sovereign, on the other hand, is told exclusively from the 

point of view of the character Nielsen, while The Fall of Great Satan is 

composed in a multi-perspectival fashion wherein multiple characters 

(most notably Nielsen & Rasmussen as well as various unnamed 

individuals in the Iranian intelligence service) function as first-person 

narrators. Another noticeable difference is that whereas the first two 

novels are filled with photographs, maps and other forms of graphic 

images, the last novel in the trilogy features only one such form of image. 

Despite these formal differences, the trilogy nonetheless constitutes a 

relatively coherent and cohesive narrative, whose mixture of fact and 

fiction along with its social criticism and strong satirical and parodic bent 

aligns it at least to some degree with the tradition of American gonzo 

journalism made famous by Hunter S. Thompson in the 1950s and 60s.157 

A central feature of the trilogy is its strong political agenda, 

particularly as relates to the so-called “War on Terror” and the 2003 

American led invasion and occupation of Iraq in which Denmark 

participated as part of the so-called “Coalition of the Willing”.158 Apart 

from neutralizing the threat of the Iraqi regime—believed not only to be 

harboring and helping terrorists but also to be in possession of weapons 

of mass destruction—the most prominent argument for Danish 

participation in the invasion was the idea of bringing democracy to Iraq 

                                                           
155 The novel’s intricate graphic design results from the collaboration of Claus Beck-Nielsen 
with graphic designer Neel Dich Abrahamsen. For an overview of Abrahamsen’s work, see 
<www. dichabrahamsen.dk>.   
156 For more on the narrative composition of The Suicide Mission, see Nielsen (2007), 
Iversen (2010, 2011) and Neumann (2010).  
157 In a wider context, the trilogy is an example of the play with the concepts of fiction and 
fact characteristic of the genre of literary faction. What relation the novels have to actual 
events, however, lies outside the scope of my current endeavor. On the genre of gonzo 
journalism, see Bowe (2012). 
158 For more on the term of “Coalition of the Willing” in relation to the 2003 Iraq war, see 
Althaus & Leetaru (2008).   
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once the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein had been defeated. In late 

august 2003, Danish Prime Minister, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, stated 

publicly that Denmark had a moral and ethical obligation to side with 

democracy against dictatorship (Sørensen, 2009). He thus echoed 

remarks made earlier that year by U.S. President George W. Bush Jr., 

who envisioned a free and democratic Iraq following military inter-

vention (Bush, 2003: 275–276). The idea of bringing democracy to Iraq 

and the rest of the Middle East was thus a central feature of public 

political discourse in the months leading up to the war, and was used by 

the coalition to argue for its political and moral validity.   

It is in the context of such events that the Beckwerk trilogy emerges 

as a parodic and satirical interrogation of both the Iraq invasion and the 

“War on Terror” in general.159 Nowhere is this perhaps more obviously 

and succinctly manifested than in the box labeled “The Democracy” 

which Nielsen & Rasmussen carry with them at all times during their 

travels—a satirical literalization of the notion of bringing democracy to 

the Middle East. As such, the trilogy can be understood in part as an 

attack upon the colonial undertones (or overtones) of the 2003 Iraq war 

as well as the “War on Terror”. 

 

 
Nielsen & Rasmussen at the Kuwait-Iraq border, January 1, 2004 carrying “The 

Democracy”. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 

                                                           
159 As such, the trilogy clearly participated in a wider and more general anti-war trend in 
Danish art and literature following the 2003 Iraq war. See Zangenberg (2007).  For more 
on the parodic features of The Suicide Mission, see Christensen (2010: 72–76). Camilla 
Møhring Reestorff, furthermore, has written insightfully on the Beckwerk project’s 
interrogation of ‘militarized neoliberalism’ as well as its relation to the Danish ‘culture 
war’. See Reestorf (2016).   
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Scholarly work on Beck-Nielsen has thus far been an almost exclusively 

Scandinavian enterprise, and the majority of it has focused primarily on 

the Beckwerk project as a whole while paying limited attention to the 

trilogy in itself. Insofar as the novels have been addressed in public 

literary discourse and academic research, it has often been in a somewhat 

off-handed manner as merely a kind of derivative ‘documentation’ of 

Beck-Nielsen’s performances.160 Most attention, in other words, has been 

directed towards the avant-garde characteristics of the Beckwerk project, 

while its various literary manifestations have been somewhat 

marginalized. Although a few close-readings of the novels do exist, none 

addresses the trilogy as a whole. In addition, such readings have 

generally focused primarily on the novels’ relation to the larger context 

of the Beckwerk project and its negotiation of the relationship between 

concepts such as fact and fiction, art and politics, and the prominent 

themes of death and identity.161 Colonialism has also been a notable 

theme in many analyses, with Stig Neumann’s reading of the character of 

Nielsen as a personification of contemporary eurocentrism offering the 

most comprehensive reading. Despite these readings, however, attention 

to the thematic and formal aspects of the novels has been lacking in 

general. While some have noted the trilogy’s engagement with and 

criticism of contemporary mass media, no one has as yet engaged in a 

more extensive and meticulous analysis of the trilogy’s interrogation of 

contemporary processes of mediation and their relation to questions of 

perception, politics and power.162 

Contrary to the majority of scholarly work concerning Beck-Nielsen, 

then, my focus is primarily on the novels and their thematic and formal 

characteristics as well as their engagement with and interrogation of their 

                                                           
160 Henrik Skov Nielsen and Stefan Iversen have made similar observations. See Nielsen 
(2007: 136) and Iversen (2010: 55). Concerning the Scandinavian dominance in research 
on Beck-Nielsen, it should be noted that a single article has been published in French. See 
Pedersen (2013). 
161 The most notable examples are Behrendt (2006), Nielsen (2007), Christensen (2010), 
Iversen (2010, 2011), Møller & Lund (2010), Neumann (2010), Frantzen (2010), Stidsen 
(2010, 2015) and Reestorff (2011, 2016).    
162 In all fairness, Christensen (2010) does comment briefly on the role of photography in 
The Suicide Mission, more specifically how the novel plays with familiar conceptions about 
the truth-value of photographic representation at a thematic level. Her comments, 
however, do not address how this relates to the novel’s formal characteristics or its use of 
actual photographs. See Christensen (2010: 71–72). Neumann (2010) also briefly 
addresses the issue of perception in The Suicide Mission. 
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own mediality in the context of contemporary media ecology. In a 

manner similar but far from identical to the novels of Don DeLillo, the 

trilogy evinces a strong preoccupation with the relationship between 

mind and media, as it investigates the ways in which contemporary 

processes of mediation affect distributions of perception and formations 

of knowledge, identity and power. Whereas DeLillo’s novels trace the 

historical emergence of a militarization of perception, the Beckwerk 

trilogy is less explicitly interested in the history of militarization and does 

not have a similar historical perspective. Instead, it is more centered on 

events contemporary with its own time of writing and the media ecology 

of the early twenty-first century. Another feature of the trilogy that 

separates it from DeLillo’s novels is its formal characteristics, 

particularly its use of photography, cartography, typography and layout. 

While Libra and Mao II do make use of such formal features, they do so 

in a very sparse and subtle manner when compared to the Beckwerk 

trilogy, in which formal experiments are much more frequent and varied. 

Even as it thus shares many of the same preoccupations as those found 

in DeLillo’s novels, it does so in relation to a different configuration of 

material, technological and cultural structures and through a different 

set of formal imagetextual strategies. 

Central in this regard is the trilogy’s preoccupation with visual 

culture and the role that images play in structuring perceptions and 

conceptions of reality as well as governing the conditions of possibility 

for political and social engagement. America’s 2003 Iraq war as well as 

the “War on Terror” in general are pivotal components of this 

interrogation, and their importance to the trilogy can hardly be 

overstated. When interrogating the power of images, it is this specific 

context that the trilogy addresses, and in doing so, it insistently situates 

itself in a time and place in which images seem to have become more 

contested sites of cultural and ideological production than ever before. 

“Images have always played a key role in politics, warfare, and 

collective perceptions about the shape of history,” writes W.J.T. Mitchell, 

“but there is something new in the emergence of public imagery in the 

period from 2001 to 2008” (Mitchell, 2011: 2). Such changes, Mitchell 

further argues, are not merely a result of the rise of new digital media and 

the ensuing global proliferation of images. What the period of the so-

called “War on Terror” witnessed was “not simply more images, but a 

war of images […] fought by means of images deployed to shock and 
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traumatize the enemy, images meant to appall and demoralize, images 

designed to replicate themselves endlessly and to infect the collective 

imaginary of global populations” (Mitchell, 2011: 2–3).163  

According to Mitchell, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 

played a key part in such developments, insofar as its spectacular image, 

meant to terrorize the western world, marked the beginning of a period 

of conflict in which images came to function as the primary means of 

ammunition. “If the War on Terror was launched by the production of an 

image of destruction on 9/11, it was conducted by a whole series of iconic 

moments, from the conquest of Iraq to the images of torture taken in Abu 

Ghraib prison” (Mitchell, 2011: 77).164 It is in the context of such 

circumstances that we must understand the Beckwerk trilogy’s intense 

preoccupation with vision and visuality and the role of images in relation 

to contemporary warfare.165  

The Beckwerk trilogy’s obsession with vision, visuality and images, 

however, is implicitly also an obsession with writing as it investigates the 

position and function of the print novel in the context of contemporary 

media ecology. As will become evident, vision such as represented in the 

trilogy never constitutes a distinct or privileged site of cultural and 

ideological production. Rather, vision is always already penetrated by 

language, just as language is always already penetrated by vision. It is at 

the level of this verbal-visual relation (and thus at the level of the 

imagetext discourse) that the trilogy’s interrogation of the print novel as 

a form of social protest and political intervention manifests itself most 

urgently. As was the case with DeLillo’s novels, then, the dynamic 

between the verbal and the visual, especially as manifested in scenes of 

                                                           
163 Nicholas Mirzoeff has similarly argued that at present “images have become weapons 
in the military-visual complex” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 13). He furthermore points out that “the 
intense pace of change in visual technologies during the 1990s, produced in part by 
military research, […] generated a militarized form of the image. Consequently, the images 
of the war [Iraq, 2003] were not indiscriminate explosions of visuality but rather carefully 
and precisely targeted tools” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 73). In the context of contemporary warfare, 
then, the image becomes a weapon “not just in the long-established sense of propaganda, 
but as something hard, flat and opaque designed in itself to do psychic harm” (Mirzoeff, 
2005: 75).  
164 Others who have interrogated the central role of images in the context of the “War on 
Terror” are Boal (2005), Werkmeister (2010), Bolt (2011) and Roger (2013). 
165 As such, it follows a particular preoccupation with vision and visuality characteristic of 
the period of the “War on Terror”. “The War on Terror is a conflict in which questions of 
visuality have been foregrounded and discussed, debated and scrutinized with an 
unprecedented intensity. This attentiveness to the visual is apparent in the nature of the 
conflict’s instigating event—the September 11 attacks—the spectacular dimension of which 
was fundamental to the impact the attacks achieved” (Hill, 2009: 3).  
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writing and looking, is central to understanding the trilogy’s 

interrogation of its own mediality as well the function and position of that 

mediality in a larger social and political context. 
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Attacking the Eye:  

Satirizing Ocularcentrism 

 
Central to the Beckwerk trilogy’s interrogation of mediation and 

perception—especially in relation to the sense of sight, the power of 

images and their relation to writing—is a hyperbolic discourse of utopian 

ocularcentrism. Through this discourse, a satirical subversion is 

articulated not only of certain tendencies within contemporary visual 

culture but also of their ideological underpinnings. What concerns us 

here, then, might be characterized as a discourse of anti-ocularcentrism, 

established primarily through the strategy of satirical exaggeration. 

Nielsen himself is the most obvious exponent of this strategy, as he 

explicitly and consistently places an inordinate amount of faith in the 

sense of sight not only as an arbiter of truth but also as an instrument of 

political revolution.166 Indeed, for Nielsen, the very idea of revolution is 

so intimately tied to vision and its various technological extensions (most 

notably photography and film) that he comes to regard such media as 

prerequisites for revolution itself. As the narrative unfolds, however, 

such utopian notions consistently reveal themselves not only to be an 

ineffective means of initiating political change, but prove also to 

reproduce the various forms of oppression and violence to which Nielsen 

& Rasmussen’s democratic mission is supposedly opposed. 

Although the trilogy does not investigate the militarization of 

perception with the explicitness, intensity and historical outlook of 

DeLillo’s novels, it nonetheless presents a view of contemporary visual 

                                                           
166 It should be noted that the identity of the character Nielsen is consistently destabilized 
throughout the trilogy. The character “Nielsen” presented in The Suicide Mission 
mysteriously disappears at the end of the novel (possibly because he is killed, although this 
is never explicitly articulated), and is replaced in the second novel, The Sovereign, by a 
new character. This character presents himself as an employee of Das Beckwerk, and 
subsequently takes on the name of “Nielsen” in order to carry on the mission begun by the 
previous “Nielsen”. In the third novel, The Fall of Great Satan, a character named “Singer” 
equally assumes the name of “Nielsen”. Although the character of Nielsen would thus seem 
to be a different individual in each novel, retaining only the name as a common 
denominator, it is, for all intents, and purposes, the same character, something, which is 
ultimately revealed in The Fall of Great Satan. For the sake of simplicity, I will thus simply 
refer to “Nielsen” as one and the same character. This play on identity, however, is central 
to my discussion of the trilogy’s articulation of subjectivity and its relation to processes of 
mediation. To avoid confusion, it should also be made clear that I make a strict distinction 
between the character of Nielsen such as portrayed in the novels, and the actual, physical 
author of the text, Claus Beck-Nielsen, although the novels in traditional auto-
fictional/factional fashion attempt to complicate this distinction. 
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culture strongly reminiscent of the militarized perceptual regime 

presented in both Libra, Mao II and Underworld. Because of this, I draw 

on Paul Virilio’s analysis of contemporary visual culture to demonstrate 

the ways in which particular practices of vision are linked in the 

Beckwerk trilogy with notions of abstraction, disembodiment, control 

and violence. Added to this, I will also make use of David Michael Levin’s 

concept of the technological eye and the connection between the 

tradition of Enlightenment humanism and violence to which it refers. For 

now, however, my attention turns to Nielsen and his crisis of vision.  

 

“I see and see and see and see”: 
Nielsen and the Crisis of Vision 

Nielsen is not feeling well. In fact, he is somewhat of a mess. For much of 

the Beckwerk trilogy he stumbles around, constantly confused and 

disoriented, seemingly overwhelmed by moment-to-moment experience 

and unable to comprehend or understand the various situations in which 

he finds himself.  

Moments of calm and quiet are rare, as Nielsen seems to exist in a 

constant crisis of perception in which all sensory input has been 

completely divorced from knowledge. Vision is at the center of this crisis 

of perception, which is doubly troubling for Nielsen, since he places so 

much faith in it.167  

For Nielsen, vision is the central privileged sense, the arbiter of truth 

and purveyor of reality and thus at the center of his democratic mission. 

Even as he implicitly (and at times almost explicitly) aspires to be a kind 

of Cartesian spectator, in control of the visual field through his powers of 

reason, he constantly finds himself confronted with experiences he 

cannot comprehend much less control.  

Much of the central narrative tension in the trilogy comes from the 

confrontation of Nielsen’s utopian belief in the power of vision with the 

separation of vision from knowledge he constantly experiences. Initially, 

Nielsen believes this crisis of perception, and in particular the crisis of 

vision, to be merely the result of having entered the Iraqi war zone. He 

                                                           
167 Only Iversen (2010) has attended to this particular aspect of the novel’s narrative. He 
does so in the context of a post-colonial reading. See Iversen (2010: 125–126, 139–141). 
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thus thinks of it as a state of exception in which normal structures of 

meaning and models of interpretation and intelligibility dissolve.168  
 
You come from the world outside, in which you’ve spent your entire life, you 
know it, the familiar but also strange world, even strange countries and cities 
have a particular order that one can observe, describe, admire or despise. But 
then, from one moment to the next, you cross the border and enter the state of 
exception. And before you know it, the state of exception takes hold, it penetrates 
you, before you see what it looked like. Suddenly I am part of it, - where are we? 
I say, the remnants of houses, barracks, figures, suddenly appear closer, float 
past, or it is just the twilight, making everything coalesce.169 
 

What characterizes this state of exception for Nielsen, then, is his own 

inability to make distinctions by separating one impression from another 

and subsequently placing these various elements in an ordered and 

                                                           
168 The concept of the state of exception alludes to the political theories of Carl Schmitt in 
which the concept describes a suspension of the legal restraints normally imposed upon 
executive power in a democratic society. See Schmitt (1994). Beck-Nielsen himself seems 
primarily to associate the concept with Giorgio Agamben, whose Homo Sacer (1998) and 
State of Exception (2005) reinterprets Schmitt’s concept in the context of Foucault’s 
concept of biopolitics, arguing that the state of exception has become the governing 
paradigm of modern state power. See Agamben (1998, 2005). The title of The Sovereign 
implicitly refers to Agamben’s texts. For Beck-Nielsen’s thoughts on Agamben, see Bolt & 
Das Beckwerk (2008). Although this link to Schmitt and Agamben in and of itself is an 
interesting aspect, it lies outside the immediate scope of my investigation and has been the 
object of attention elsewhere. An example is Nielsen (2007). 
169 “Man kommer ude fra verden, man har vaeret der et helt liv, man kender den, den 
hjemlige, men ogsaa den fremmede verden, selv fremmede lande og byer har en vis orden, 
som man kan iagttage, beskrive, beundre eller foragte. Men saa, fra det ene oejeblik til det 
andet, gaar man over graensen og ind i undtagelsestilstanden. Og inden man faar set sig 
om, indtraeder untagelsestilstanden, den traeder ind i én, inden man naar at se, hvordan 
den saa ud. Pludselig er jeg en del af den, - hvor er vi? siger jeg, resterne af huse, barakker, 
skikkelser, staar pludselig taettere, flyder forbi, eller ogsaa er det bare skumringen, der 
faar alt til at flyde sammen” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 35, my emphasis). For the sake 
of clarity, it should be noted that the overall dissonance of the paragraph, particularly as 
related to the jumps between past and present tense, are central stylistic traits of the 
language of the trilogy in general. As will be evident in my forthcoming translations of 
Beck-Nielsen’s texts, his style is marked by a distinct disregard for both temporal 
consistency and typographic convention. All of this produces a sense of immediacy and 
makes his writing come across as close to spoken language. Paradoxically, this disregard 
for typographic and grammatical convention simultaneously serves to foreground the 
absence of such conventions, and thus to produce a sense of hypermediacy instead. Insofar 
as writing might be considered as a remediation of speech, Beck-Nielsen’s texts thus clearly 
evince the oscillation between immediacy and hypermediacy described by Bolter & Grusin 
as central to the process of remediation. See Bolter & Grusin (1999). It is an oscillation, 
however, in which hypermediacy is clearly the dominant part. In order to maintain these 
stylistic traits in the translations, I have opted to follow a relatively literalist approach and 
have not attempted to make his text conform to any preconceived notions of what might 
be considered “proper” literary language or style. Although this approach may at times 
make Beck-Nielsen’s text come across as composed in a somewhat clumsy and inelegant 
fashion, it is a clumsiness and inelegance which is not only clearly present in the original 
Danish text, but which is also a central stylistic feature of it.  
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cohesive totality as the ideal of Cartesian synthesis functional within the 

tradition of ocularcentrism otherwise demands. The paragraph thus 

traces a movement from an observable, ordered reality, subject to the 

descriptive and normative procedures of the rational spectator, to a 

seemingly disordered and fragmented reality, which escapes any 

rationalizing procedures.  

The association of this experience with that of twilight is important, 

and will feature prominently in later stages of the present analysis. For 

now, however, what is central is that the state of exception characterizes 

a mode of perceptual experience in which the process of rational 

synthesis, so central to the Cartesian spectator and his mastering of the 

visual field, has been disrupted.170  

Driving along the road shortly after entering Iraq, Nielsen notes: “I 

look out, I really try to look, but I can’t, it’s like there’s a veil, a white 

membrane, terror […]. I try to look out of the window, into Iraq, but I 

can’t see anything, no form of form, even the desert is destroyed”.171 

Whereas the Cartesian spectator uses his powers of reason to rationalize 

the visual field, thereby deriving meaning and truth from the act of 

spectating, Nielsen here describes a visual experience fundamentally 

resistant to such procedures:  
 
I’d like to say that I have the feeling of having seen something important, a 
decisive difference, the difference between society and chaos, between a 
landscape and nothing, but… I can’t, or no, I’m not sure I saw anything. I saw 
and saw, yes yes, but I perceived nothing, my brain didn’t compose the vision, it 
didn’t form any shapes, any images.172  
 

In the state of exception, vision is separated from any concept of stable 

knowledge or universal truth as Nielsen finds himself immersed in a 

visual economy that he fails to decipher as he lacks the necessary 

                                                           
170 Although not relating the state of exception to the Cartesian tradition, Neumann 
similarly describes it as a concept referring to the confusion and desperation that occurs 
every time Nielsen attempts to gain a grasp on reality and thus to a collapse of the rational 
subject of Enlightenment philosophy. See Neumann (2010:  139). 
171 “[J]eg ser ud, jeg forsoeger virkelig at se, men jeg kan ikke, det er, som om der er et sloer, 
en hvid hinde, raedsel […] Jeg forsoeger at se ud ad ruden, se ind i Irak, men jeg kan 
ingenting se, ingen form for form, selv oerkenen er oedelagt” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 
33–34). 
172 “[J]eg vil gerne fortaelle, jeg har fornemmelsen af at have set noget vigtigt, en 
afgoerende forskel, forskellen mellem et samfund og kaos, mellem et landskab og intet, 
men… jeg kan ikke, eller, nej, jeg er ikke sikker paa, at jeg saa noget. Jeg saa og saa, ja ja, 
men jeg sansede intet, min hjerne samlede ikke synet, den dannede ingen former, ingen 
billeder” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 34). 
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interpretive procedures to do so. Because of this, he increasingly 

experiences fits of confused desperation and even paranoia. When at one 

point he sees what he supposes is an armed Islamist, he immediately 

cautions himself: “Luckily, I thought, it’s probably just a mis-

apprehension, it so dark here, everything is opaque, indistinct, who says 

it was a machine gun, it might have been anything, a table leg, a mirage, 

the image of my own damn paranoia”.173 Even the simplest act of 

cognition is strained, as Nielsen continuously confronts a seemingly 

impenetrable visual field: “I look out into total chaos. What is it I see? I 

think, the sad remnants of a city? Or is it, quite the opposite, the 

beginnings of a city? Destruction or construction? The end of the regime 

or the beginning of a new one?” 174  

Simple distinctions between previously well-established categories 

are now out of his reach in the state of exception, and as the situation 

increasingly deteriorates, Nielsen becomes so frustrated that he 

contemplates engaging in the act of self-mutilation: “[E]yes and ears, tear 

them out why don’t you! cut them off!”.175  

As a manifestation of the crisis of perception, this call for self-

mutilation is perhaps the most radical, and clearly speaks not only to the 

collapse of Nielsen’s sensorium but even to its ultimate disintegration. It 

also reflects the ways in which the perceptual crisis is an intensely 

embodied experience for Nielsen, who otherwise aspires towards the 

disembodiment of the Cartesian subject.  

As the narrative progresses, Nielsen becomes increasingly sick, 

suffering from not only diarrhea but also nosebleeds and fevers 

                                                           
173 “Heldigvis, taenkte jeg, jeg har nok bare set forkert, her er ogsaa saa moerkt, alt er 
uigennemskueligt, utydeligt, hvem siger, at det var en maskinpistol, det kan have været 
hvad som helst, et bordben, et braet, et fatamorgana, billedet af min egen forbandede 
paranoia” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 103). In his post-colonial reading of this 
paragraph, Neumann notes that Nielsen’s inability to categorize what he has seen allows 
for the person in the dark—islamist or not—to remain outside of the grasp of Nielsen’s 
pseudo-colonialist project of emancipation and democratization. See Neumann (2010: 
142). Note that the spelling of the Danish word “været” breaks with the principle of using 
the “ae” replacement for the “æ” letter otherwise applied in Nielsen’s Iraq diary. Whether 
this a simple mistake or a conscious way of suggestively eroding the boundaries between 
the different narrators is difficult to say. Iversen has commented upon this as well. See 
Iversen (2010: 60–61). I will return to the peculiar alternation between different forms of 
Danish spelling in The Suicide Mission later. 
174 “Jeg ser ud i det totale kaos. Hvad er det, jeg ser? taenker jeg, de soergelige rester af en 
by? Eller er det tvaertimod begyndelsen til en by? Destruktion eller konstruktion? Enden 
paa regimet eller begyndelsen på et nyt?” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 86–87).  
175 “oejne og oerer, saa riv dem dog ud! saa skaer dem dog af!” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 
2005: 116).  
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(clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 276, 287). Repressed and marginalized by 

the ocularcentric organization of Nielsen’s sensorium, the body now 

returns as a burden, hindering him from achieving the kind of perceptual 

mastery and control to which he aspires. In the context of such embodied 

experience, the abstract categories of absolute knowledge previously 

underpinning Nielsen’s mode of interaction with reality deteriorates, and 

he finds himself without any established conceptual and interpretive 

compass with which to navigate his surroundings.  

While vision is not the only sense marred by this troublesome state 

of affairs, it is clearly the sense with which Nielsen registers the crisis 

most intensely, even prompting him at one point to describe himself as 

virtually blind (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 169). He insistently 

describes the act of looking in particular as more or less meaningless, 

devoid of any connection to truth or knowledge. This point is emphasized 

by the consistent description of the sun, not in traditional ocularcentric 

terms as a provider of light and clarity but rather as a cause of confusion 

and disorientation. Indeed, sunlight is often described not only as 

blinding but even as violent, that is, as a threat to the supposedly 

autonomous, rational subject (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 249–250, 

253, 255–256).  

Ultimately, this crisis of perception leads Nielsen to conclude that in 

the state of exception there is “nothing more true or real than anything 

else. A newscast, a rumor, a dream or a vision, everything is equally true. 

And when no empirical reality exists, logic and causality have no 

foundation, nothing to which they can refer”.176  

As the narrative progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that the 

crisis of perception is not confined to the Iraqi warzone, as Nielsen would 

otherwise like to believe. During his and Rasmussen’s later journey to 

New York City and Washington, D.C. in The Sovereign, it indeed 

becomes obvious that the crisis transcends geography. Here, Nielsen 

once again experiences a kind of sensory overload when confronted with 

the discontinuous, fragmented urban landscape of New York City.  

He subsequently begins sinking yet again into despondency and 

despair: “I really tried. In my hopeless, unhuman tiredness, I strained my 

                                                           
176 “Der er ingen faelles virkelighed i undtagelsestilstanden, ikke noget, der er mere sandt 
eller virkeligt end noget andet. En nyhedsudsendelse, et rygte, en droem eller et syn, alt 
kan vaere lige sandt. Og naar der ikke er en empirisk virkelighed, saa har logik og kausalitet 
intet fundament, intet at henvise til” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 301). 
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senses to the breaking point […] Sorry. I did not even see the light”.177 

Rather than being the product of a particular set of localized and 

therefore isolatable circumstances, the crisis of perception establishes 

itself not as a state of exception but rather as a governing paradigm of 

perception as such.178  

In The Sovereign, Nielsen’s attempt to come to terms with this crisis 

leads him to project his ocularcentric idealization of vision as well as the 

political responsibilities that goes with it upon Rasmussen, who becomes 

for Nielsen an ideal, disembodied Cartesian spectator. Nielsen thus 

displaces his own failure to become such a spectator upon the figure of 

Rasmussen, who in Nielsen’s mind assumes the burden of mastering 

perception:  
 
Maybe he has actually seen it all, maybe he sees everything, contrary to me, 
maybe he simply transcends his age to the extent that this moment, this random 
tragedy, is doomed to dissipate and disappear in the greater scheme for which 
he has an eye: the Mission! 179 
 

Nielsen here associates Rasmussen with a model of spectatorship in 

which vision not only functions as a sense intimately related to truth and 

knowledge but also to the political aspirations of the mission itself. He 

supposes that Rasmussen is able not just to see the contingent 

phenomena of the visible world in a way Nielsen himself cannot, but that 

he is ultimately able to see through this contingency and gaze upon 

eternal, universal truth: “Rasmussen knew everything. Rasmussen saw 

through everything. I only saw what there was. But I couldn’t see what it 

meant or whether it was exemplary or pointless. He could. He interpreted 

it all for me. He tried to teach me how to really see”.180  

                                                           
177 “Jeg forsøgte virkelig. I min trøstesløse, ja, umenneskelige træthed, spændte jeg mine 
sanser til det yderste […]. Beklager. Ikke engang lyset så jeg” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 91). 
Insofar as “seeing the light” functions as a metaphor for truth in both Danish and English, 
the text here playfully speaks to both the metaphoric and the literal meaning and thus 
implicitly to the history of ocularcentrism.  
178 As such, the concept of the state of exception presented in the trilogy follows the 
theoretical outline of the concept such as outlined by Agamben (1998, 2005) insofar as it 
designates an exception that has become the rule. 
179 “Måske har han i virkeligheden set det hele, måske ser han alt, måske er han i 
modsætning til mig bare så højt hævet over sin samtid, at dette nu, denne tilfældige 
tragedie, er dømt til at fortone sig og forsvinde i den større sammenhæng, han har for øje: 
Missionen!” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 56). 
180 “Rasmussen vidste det hele. Rasmussen gennemskuede alt. Jeg så bare det, der nu var. 
Men hvad det betød, og hvorvidt det var eksemplarisk eller ligegyldigt, det kunne jeg ikke 
se. Det kunne han. Rasmussen fortolkede det hele for mig. Han forsøgte at lære mig 
virkelig at se” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 241). 
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Nielsen associates Rasmussen with an ideal overview reminiscent of 

the Cartesian spectator who is able to abstract whatever he sees from the 

specific historical context in which it is situated and thus attain 

ahistorical and universal truths. This much is evident from Nielsen’s 

descriptions of Rasmussen as having both a “visionary gaze” and “shining 

utopian eyes”.181 Rasmussen himself indeed assumes this role as the ideal 

spectator when claiming that: 
 
I’m the one putting the pieces in place, I’m the outside gaze, the eye from above, 
my mission, he whispered and leaned across the table, - discretely and without 
drawing the slightest bit of attention to myself, is to find all the important pieces 
and put together the picture, the real, the true picture of America.182 
 

Rasmussen further associates the model of ideal vision here outlined with 

concepts such as distance and rationality when he cautions Nielsen that 

neither of them are to let themselves get lost in “random impressions and 

details” but rather to “assume the task of remaining calm and 

maintaining an overview”.183  

Rasmussen thus distinguishes between a model of vision in which 

the spectator maintains a level of distance to the visual field in order to 

rationalize it, and a model of vision in which the spectator is instead 

immersed in the visual field itself. While the first spectator is able to 

synthesize the fragmented details of the visual field into a cohesive 

totality, the second spectator sees only unrelated particularities that 

overwhelm his cognitive capabilities to the point that he becomes unable 

to deduce any knowledge or truth from them.  

“Do you see what I’m seeing?” Rasmussen at one point asks Nielsen. 

“I turned around. There was nothing to see. I looked up at him, tried to 

follow his gaze, I knew that everything Rasmussen saw meant something, 

he would never direct his gaze towards something unless it was a sign”.184  

                                                           
181 “visionære blik” , “utopisk skinnende øjne” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 122, 195). 
182 “[J]eg er den, der lægger brikkerne, jeg er blikket udefra, øjet ovenfra, min opgave er, 
hviskede han og lænede sig frem over bordet, - i al diskretion og uden at henlede den 
mindste opmærksomhed på mig selv at finde alle de vigtige brikker og samle dem i billedet, 
det virkelige, det sande billede af America” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 158). 
183 “Det er af yderste vigtighed, at vi ikke begge lader os rive med af begivenhederne og 
fortaber os i tilfældige indtryk og detaljer. Nogen må ofre sig, nogen må påtage sig opgaven 
at holde hovedet koldt og bevare overblikket” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 201). 
184 “Ser De det samme som jeg, Nielsen? Jeg vendte mig. Der var ikke noget at se. Jeg så 
op på ham, forsøgte at følge hans blik, jeg vidste, at alt, hvad Rasmussen så, havde 
betydning, han ville aldrig kaste sit blik på noget, medmindre det var et tegn” (Das 
Beckwerk, 2008:  225). 
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Rasmussen here attains the status of visionary political leader for 

Nielsen and becomes the driving force of their entire mission: “I had 

never had an eye for the future. I’ve always just seen whatever there was 

to see. And now I had gradually gotten used to it. It was Rasmussen who 

laid the plans and showed the way. For humankind. And for me”.185 

Nielsen, on the other hand, continuously confronts a smear of incoherent 

visual details from which no meaning or truth can be deduced. He is 

essentially overwhelmed and overpowered by vision: “I see and see and 

see and see, but I really can’t see what you are talking about Rasmussen 

[…]. I can see lots of people, […] I see everything, everything there is […] 

but by God I cannot see the point of it all, the full plan”.186  

For Nielsen, therefore, Rasmussen ultimately attains the status of a 

savior: “Without Rasmussen there is no reason for me, no purpose, no 

assignment, no vision. And therefore no mission”.187 He becomes, in 

other words, the ‘sovereign’ to which the novel’s title refers. 

As the narrative progresses, however, Nielsen’s image of Rasmussen 

as an ideal observer disintegrates. Central to this process is that 

Rasmussen begins to reveal details about himself and his past, causing 

him to slowly emerge as an ordinary, historically situated individual.  

By doing so, Rasmussen descends from the realm of the ideal into 

the realm of the real, and from the realm of the universal into the realm 

of the singular. Rasmussen, in other words, becomes human—a process 

that he himself interestingly links to a particular visual experience in the 

woods near Washington: 
 
The twilight moment, he said and peered into the darkness, – that moment on 
the way home when we stopped at the bottom of a valley […]. That moment, he 
said, – the twilight moment … for me it was a kind of paradise. He stared into 
the darkness for a long time. […] – It was the most violent influence or 
experience on this entire … this … he mumbled, – that moment in the twilight … 
there was a very contrast filled light, and those hills, with trees above fields, […] 
that emotional effect of the landscape and the light … combined with the shock 
of … of this not being the same planet, this not being part of Europe, being 
without history, Nielsen, produced an incredible hollowness in my stomach … 

                                                           
185 “Jeg havde aldrig haft noget blik for fremtiden. Jeg har altid bare set det, der nu engang 
var. Og nu havde jeg efterhånden vænnet mig til det. Det var Rasmussen, der lagde 
planerne og viste vejen. For menneskeheden. Og for mig” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 245).  
186 “[J]eg ser og ser og ser og ser, men jeg kan virkelig ikke se det, De taler om, Rasmussen, 
jo jo, rablede jeg, nu rablede det! – bevares, jeg kan se masser af mennesker, […] jeg ser jo 
det hele, al det, der er, biler, bananer, busser, mobiltelefoner og frakker og skilte og sko, 
men jeg kan ved Gud ikke se fidusen i det, den samlede plan” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 94). 
187 “Uden Rasmussen er der ingen grund til mig, intet formål, ingen opgave, ingen vision. 
Og derfor ingen mission” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 147–48). 



181 
 

just like, he mumbled, – well, it … seemed like the experience I had when as a 
child I would constantly attempt to contemplate the infinity of the universe.188 
 

As twilight forces upon Rasmussen a sense of mystery, opaqueness and 

infinitude, creating a visual field not penetrable by his powers of 

rationality or of his procedures of description, he is forcefully returned 

not only to his own childhood but to his own embodied subjectivity. As 

such, twilight signifies neither the absolute transparency to which the 

Cartesian spectator ideally thrives, nor the absolute darkness he abhors. 

Rather, it is an intermediate state between the two, produced by the 

dwindling of daylight. It is this new emerging dialectic between light and 

dark, which forces upon him a sense of shock and wonder. 

Contrary to the ideal of Cartesian vision, light in itself does not 

constitute a transparent medium through which the world may become 

known. Experiencing evening twilight thus forces upon Rasmussen the 

realization not only that the world is resistant to his gaze, but that there 

is a level of knowledge hidden at the edge of darkness of which it remains 

unaware.  

We might say, then, that this scene presents a collapse of Cartesian 

vision and its epistemic underpinnings, forcing Rasmussen to conclude 

that he is ”completely in the hands of surrounding forces”.189  

When at a later point he and Nielsen eat breakfast at a restaurant, 

Nielsen observes: “He looked at the menu and the few things on the table 

with fresh eyes, as if that was all there was, as if there was nothing else, 

no other possible worlds, nothing beyond that which was”.190 Having 

given up on the ideals of universal truth and absolute knowledge, 

Rasmussen now confronts the phenomenal world and nothing else.  

                                                           
188 “Skumringsøjeblikket, sagde han og så ud i mørket, – det øjeblik på vejen hjem, da vi 
holdt ind i bunden af en dal […]. - Det øjeblik, sagde han, – skumringsøjeblikket … for mig 
var det en slags paradis. Han stirrede længe og langt ud i mørket foran sig. […] – Det var 
den mest voldsomme påvirkning, eller oplevelse på hele denne … denne … mumlede han, 
– det der moment i skumringen … der var et meget kontrastfyldt lys, og de der bakker, der 
var, med træer over marker, […] den der følelsesmæssige effekt af landskabet og lyset … 
kombineret med chokket af, at … at det her ikke var en del af den samme planet, det var 
ikke en del af Europa, at det var historieløst, Nielsen, gav en fantastisk hulhed i maven … 
på samme måde, mumlede han, – ja, det … lignede den oplevelse, jeg havde, når jeg som 
barn altid forsøgte at tænke mig til uendeligheden af universet” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 
254–255). 
189 “fuldstændig i hænderne på kræfter uden om” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 255). 
190 “Han så på menukortet og de få ting på bordet foran sig med friske øjne, som om det 
var alt det, der var, som om der ikke var andet, ingen andre mulige verdener, intet hinsides 
det, der nu var” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 258). 
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Whatever he may be, he is no longer a ‘sovereign’ Cartesian 

spectator, such as Nielsen had otherwise believed. When Rasmussen 

mysteriously disappears near the end of their Washington-mission, 

Nielsen remarks: “And he was gone! […] In a truly terrible moment, I 

realized that he had never been there. He had been merely a product of 

my imagination. […] It was just a dream. I bowed my head and lowered 

my gaze toward the ground”.191 As Nielsen here lowers his gaze to the 

ground, the epistemological underpinnings of Cartesian vision finally 

disintegrate, as does its supposed rational, disembodied subject. 

In the third and final novel of the trilogy, Rasmussen essentially 

disavows his previous ambitions of perceptual mastery as he articulates 

a complete rejection of Cartesian vision. “I have closed my eyes and 

pulled the cover up over my head. Just in case. You should not open your 

eyes. Never. No matter where in the world you are. Don’t open your eyes!” 
192 Indeed, a recurring trope throughout The Fall of Great Satan is 

Rasmussen’s rejection of so-called empirical reality, of observation as 

such, and his surrender to the power of lust and desire. Rasmussen thus 

actively casts aside the idealizations of objectivity and reason under-

pinning the model of vision with which Nielsen had previously associated 

him. Although going along with Nielsen’s mission to overthrow the 

Iranian regime, he consistently positions himself in opposition to the 

mission, trying instead to realize the only mission left to him, namely that 

of fulfilling his own desires. Rather than serving as an ideal subject, 

Rasmussen wants literally to lose himself, that is, to abandon his rational 

self to the powers of desire. When unable to do so, however, he reverts to 

a kind of despondency, following Nielsen around merely out of habit.  

For Nielsen, however, the process is quite different, as he insistently 

and even obsessively attempts to affect political change. As Neumann 

points out in his post-colonial reading of The Suicide Mission, the 

eventual collapse of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s democratic project in Iraq is 

intimately linked to the epistemological crisis experienced by Nielsen. It 

describes a reality that does not conform to the conceptions of rationality 

and universality that underpin his notion of the ideal democracy he 

                                                           
191 “Og væk var han! […] I et sandhedens forfærdeligt øjeblik indså jeg, at han aldrig havde 
været der. Han havde bare været et produkt af min fantasi. [...] Det var bare en drøm. Jeg 
bøjede hovedet og sænkede blikket mod jorden” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 277–278). 
192 “Jeg har lukket øjnene og trukket lagenet op over hovedet. For en sikkerheds skyld. Man 
skal ikke åbne øjnene. Aldrig. Uanset hvor i verden du er: Lad være med at åbne øjnene!” 
(Nielsen, 2012: 49–50). 
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wishes to implement (Neumann, 2010: 131–133). A clearly ocularcentric 

Enlightenment epistemology underpins Nielsen’s mission of 

modernization and democratization. This is clearly attested to by Nielsen 

himself: “As carriers of the democracy, we must, no matter where in the 

world we travel, stay out of local intrigues, try to rise above the state of 

exception, above time and the random now, into the universal”.193 When 

confronted with Iraqi society, however, his rationalizing procedures no 

longer provide him with an interpretive key with which to understand 

reality. Because of this, his model of ideal universal democracy (implicitly 

built upon the model of the ideal, universal Cartesian spectator) must 

necessarily falter. In all three of the Beckwerk trilogy’s novels, this 

narrative of failure replays itself, as Nielsen & Rasmussen remain unable 

to achieve their goals. Rasmussen responds to these circumstances by no 

longer wanting to see anything at all, and thus ultimately rejects 

participating in the mission. Nielsen, however, wants to see more and 

more, believing that this is the only way to overcome the crisis of vision 

and achieve his goals. As a means of doing so, Nielsen elicits the help of 

photography and film—technologies that take center stage in the 

narrative’s articulation of coalescence of vision and violence.  

 
“It’s the pictures that make it all real”: 

Nielsen’s Totalitarian Gaze 

In tracing Nielsen’s response to the crisis of vision and perception in 

general, the trilogy investigates not only the relation of mind and media 

but also how this relation connects to questions of power and ideology. 

As Nielsen finds himself confronted with a world he does not understand 

and cannot control, he responds not with acceptance but by grasping 

evermore desperately for alternative methods of gaining the mastery 

towards which he aspires. In this narrative trajectory, we find the figure 

of totalitarianism emerging from the ashes of democracy.   

Nowhere is this figure more insistently manifested than in Nielsen’s 

utopian belief in the power of photography and film as both privileged 

mediations of reality and agents of political and social change. Indeed, 

Nielsen’s faith in the power of photography and film is so great that they 

become tools through which he imagines not only gaining access to and 

                                                           
193 “Som baerere af demokratiet maa vi, uanset hvor i verden vi kommer frem, holde os fri 
af lokale intriger, forsoege at haeve os op over undtagelsestilstanden, op over tiden og det 
tilfaeldige nu, op i det universelle” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 48). 
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taking hold of reality, but ultimately as ways through which he imagines 

being able to produce reality. Because of such beliefs, Nielsen simul-

taneously expresses a telling denigration of the word in both its oral and 

written form: “[W]ithout pictures it’s all just words words words”.194 

“[W]ords words words, I thought, if someone doesn’t take pictures, then 

it’s all just talk, then no one, not even ourselves, when it’s all over at some 

point, will believe that we’ve ever been”.195  

Nielsen here establishes a distinct hierarchy of media in which 

photography and film reign supreme as arbiters of truth and reality. 

Words, on the other hand, are merely abstract symbolic representations 

with no particular fidelity to reality. In photography as well as film, 

Nielsen believes to have found a way through which to hold on to the 

model of vision associated with the Cartesian spectator. One might say 

that Nielsen attempts to replace the power of rationality with the power 

of visual technology. If he cannot himself call perceptual experience into 

order, technology must do it for him.  

His utopian belief in photography and film can thus be understood 

as a response to the crisis of perception. Indeed, there is a strong element 

of control and manipulation consistently associated with photography 

and film as used by Nielsen. If vision and knowledge have been separated 

from each other, photography and film are the means through which 

Nielsen attempts to reconstruct the broken link.196  

Instead of merely serving to record and document the forthcoming 

revolution, then, the camera in Nielsen’s mind becomes a prerequisite of 

revolution. Because of such beliefs, the two would-be revolutionaries are 

armed with one or more digital cameras everywhere they go. Moreover, 

their need to capture every action via technologies of vision only 

intensifies as the narrative progresses and their mission falters. What 

begins merely as a form of documentation transforms into an oppressive 

and manipulative form of control. As such, the need to visually record 

and document their actions comes to dominate every aspect of their 

                                                           
194 “uden billeder er det hele bare ord ord ord” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 318). 
195 “ord ord ord, taenkte jeg, hvis ikke nogen tager billeder, saa er det hele bare snak, saa 
vil ingen, ikke engang vi selv, engang, naar det hele er forbi, tro, at vi nogensinde har 
vaeret” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 246). 
196 As such, the trilogy seems in a sense to replay the utopian ideas concerning photography 
in the age of its invention, when the close association of its development with the discourse 
of positivism led many people to believe that photography finally provided an objective 
view of reality. For more on photography and its relation to positivism, see Crary (1990), 
Jay (1993), McQuire (1998) and Fredriksson (2011).  
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engagement with the social context in which they find themselves. 

Ultimately, it even compromises the ideal of democratic dialogue to 

which they supposedly subscribe. As the narrative progresses, then, it 

becomes increasingly clear that the strategies through which Nielsen & 

Rasmussen hope to initiate democratic revolution, not only fail to have 

any positive political impact, but even seem to reproduce the very 

totalitarianism they supposedly want to overcome.  

In the first two novels of the trilogy, such issues manifest themselves 

most explicitly and poignantly in two peculiarly similar episodes, which 

find Nielsen & Rasmussen essentially abandoning their democratic 

mission in order to take pictures. Realizing that their missions have failed 

(or at least are on the brink of failure), Nielsen & Rasmussen abandon 

the attempt to enter into democratic dialogue with the peoples of Iraq 

and America, respectively, and instead go on a mission to take the one 

final and decisive photograph, which they believe will redeem their entire 

project.  
 
– The pictures! I said, – it’s the pictures that make it all real, we have to have 
some pictures! If we just run now, if we just leave it all to the Iraqis, then it is as 
if nothing has happened, then we haven’t even been here. If we don’t pull out 
with some pictures intact, I said, – then no one will believe us, that we were really 
here.197   
 

Finally giving up on the democratic ideals and aspirations with which 

they initially began their journey, the objective of creating social and 

political change in Iraq is now abandoned in favor of simply taking 

pictures. Although their mission might have failed, Nielsen’s underlying 

logic seems to be that photography can at least provide them with the 

sensationalist appearance of having been to Iraq during the war.  

Democracy and dialogue thus fade into the background as the 

hypocritical, self-promoting artist emerges instead. Theirs is not a 

mission for democracy, but rather a mission of empty spectacle. What 

matters is no longer the political mission of establishing dialogue with 

the Iraqi people, but rather a silent spectacle of appearance.  

                                                           
197 “– Billederne! Sagde jeg, – det er billederne, der goer det hele virkeligt, vi er noedt til at 
have nogle billeder! Hvis vi bare stikker af nu, hvis vi bare overlader det hele til irakerne, 
saa er det, som om der intet er sket, saa har vi slet ikke vaeret her. Hvis vi ikke traekker os 
ud med nogle billeder i behold, sagde jeg, – saa er der ingen, der vil tro os, at vi virkelig var 
her” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 317).  
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Placing what Nielsen & Rasmussen believe to be the final 

photograph on the front-cover of The Suicide Mission serves to highlight 

the centrality of such ideas.  

 

 
Front-cover of Gyldendal’s first edition of The Suicide Mission featuring a 

photograph of “The Democracy” precariously balanced on the banks of the Tikrit 
River in Bagdad. (Copyright: Nielsen/Neel Dich Abrahamsen. Used by permission.) 

 

The Sovereign similarly ends with Nielsen & Rasmussen attempting to 

salvage their failed mission by taking a picture of themselves standing in 

front of the White House. They do so following the logic that “even if all 

hope was lost, we desperately needed the final, historical picture”.198 

Once again, the self-absorbed, self-promoting artist rather than the self-

sacrificing democrat is what finally emerges as Nielsen & Rasmussen 

occupy the foreground while everything else is reduced to background.  

 

                                                           
198 “selv om alt håb måske var ude, så måtte vi for alt i verden have det afsluttende, 
historiske billede” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 274). 
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Nielsen & Rasmussen in front of the White House. Note that this photograph 

does not feature in the novel itself. It can be found, however, in the online Beckwerk 
Museum: <www.dasbeckwerk.com>. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by 

permission.)  
 

As background is thus separated from foreground, a spatial represen-

tation of the political hierarchy Nielsen & Rasmussen impose upon their 

surroundings through the medium of photography implicitly emerges: 
 
In the end it was me who—once Rasmussen had conceived of the idea, set down 
The Democracy, found the right angle, the exemplary background (The White 
House), maybe a few native extras and the historical (often quite postcard-like) 
light, envisioned his own part, assumed it and silently said go ahead!—pressed 
the trigger.199  
 

Apart from implicitly assigning the highest status of representational 

verisimilitude to photography, and thereby the greatest documentary 

value when compared to his written reports, we also see indications of 

the hierarchical social structure prevalent in the novel. Rasmussen is 

positioned as a man of power, a man of history, and Nielsen as his helper. 

The people originally thought of as the basis of democracy, however, are 

reduced to being extras, puppets to be manipulated within the scenery 

                                                           
199 “I sidste ende var det mig, der—når Rasmussen havde fået idéen, sat Demokratiet fra 
sig, fundet den rigtige vinkel, den eksemplariske baggrund (Det Hvide Hus), måske et par 
indfødte statister, og det historiske (som oftest meget postkortagtige) lys, udså sig sin egen 
rolle, indtog den og uden et ord sagde værsgo!—trykkede på udløseren” (Das Beckwerk, 
2008: 31). 
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arranged by Rasmussen. In the case of this particular scene of looking, 

then, the text draws attention to the ideological spatial structure of the 

photograph, and foregrounds the way in which it imposes a clear 

structure of difference between that which is positioned in the 

foreground and that, which is positioned in the background.  

While heralding the representational verisimilitude of photography, 

it is thus also revealed as an instrument of subjugation whose primary 

feature is the division of the social world into foreground and 

background. The powerful men of action and the great leaders of history 

occupy the first, while the second is occupied instead by the so-called 

extras of history, meaning the common people whose subjugation is 

visually manifested in the structure of photographic space.200  

Of course, this tells us precious little about photography itself as a 

technology of vision, but quite a lot about what might be called 

photographic practice, i.e., the ways in which photographers (in this case 

Nielsen & Rasmussen) structure the space within their frame.  

What the text thus foregrounds is not so much photography as a 

medium of inscription, but rather the uses to which it is put and the 

ideological underpinnings of such forms of usage. In the simultaneous 

heralding of photography as a medium of objective truth, on one level, 

and the explication of the ideological structures underlying its practical 

application, on another, the text calls attention to the ways in which 

notions of truth and reality here emerge as ideological maneuvers.  

Although evident in all three novels, the ideological underpinnings 

of Nielsen’s ocularcentrism manifest themselves most clearly and 

aggressively in The Fall of Great Satan as Nielsen becomes increasingly 

controlling and manipulative.  

Upon Nielsen & Rasmussen’s arrival in Iran, Nielsen explicitly 

posits the camera as the decisive instrument through which he imagines 

achieving his goal of democratic revolution. However, he does so in a 

manner that clearly calls into question the underlying ideals and 

principles of his mission: 
 

                                                           
200 David Michael Levin has associated this foreground/background dynamics to the 
tradition of ocularcentrism: “In our present political economy, the separation of figure and 
ground in visual perception is subject to the efficacy of an inveterate—and sometimes 
pathological—tendency, whereby we become so spellbound, so caught up in the figure or 
object, that we forget, neglect, and lose touch with its contextual ground” (Levin, 1988: 
205). 
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It’s the camera that is going to transform the randomly jostling mass of bodies 
into a movement towards the future. That’s why we’ve brought it along. It’s with 
the camera that we’re going to write History. The camera is going to transform 
the useless succession of days, of random steps and movements, into an Event; 
a revolution!201  
 

Described here is not only Nielsen’s utopian belief in the transformative 

power of the camera, but also the emergence of a dichotomy between 

observing subject and observed objects foundationally antithetical to the 

supposedly democratic ideals of their mission. Instead of democratic 

revolution, the camera here imposes a distinction between Nielsen and 

the Iranian people, who become objects under his control.  

Just as DeLillo’s novels present a link between visual technology and 

an oppression or loss of individuality, this scene in a similar fashion 

suggest an affinity between Nielsen’s use of the camera and an erasure of 

individual freedom. In other words, the trope of the disappearance of 

individuality under the gaze of the camera, so prevalent in DeLillo’s 

fiction, replays itself in this scene, as Nielsen conceives of the people 

before his camera eye as a single, cohesive mass of people, rather than a 

collection of individuals. A mass, furthermore, under his absolute 

control.  

Rather than people, then, Nielsen’s camera eye transforms them 

into the abstract concept of the mass, which is to be guided, molded, 

indeed, directed, by Nielsen himself as the great Auteur or Leader of the 

revolution.  

Just as the participants in Mao II’s mass wedding become a single 

object under the control of the great leader, the Iranian people are 

similarly instrumentalized and subjugated by Nielsen through the 

technology of the camera. As such, the camera clearly establishes a strong 

dichotomy between an active and powerful observer and a passive and 

weak people who needs the observer in order to realize political change.  

The imposition of a figure of difference between foreground and 

background suggested in the previously mentioned photograph of 

Nielsen & Rasmussen in front of the White House is here expressed in 

hyperbolic form, as a splintering of social space between mass and master 

is established. Rather than being a democratic project, Nielsen & 

                                                           
201 “Det er kameraet, der skal forvandle den tilfældige masende mængde af kroppe til en 
bevægelse ind i fremtiden. Det er derfor, vi har det med. Det er med kameraet, at vi skal 
skrive Historien. Kameraet skal forvandle den ligegyldige række af dage, af tilfældige skridt 
og bevægelser til en Begivenhed; en revolution!” (Nielsen, 2012: 42). 
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Rasmussen’s mission thus echoes the logic of totalitarianism they 

supposedly oppose. Nielsen is no longer merely an observer but a 

director, perhaps even a kind of dictator, calling into order all that falls 

under the gaze of the camera. Indeed, Nielsen himself notes that the 

camera gives him “a feeling of absolute control” and the sense that “it was 

I who decided the course of history”.202 Rasmussen similarly calls 

attention to Nielsen’s constant manipulation of the very people he 

supposedly wants to help, describing him as both “cynical”, “ruthless”, 

“calculating” and “inhuman”, motivated not by a desire for political 

change but by fame and personal ambition.203  

Indeed, Rasmussen voices a critique of Nielsen that calls into 

question the democratic aspirations of the entire project: “His goal isn’t 

a new revolution. Not Freedom but prison. Not The Movement but the 

spectacle. Tweet Tweet! He says. He doesn’t want to disappear, to be 

dissolved in the masses, he wants to separate himself from it”.204 

Rasmussen thus argues that: “Nielsen is his own lord, his own son, his 

own priest and his own prophet. He stages his own myth”.205 Indeed, 

Rasmussen even refers to Nielsen as a clone of Hitler (Nielsen, 2012: 

229).  

A telling scene in this respect features one of The Fall of Great 

Satan’s many narrators describing a video in which Nielsen explains the 

philosophical underpinnings of the mission to his Iranian helpers:  
 
He sits down on the bed and points the camera towards them. […] – We, he says 
and points to himself, are the incarnation of the West […] and for the last 500 
years the part of the world beyond the West, the Orient and therefore also Iran, 
has been reduced to an object, something exotic and inferior, something second 
or third rate. […] We don’t want to repeat that mistake, Nielsen says. In the new 
world order, which we represent, everyone must actively take part in the creation 
of world history. It’s not just about us, Nielsen says, on the contrary, this time 
you will narrate, this time you will speak and tell the truth about your role in 
history. Who are you, really, what is your mission, Jaleh, what is your 

                                                           
202 “Så længe det kørte, havde jeg haft en følelse af suveræn kontrol, af at det var mig, der 
bestemte historiens gang” (Nielsen, 2012: 103). 
203 “med den mest gennemførte kynisme og efter alle kunstens regler, hvis nogen er 
hensynsløs og beregnende, umenneskelig, så er det ham” (Nielsen, 2012: 263–264). 
204 “Hans mål er ikke en ny revolution. Ikke Friheden, men fængslet. Ikke Bevægelsen, men 
skueprocessen. Piip Piip! siger han. Han vil ikke forsvinde, ikke opløses i mængden, han 
vil skille sig ud af den” (Nielsen, 2012: 191). 
205 “Nielsen er sin egen herre, sin egen søn, sin egen præst og sin egen profet. Han 
iscenesætter sin egen myte” (Nielsen, 2012: 254). 
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relationship to the so-called tourist police and all the more or less covert police 
units, what did they ask you today, and what did you tell them, go ahead!206  
 

First, we notice the way in which the camera functions as an instrument 

of subjugation, capturing the Iranians within its frame and creating a 

clear-cut hierarchy between Nielsen as observer and the Iranians as 

observed objects. Nielsen is in control, while the Iranians are merely 

objects at his disposal. Nielsen’s mode of speaking clearly mirrors this 

structure, as he manages to dominate while simultaneously presenting 

the entire mission as a post-colonial project of emancipation. Under the 

guise of advocating for an ethics of emancipation, Nielsen manipulates 

the two Iranians as dialogue turns into interrogation.207 The camera is 

thus associated with a hierarchic distribution of power directly opposed 

to a democratic principle of equality. Emblematic of this is also Nielsen’s 

decision to use a hidden camera in order to get the various Iranians who 

visit his and Rasmussen’s temporary apartment in Teheran on video: 

   

                                                           
206 Original paragraph in full: “Han sætter sig på sengen og retter kameraet imod dem. – 
So, siger han … Jeg holder mig i baggrunden. Det her er hans scene. Når man, som vi, siger 
Nielsen på sit gebrækkelige engelsk, ønsker at lave en film om vores rejse op gennem Iran 
og mødet med det iranske folk og konsekvenserne af dette møde, så er det vigtigt, at man 
ikke kun fortæller historien fra én synsvinkel. Man må tværtimod lade alle parter, selv de 
tilsyneladende mest ubetydelige, bipersonerne, være med til at fortælle historien. Vi, siger 
han og peger på sig selv, er inkarnationen af Vesten, den Hvide Mand, og ifølge den 
arabiske sociolog Edward Said har Vesten og den Hvide Mand i de sidste fem hundrede år 
fortalt verdenshistorien, som om den alene var Vestens historie. Den del af verden, der lå 
hinsides Vesten, Orienten og altså også Iran, er i de sidste fem hundrede år blevet 
reduceret til et objekt, noget eksotisk og laverestående, noget anden- og tredjerangs. Det 
iranske folk og resten af Orienten er blevet set og fremstillet som enten eventyrlige og 
fascinerende eller vantro og barbariske, men uanset hvad, altid som væsener på et lavere 
stadie end den Hvid Mand, en mere primitiv kultur, der, som man siger, endnu ikke har 
haft sin oplysningstid og dermed endnu langtfra er civiliseret. Den fejl vil vi ikke gentage, 
siger Nielsen. I den ny verdensorden, som vi repræsenterer, skal enhver tage aktiv del i 
skabelsen af verdenshistorien. Det handler ikke bare om os, siger Nielsen, tværtimod, nu 
er det jer, der skal fortælle, nu skal I tage ordet og fortælle sandheden om jeres rolle i 
historien. Hvem er I egentlig, hvad er jeres opgave, Jaleh, hvad er dit forhold til det 
såkaldte turistpoliti og alle de andre mere eller mindre fordækte politier, hvad spurgte de 
dig om i dag, og hvad fortalte du dem, værsgo!” (Nielsen, 2012: 125). 
207 Although this obviously suggests that language is also an instrument of domination, 
this use of language is clearly subsumed by the logic of the camera gaze. Whatever this 
speech is, it is a speech for the camera, as Nielsen’s mode of verbal interaction closely 
mirrors the distribution of power imposed by the camera. Even when Nielsen on another 
occasion tries to manipulate an Iranian intellectual over the phone, he does so with the 
intent of eventually getting the person to speak in front of the camera, just as the phone 
conversation itself is videotaped. See Nielsen (2012: 324–327). Whatever use of 
manipulation language is put to, it is always done as an extension of the logic of the camera. 
It is manipulation through language for the camera. 
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We’re prepared. We’ve even rehearsed the appropriate behavior. When the 
doorbell sounds, Nielsen turns on the camera. I adjust my tie and open the door, 
and on the videotape you see the person entering slightly from above but clearly 
enough so that those who might be interested would be able to identify the 
intruder. […] When the intruder or intruders, the guests, have sat down in the 
sofa, we turn off the camera. There is no need to know what is said. What the 
Iranians might have to say is of no significance. It is the fact that they’ve even 
come to this apartment in the northwest of Tehran, […] that’s what counts. To 
us.208  
 

Not only does this demonstrate the lengths to which Nielsen is willing to 

go in order to achieve his goal of revolution, it also encapsulates the role 

of the camera as an instrument of surveillance. Also evident is the way in 

which language is pushed to the margins. What is important is not what 

is said but what the camera can show, as showing becomes a way of 

dominating and controlling. “This,” Nielsen says while he and 

Rasmussen watch the video from the hidden camera, “must be what it’s 

like to be God”.209 By thus invoking the concept of divinity, the trilogy not 

only associates vision with notions of abstraction and disembodiment, as 

DeLillo’s novels, but also establishes a significant link between Nielsen 

and the Iranian intelligence service, whose constant surveillance of 

Nielsen & Rasmussen is similarly presented as being divinely sanctioned: 

“In the beginning we know nothing but God sees all and before long we 

know everything”.210 Nielsen & Rasmussen’s project of emancipation is 

thus transformed into one of domination and oppression as their 

methods of surveillance ultimately mimic those of the Iranian regime 

itself. Nielsen implicitly becomes the ‘great Satan’ to which the novel’s 

title refers. As such, the trilogy clearly engages with modern forms of 

oppressive surveillance that correspond with Virilio’s concept of the 

militarization of perception. Even more so, however, it seems to 

correspond with what David Michael Levin has called the empire of 

everyday seeing and the logic of the technological eye prevalent therein.  

                                                           
208 “Vi er beredt. Vi har sågar øvet os i den korrekte optræden. Når dørklokken lyder, 
tænder Nielsen for kameraet. Jeg retter på slipset og åbner døren, og på videobåndet ser 
man den, der træder ind, skråt ovenfra, men tydelig nok til, at de, der måtte have interesse 
i det, vil kunne identificere den indtrædende. […] Når den eller de indtrædende, gæsterne, 
har sat sig i sofaen, slukker vi for kameraet. Der er ikke brug for at vide, hvad der bliver 
sagt. Hvad iranerne måtte have at sige, er uden betydning. Det er det, at de overhovedet 
har opsøgt denne lejlighed i det nordvestlige Teheran, […] det er det, der tæller. For os” 
(Nielsen, 2012: 315). 
209 “det må være sådan, det er at være Gud” (Nielsen, 2012: 320). 
210 “I begyndelsen ved vi intet men gud ser alt og inden længe ved vi det hele” (Nielsen, 
2012: 31). 
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In The Opening of Vision (1988), Levin offers one of the most 

aggressive manifestations of the anti-ocular discourse within twentieth 

century thought described by Martin Jay in Downcast Eyes (1993) and 

alluded to briefly in my introduction. It is a polemics against the 

ocularcentrism of modern Western philosophy and its ideal subject: the 

disembodied, rational observer. Although I make no claim as to the 

historical or ontological validity of Levin’s thesis on modern visual 

culture, it is clear that it in many ways intersects with the configuration 

of visuality found in the Beckwerk trilogy as it relates to Nielsen’s use of 

photography and film. What Levin’s polemic against modern visual 

culture centers on is not only the way in which the emancipatory ideals 

of the Enlightenment and the tradition of rational humanism “produces, 

reproduces, and even legitimates, conditions of alienation and 

oppression” but also how such processes are intimately connected with 

the ocularcentrism of Western philosophy (Levin, 1988: 4–5). Insofar as 

Western rational humanism reproduces the violence and oppression it 

supposedly opposes, Levin argues, it is because its entire epistemology is 

based on a particular model of vision, namely the rational, disembodied 

Cartesian observer, whose main characteristic is the positioning of itself 

in an antagonistic relationship to all objects within its field of vision.  
 
The modern self, the self which appears in the metaphysical texts of modernity, 
is a self deeply divided, a self in which reason is split off from feeling, from 
sensibility, and from the innate wisdom of the body. It is also a self moved by the 
will to dominate. Even our self-knowledge must assume this character: the self 
exists in self-mastery and in the self-possession of immediately certain 
knowledge. (Levin, 1988: 20)  
 

Locating the historical roots of this mode of vision within Cartesian 

philosophy, Levin argues that vision, such as articulated within the 

tradition of Western philosophy since Descartes, is both antagonistic, 

violent and oppressive. Levin sees this manifested in modern visual 

culture, and particularly in the technologies of vision it has produced, 

such as photography and film. “Today, more than ever, desire, 

technologically manufactured desire, the masculine will to power, is what 

dominates our vision” (Levin, 1988: 59). Ultimately, therefore, 

“[o]bservation has become cruelty. Obsessed with the picture, the image, 

we take part, whether willingly or unwillingly, in the production of 

suffering” (Levin, 1988: 126). Without going into too much detail 

regarding the finer points of Levin’s text, his critique of the scopic regime 
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of modernity is an apt description of the way vision and its extensions are 

configured in relation to the character of Nielsen and his totalitarian 

gaze. Just as within the framework of Levin’s thesis on Enlightenment 

humanism, Nielsen & Rasmussen’s supposedly humanistic enterprise 

devolves into one of oppression and domination. If the epistemological 

and ideological underpinnings of Western humanism have facilitated 

suffering, as Levin argues, Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission could 

ostensibly be thought of as a literary re-enactment of this tragic narrative.  

 

“Into infinity”: Embodied Vision 

The Fall of Great Satan ends with a telling return to the experience of 

twilight so central to the unravelling of Rasmussen’s ocularcentrism in 

The Sovereign. In doing so, it signals both the final disintegration of the 

Cartesian spectator, i.e., the fall of the ‘great Satan’, and the simultaneous 

emergence of an alternative model of embodied vision. Central to this is 

a surreal narrative of cannibalism, which finds Nielsen literally feasting 

upon the dead body of Rasmussen. After being imprisoned by the Iranian 

regime for their various activities, Nielsen & Rasmussen are finally 

released, and wander up the Alborz mountain range north of Teheran 

with the simple goal of reaching the other side of the mountains. When 

Rasmussen dies (whether by hunger and exposure or by Nielsen’s hand 

is left undecided), Nielsen begins to feed upon his body for nourishment. 

Throughout this scene of cannibalism, a telling oscillation between 

different senses and modalities insistently challenges the ocularcentric 

organization of Nielsen’s sensorium thus far established. While the sense 

of sight remains central to Nielsen’s actions, the scene nonetheless 

presents a particular interaction between vision and other modes of 

perception. Through this interaction emerges a model of perception 

whose key features are antithetical to the notions of abstraction, 

disembodiment and rationality associated with the model of the 

Cartesian spectator. If the emergence of a different perceptual regime 

was only tentatively implied in the trilogy’s narrative of Nielsen’s 

generally tortured existence, it is now established much more insistently 

and explicitly, as the ocularcentric hierarchy of the senses breaks down. 

It does so, however, not in hegemonic fashion (one perceptual regime 

simply replacing the other) but rather in a tense struggle with the 

ocularcentric structures and procedures of perception and thought that 

still affect Nielsen.   
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Staring at Rasmussen’s dead body, Nielsen reflects that he has 

“never really looked at this person, uninhibitedly, seen, what he actually 

looked like”.211 In death, however, Nielsen can finally gain a clear view of 

Rasmussen because he is no longer alive and therefore no longer resistant 

to the fixing Cartesian gaze. By implication, the living body, situated in 

the flux of time and space, is inherently unobservable to this gaze. Much 

as was the case with Lee Harvey Oswald in Libra, the sense of sight and 

the tradition of ocularcentrism is thus associated with an idealization of 

control and fixity which finds its ultimate expression in the stasis of the 

dead body. Only by killing the subject under its gaze and transforming it 

into a static object, can the Cartesian spectator achieve the mastery over 

perceptual space to which he ultimately aspires. Nielsen, however, 

subsequently cuts Rasmussen open and plunges his hands and face into 

the abdominal cavity. Doing so he lets “his warm life stream into me 

through the face, the fingers, up through the arms and from the armpits 

like great red hands, spreading their fingers out into my chest, sliding 

through the intestines […] all the way into the brain in a prickling, 

burning sizzle”.212  

What is suggested here in graphically literal terms is a transgression 

of the ocularcentric paradigm separating seeing subject from seen object 

as Nielsen physically reaches across the threshold of the visual field in 

order to grasp at the flesh of the body. It is both figuratively and literally 

a transcendent moment in which Nielsen finally engages with the multi-

modal materiality of embodied experience through the use of all his 

senses. In doing so, he casts aside the otherwise dominant idealizations 

of abstraction, disembodiment and control owing to his ocularcentrism. 

His idealization of the distanced, rationalized gaze, oppressive of 

everything but the visual, is thus juxtaposed with a multimodal and 

highly embodied form of perceptual experience. In describing the 

oscillation between these two different modes of perception, the scene 

                                                           
211 “Jeg havde aldrig virkelig set på dette menneske, uhæmmet, set, hvordan han rent 
faktisk så ud” (Nielsen, 2012: 439). 
212 Original paragraph in full: “Jeg lod begge mine hænder synke ned i den slimede rede, 
fornemmede, hvordan indvoldene lukkede sig om mig, varmt, brændende, som en våd ovn. 
Jeg lukkede øjnene, og så, lige så langsomt kom smerten, en uudholdelig brand. Jeg bed 
tænderne sammen og hørte mig selv hulke, idet jeg smeltede og begravede ansigtet i ham 
og lod hans livs varme løb ind i mig gennem ansigtet, fingrene, op gennem armene og fra 
armhulerne som store røde hænder, der spredte deres fingre ud i min brystkasse, gled 
gennem indvoldene og ned i skødet, gennem ansigtet ind i kraniet, helt ind i hjernen i en 
stikkende, svidende syden. Ja, tænkte jeg, ja!” (Nielsen, 2012: 440–441). 
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becomes emblematic of the generative tension between different 

perceptual regimes at the center of the trilogy. “I tore myself away and 

looked at him, not as an animal, not as a vampire or a primitive cannibal. 

I looked at him as a human being, levelheadedly and lucidly. I had to do 

what was necessary, and do it fast and systematically and without 

hesitation”.213 Nielsen endeavors to remain calm and distanced, 

rationalizing the body through the gaze and performing the butchering 

accordingly, all the while confronting the messiness of the material 

world. A range of dichotomies central to the tradition of ocularcentrism, 

such as rationality versus irrationality, subject versus object, mind versus 

body, thus threaten to dissolve: “I straightened up. I needed an overview. 

I was getting lost in the details […]. There was no time to waste, but I had 

to do it, if I was going to remain a human being. I had to know what it 

was I was doing, see, what I was dealing with, before I tore everything 

apart”.214 His attempt to repress or negate the messiness of embodied 

experience, however, does not succeed. Cutting out Rasmussen’s heart to 

stare at it in the light of day, Nielsen remarks that it is “an incredible 

vision, wild, bloody, like a bomb which at any moment could explode in 

my hands, a bloody and wildly strange body, once lodged inside his 

darkness, working around the clock”.215 Noteworthy here is once again 

the oscillation between a distanced, Cartesian gaze, and an embodied 

multimodal mode of perception in which all the senses are involved, and 

in which the sense of sight is not allowed to reign supreme. Rather than 

a subject imposing its power on a fixed object, the body of Rasmussen 

here becomes a subject, an acting agent, which also intrudes upon 

Nielsen in certain ways, perhaps even changing his way of thinking about 

and interacting with his surroundings. Although Nielsen attempts 

variously to establish his dominance, the interaction between him and 

Rasmussen is thus highly reciprocal. Nielsen might well be remaking 

Rasmussen in a basic physical sense, but Rasmussen is also remaking 

                                                           
213 “Jeg rev mig løs og så på ham, ikke som et dyr, ikke som en vampyr eller en primitiv 
kannibal. Jeg så på ham som et menneske, nøgternt og klart. Jeg måtte gøre det, der skulle 
gøres, og gøre det hurtigt og systematisk og uden at tøve” (Nielsen, 2012: 441). 
214 “Jeg rettede mig op. Jeg måtte have et overblik. Jeg var ved at fortabe mig i detaljerne 
[…]. Der var ingen tid at spilde, men jeg var nødt til det, hvis jeg skulle vedblive at være et 
menneske. Jeg måtte vide, hvad det var, jeg gjorde, se, hvad jeg havde med at gøre, inden 
jeg skilte det hele fra hinanden” (Nielsen, 2012: 444). 
215 “Et fantastisk syn, vildt, blodigt, som en bombe, der hvert øjeblik kunne eksplodere 
mellem hænderne på mig, et blodigt og vildtfremmede legeme, der havde siddet derinde i 
hans mørke og arbejdet i døgndrift” (Nielsen, 2012: 443).  
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Nielsen, as subject and object coalesce in the flesh of material, embodied 

experience.  

After ending the ‘dissection’, Nielsen tears out Rasmussen’s eyes, 

placing one in his pocket and putting the other into his mouth: “I bit 

down, and it ruptured, and a thin salty fluid splashed into my mouth. […] 

I gnawed at it vehemently but it didn’t really give in, and suddenly I 

simply swallowed it and felt in horror how it slid down through the throat 

like a hard satellite, an inner eye, sinking to the bottom of me”.216 Both 

literally and figuratively this scene serves to articulate not only a 

denigration of the eye but also a return of the eye to the physical body—a 

return which Nielsen tellingly experiences with a sense of horror. As 

such, the scene functions as a parodic attack upon the tradition of 

ocularcentrism and its disembodiment of vision. Nielsen’s disfigurement 

of Rasmussen is also marked, however, by his wish to transcend the 

association of the human subject with the material world, that is, his wish 

to safeguard his implicit adherence to the Cartesian tradition and its view 

of the subject as a transcendent entity outside time and space. Because of 

this, it is with a sense of relief that he describes Rasmussen’s disfigured 

face as “two bloody craters, scary, but liberatingly also a bit less 

human”.217 Nielsen’s act of cannibalism thus paradoxically also serves as 

an attempt to eliminate the corporality of vision. He attempts, in other 

words, to assert his dominance over the material world, as well as to 

eliminate the association of the human subject with that world.  

As a continuation of this strategy of repression, Nielsen’s 

subsequent removal of Rasmussen’s tongue equally takes on the 

characteristics of an attempt to establish the primacy of the gaze through 

the literal destruction of the organ of speech (Nielsen, 2012: 447). 

Rasmussen is now reduced to a blind and silent object, rather than a dead 

human subject. Removing the organs of both sight and speech is thus to 

dissociate Rasmussen from humanity all together, and to view the 

physical body as non-human. In doing so, Nielsen seems not only to 

dissociate himself from the terrible act of murder he may have 

committed, but also to safeguard his concept of the human subject as 

                                                           
216 “Jeg bed til, og den bristede, og en tynd salt væske sprøjtede ud i min mund. […] Jeg 
gnaskede heftigt i det, men det gav ikke rigtigt efter, og pludselig sank jeg det bare og 
mærkede med rædsel, hvordan det gled ned gennem svælget som en hård satellit, et indre 
øje, der gik til bunds i mig” (Nielsen, 2012: 446–447). 
217 “Jeg puttede det andet i bukselommen og så på hovedet med de to blodige kratere, 
uhyggeligt, men også en befriende smule mindre menneskeligt” (Nielsen, 2012: 447). 
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transcendent immateriality in keeping with the Cartesian tradition. As 

noted earlier, Nielsen’s despondency over the crisis of perception in The 

Suicide Mission at one point prompts him to call for the removal of his 

own eyes and ears (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 116). In The Fall of 

Great Satan, this call for mutilation of the sense organs as a way of 

escaping the crisis of perception is finally realized. Instead of self-

mutilation, however, Nielsen uses the dead body of Rasmussen to 

perform the act.  

Even so, Nielsen is still traumatized by the dead body, and by the 

persistence with which that body resists his attempts to escape it: “I 

turned and looked at the head, three bloody craters, no sight, no 

language. But it was still him. Terror suddenly took hold of me. Leave me 

alone!” 218 A telling oscillation is thereby created between disembodiment 

and embodiment, as Nielsen seeks the first but is consistently confronted 

by the latter. In his paradoxical attempt to escape the material world 

through its disfigurement, Nielsen finally decapitates Rasmussen, 

fractures his skull against a rock and eats his brain (Nielsen, 2012: 448–

449). As the site of an embodied concept of the subject, Nielsen must 

destroy both the body and the brain in order for subjectivity to remain 

disembodied. In doing so, however, he is again confronted with the 

messiness of the physical world and the material properties of the human 

body: “It couldn’t be true. That such a chaos, such a terrible mess, had 

been inside him, in one single human. Or was it my chaos? 

Humankind’s?”219 Despite his attempt to denigrate and repress the 

embodied materiality of perception, lived experience, knowledge, and 

subjectivity, Nielsen cannot escape the chaos of the material world and 

his own immersion in it.  

Finally continuing towards the top of the mountain with 

Rasmussen’s eyeball in his pocket, an embodied mode of vision is 

continuously foregrounded. Nielsen moves through “a strange optical 

illusion, the mystery of twilight, a darkness illuminating itself”.220 As in 

The Sovereign, the experience of twilight signifies the emergence of a 

                                                           
218 “Jeg vendte mig og så på hovedet, tre blodige kratere, intet syn, intet sprog. Men det var 
stadig ham. Jeg blev pludselig grebet af rædsel. Lad mig være!” (Nielsen, 2012: 447). 
219 “Det kunne ikke være sandt. At et sådant kaos, et sådant forfærdende svineri virkelig 
havde været inde i ham, i et eneste menneske. Eller var det mit kaos? Vores? 
Menneskehedens?” (Nielsen, 2012: 450). 
220 “et underligt synsbedrag, skumringens gåde, et mørke der oplyser sig selv” (Nielsen, 
2012: 453). 
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form of perceptual experience, which transcends the various procedures 

of rationalization associated with the ideal of the Cartesian spectator. 

Instead, an opening of the visual field towards an infinite play of 

possibilities and potentials is suggested:  
 
[I]n the blinding blue shine of twilight I reached the top of the pass and saw: yet 
another white mountainside leading down into yet another snow covered valley 
and up through yet another pass and over yet another mountain range, and 
behind it other mountains and behind these others still, into infinity.221  
 

As his provisions run out, Nielsen finally eats Rasmussen’s second eye, a 

moment that significantly coincides with his ascension to the last 

mountain. It is a passage worth quoting at some length:     
 
I reached into my pants pocket and took out the eye and looked into it. I saw the 
sky above me. I saw a face. I did not recognize it. I was someone else. Him? I put 
the eye into my mouth […] and continued. As the hours went by, working my 
way up through yet another pass, the eye melted and I bit into it and gobbled it 
down. And late in the afternoon on this seventh day I finally reached the top of 
the range. […] In front of me the mountainside drops, dizzyingly, more than a 
thousand meters. On the way down the snow recedes, a single tree, or is it a bush, 
latches itself on to the rock wall, then another, more and more, as the 
mountainside slowly levels out into a slope and continues into an entire belt of 
pinewood, which transforms into a lighter hardwood further down, stretching 
all the way down and out to … no, not the fields or the first village, not even a 
road, a bridge across the river or just a path, no trace of civilization, not a single 
human being, just rocks, great, grey and naked, and after the rocks, almost 
indiscriminately into the never ending glimmer of the evening sun: the ocean.222  
 

Whereas cannibalism previously constituted an act of both denial and 

denigration of the corporeality of vision, it now transforms into an act of 

acceptance and coalescence. As Nielsen is confronted with an infinite 

                                                           
221 “[I] skumringens blændende blå skær nåede jeg toppen af passet og standsede og så: 
endnu en hvid bjergskråning føre ned i endnu en snedækket dal og op gennem endnu et 
pas over endnu en kæde af bjerge, og bag dem, andre bjerge og bag disse, endnu andre, ud 
i det uendelige” (Nielsen, 2012: 454–455).  
222 “Jeg stak hånden i bukselommen og tog øjet op og så ind i det. Jeg så himlen over mig. 
Jeg så et ansigt. Jeg kunne ikke kende det. Jeg var en anden. Ham? Jeg puttede øjet i 
munden […] og fortsatte. Som timerne gik, mens jeg langsomt arbejdede mig op igennem 
endnu et pas, smeltede øjet, og jeg bed det itu og gnaskede det i mig. Og sidst på 
eftermiddagen denne syvende dag nåede jeg endelig toppen af passet. […] Foran mig falder 
bjergsiden, svimlende, mere end tusinde meter. På vejen ned svinder sneen, et enkelt træ, 
eller er det en busk, hager sig fast til klippevæggen, så ét til, flere og flere, idet bjergsiden 
langsomt flader ud i en skråning og ind under et helt bælte af nåleskov, der længere nede 
går over i lysere løvskov, strækkende sig helt ned og ud til … nej, ikke markerne eller den 
første landsby, ikke så meget som en vej, en bro over floden eller bare en sti,  intet spor af 
civilisation, ikke et menneske, bare klipper, store, grå og nøgne, og efter klipperne, 
nærmest forskelsløst ud i det uendelige glitrende i aftensolen: havet” (Nielsen, 2012: 455–
456). 
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visual field, this passage seems to suggest, he is able to accept this infinity 

instead of attempting to reject or control it. Rather than fleeing this visual 

and perceptual field, Nielsen loses himself in it and disappears into the 

transcendent infinity of the material, perceptual world. His attempt to 

fixate, control and dominate through vision and its extensions ultimately 

leads to the collapse of Cartesian vision. When finally casting his eyes 

upon the Caspian Sea, he confronts a world which can be neither 

dominated nor controlled but which instead forces upon him the 

possibility of a new kind of visuality. Leaving Nielsen at this very 

moment, the novel refuses to articulate or conceptualize such a visuality 

in any specific sense. It is clear, however, that it is a form of vision, a form 

of perception, whose embodied and multimodal properties are radically 

opposed to the perceptual regime of the Cartesian tradition.   

An intertextual reference worth mentioning in this context is 

Georges Bataille’s novel Story of the Eye (1928), whose overtly 

pornographic narrative features the insertion of an enucleated eye into 

both the anus and vagina of the story’s main heroine. Bataille’s text has 

been the object of much scholarly attention, most famously by Roland 

Barthes, Michel Foucault and Susan Sontag.223 In Downcast Eyes (1993), 

Martin Jay describes Bataille’s novel as a head-on attack on the Cartesian 

tradition and its ocularcentric hierarchy of the senses. More precisely, he 

argues that its physical denigration of the eye “challenges the primacy of 

sight” as well as rejects “the time-honored function of the penetrating 

gaze, able to pierce appearances to ‘see’ the essences beneath” (Jay, 1993: 

220–221). Indeed, according to Jay, Story of the Eye constitutes one of 

the most aggressive and vehement denigrations of the sense of sight in 

twentieth century literature. “[W]hether understood literally or meta-

phorically, the eye is toppled from its privileged place in the sensual 

hierarchy to be linked instead with objects and functions more normally 

associated with ‘baser’ human behavior” (Jay, 1993: 221). The scene of 

cannibalism and enucleation in The Fall of Great Satan performs a 

similar dethroning of the sense of sight expressed in strongly literal and 

physical terms, although not in the same aggressively sexualized fashion 

as Bataille. As such, the narrative of Nielsen’s cannibalism functions as 

one of the most explicit links between the Beckwerk trilogy and the 

                                                           
223 See Barthes (1972), Foucault (1977) and Sontag (2009). 
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discourse of anti-ocularcentrism in twentieth century philosophy and 

literature.   

Evidently, of course, Beck-Nielsen’s text reconfigures, rather than 

repeats, Bataille’s text. First, the act of enucleation is not situated in an 

overtly sexual context, although one might argue that a certain sensual 

or even sexual tension does manifest itself at various points in the scene 

of cannibalism. Second, the enucleation is supplemented by the removal 

of Rasmussen’s tongue (i.e., his organ of speech) as well as the ingestion 

of his brain. Beck-Nielsen’s text thus not only reconfigures Bataille’s 

scene of enucleation, but expands upon it.  

At their most basic schematic level, the two scenes differ not only in 

their articulation of the eye-to-orifice relationship, as Nielsen eats 

Rasmussen’s eye rather than attempting to use it for sexual purposes as 

in Bataille’s text, but also in their differing inclusions and exclusions of 

various body parts. After all, Bataille’s text concerns itself primarily with 

the eye, whereas Beck-Nielsen’s more generally concerns the entire 

human body. Furthermore, Bataille’s text presents a degradation and 

denigration of the eye through its association of the sense of sight with 

the so-called lower human bodily functions. In Beck-Nielsen’s text, the 

insertion of the eye into Nielsen’s mouth serves rather as a method of 

annihilation and extirpation. If Bataille’s text, as Jay argues, constitutes 

a parodic return of the eye to the body from which the Cartesian tradition 

has excluded it, Nielsen’s text repeats this return, not as denigration, 

however, but as repression. It is a repression, one might further add, 

which also includes the organ of speech as well as the materiality of the 

human subject in general. As such, the act of cannibalism comes to 

function as a parodic and hyperbolic literalization of the Cartesian 

tradition’s idealization of disembodiment, abstraction and control as well 

as its simultaneous repression of the body. 

Centrally, however, this is not all the text does, as the repression of 

the embodied materiality of the human subject eventually turns into 

acceptance. Rather than denigration, the scene of Nielsen’s cannibalism 

and the subsequent scene of looking, with which the novel ends, 

constitutes an acceptance of the embodied materiality of vision and 

perception in general. This allows for the possible emergence of 

alternative distributions of perception and by extension alternative 

modes of experience and structures of knowledge, thought and identity. 

A clear example of this transformation of repression into acceptance is 
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Nielsen’s ingestion of Rasmussen’s second eye as compared to that of the 

first. While Nielsen eats the first eye in an attempt to repress or even 

annihilate the flesh of the body, the ingestion of the second eye takes on 

a quite different meaning. Rather than repression or annihilation, 

Nielsen’s eating of the second eye seems to be presented more as a final 

act of acceptance and even celebration. Here, the embodied materiality 

of perception and subjectivity are finally embraced to allow for the 

possible emergence of a different perceptual regime to that of the 

Cartesian tradition otherwise dominant. I would argue, further, that this 

perceptual regime is implicitly inscribed in the final scene of looking, 

which implicitly also constitutes a scene of writing in the sense that it 

calls attention to the role of language as a means of critically engaging 

with and possibly subverting existing modes of perception and 

hierarchies of knowledge. On the assumption found in the field of Visual 

Culture Studies that vision is to some degree culturally conditioned (and 

that language and writing therefore has the ability to change how we see 

the world), the writing of vision here presented can be understood as an 

attempt to critically challenge contemporary ways of seeing (most 

notably Cartesian vision) through writing. We might thus understand the 

scene as one in which writing emerges as a way through which looking 

might not only be represented but even transformed. As such, the ending 

of The Fall of Great Satan evidences a strong coalescence of the verbal 

and the visual within the narrative space of the novel, which ultimately 

calls attention to the existence within the Beckwerk trilogy of an 

imagetext discourse central to its political ambitions. It is to this 

discourse that we now turn our attention.      
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Visible Words: The Beckwerk Imagetext 
 
Nielsen’s cannibalism is perhaps the most radical expression at a 

narrative level of perceptual synesthesia in the Beckwerk trilogy and 

thus a telling example of the way in which the three novels collectively 

attempt to investigate the possibility of a reorganized perceptual regime 

of contemporary society. While offering a kind of narrative crescendo, 

however, the ending of The Fall of Great Satan is only part of a much 

larger reconfiguration of the perceptual field as well as the perceiving 

subject articulated throughout the trilogy. This reconfiguration is 

manifested most insistently and intensely through the imagetext 

discourse found in scenes of writing and looking.  

Insofar as the scene of cannibalism in The Fall of Great Satan thus 

offers the possible emergence of an embodied, multimodal model of 

perception, it is merely the final expression of a concern for the 

relationship between perception and mediation evident throughout the 

entire trilogy. It is a concern, furthermore, which ultimately relates to the 

consideration of the critical potential of the print novel in the context of 

contemporary media ecology and its possible function as a Rancièrian 

form of dissensus capable of disrupting reigning distributions of 

perception.  

Rather than offering a simplistic attack on vision, or an equally 

simplistic deification of literature, however, the Beckwerk trilogy 

attempts to engage with the print novel’s seeming marginalization in the 

age of digital mass media by attacking the foundation upon which the 

perceived conflict between literature and images itself is based: the 

separation of the visual from the verbal, and by extension, print culture 

from visual culture. Nielsen’s thoughts on the concept of reality and its 

relation to both vision and language below are an example of this: 
  
“What is reality?” Nielsen writes, and answers: “[...] maybe it isn’t there at all, I 
think, in reality … reality … reality … must be a state of exception, there’s 
certainly no common reality here, except the weather, cool sun or January rain, 
all depends on the eyes watching, meaning the psyche, spinning inside the flesh, 
behind the eyes, within the language machine”.224 

                                                           
224 “‘Hvad er virkeligheden?’ skriver Nielsen, og svarer: ‘[…] maaske er den der slet ikke, 
taenker jeg, i virkeligheden … virkeligheden … virkeligheden … maa vaere en 
undtagelsestilstand, her er der i hvert fald ingen faelles virkelighed, bortset fra vejret, 
koelig sol eller januarregn, er alt afhaengigt af oejnene, der ser, det vil sige psyken, der 
snurrer derinde i koedet, inde bag oejnene, i sprogmaskinen’” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 
2005: 89–91).  
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As an expression of how Nielsen is forced to reassess his concept of reality 

in the context of the crisis of perception, this scene speaks to a concept of 

reality outside the parameters of the ocularcentric tradition to which he 

otherwise adheres.  As noted earlier, the concept of reality within that 

tradition is posited almost entirely in visual terms as that which can be 

observed. Language, on the other hand, only serves to contaminate the 

visual field and thus to separate the subject from any engagement with 

reality. If by ‘reality’ Nielsen here refers to a stable and knowable world, 

then, he is correct to suspect that reality as such does not exist in the 

context of the crisis of perception.  

Instead, a different conception of reality emerges, which is neither 

stable nor knowable, but rather contingent, relational and emergent. It is 

a concept of reality, furthermore, dependent upon a material and 

embodied concept of the subject and thus of perception and lived 

experience as such. As vision and language here merge within the flesh 

of the living body, any clear-cut distinction between the visual and the 

verbal at a perceptual level dissolves.  

One should also not overlook the salient fact that this reflection 

upon the relationship between perception and epistemology is explicitly 

staged as a scene of writing. As such, the embodiment of perception 

articulated is directly linked to writing itself as imagetext insofar as the 

interpenetration of language and vision expressed at a narrative level 

ultimately refers to the imbrication of the visual and the verbal in the 

body of the printed text itself.  

What we find here, in other words, is an imagetext discourse, that 

is, the articulation at a narrative level of a suturing of the visual and the 

verbal, which refers to the text itself as an imagetext and thus as a site of 

emergence of a material and embodied concept of both subject and 

reality. As such, the imagetext discourse found in this scene of both 

writing and looking is strongly indicative of the way in which the 

Beckwerk trilogy consistently refers to its own mediality—a mediality 

articulated in strongly multimodal, material and embodied terms.  

 

Picturing Nielsen 

Another telling instantiation of how the trilogy addresses its own 

mediality in the context of contemporary media ecology is the use of the 

web address “clausbeck-nielsen.net” as the author of The Suicide Mission 
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rather than the name Claus Beck-Nielsen as per tradition. As noted 

earlier, most of Beck-Nielsen’s texts have been written under one 

pseudonym or another. Using a web address instead of a name, however, 

speaks not only to the ways in which Beck-Nielsen attempts to transcend 

the traditional boundaries of the supposedly autonomous work of art, but 

also serves to express an interpenetration of subjectivity and technology 

in a relatively literal fashion.  

Rather than posited as the signifier of a unique, autonomous 

subject, the name is transformed into a node in a larger technological 

structure and thus comes to function as an emblem of the trilogy’s 

investigation of the transformation of subjectivity by technology in 

contemporary society.  

Structurally, the website to which the address refers is simple to the 

point of being simplistic. It consists of only one page featuring a flash 

animation in which a satellite picture of the earth is transposed with a 

picture of a bearded Beck-Nielsen placed in a seated position and dressed 

in white. In the picture of the earth, Iraq is placed at the center with a 

pulsating red dot designating the position of Bagdad.  

Beck-Nielsen stares intently out at the viewer with eyes marked by 

a similar red color. As the animation ends, the image of the earth returns 

while the image of Beck-Nielsen disappears. Only by reloading the 

animation does the image of Beck-Nielsen return, but it always 

disappears again, remaining in sight only for the ten to fifteen second 

running length of the animation.  
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Still-images of the animation featured on <www.clausbeck-nielsen.net>. 
(Copyright: Nielsen. Used by permission.) 

 
As noted by Stefan Iversen, the two pictures and their juxtaposition 

engender a multiplicity of possible interpretations and meanings 

(Iversen, 2010: 62). One might be the association of Beck-Nielsen with 

the figure of Jesus Christ due to his long hair and general appearance. 

Another might be the many videos of terrorists that permeated the period 

of the “War on Terror”. As such, the figure of Beck-Nielsen is caught 

somewhere between the figure of the savior and the figure of the terrorist 

in a manner reminiscent of the character Nielsen himself who similarly 

oscillates between various political and philosophical positions and 

identities, most notably those of democratic idealist and totalitarian 

dictator.  

Another noticeable feature is the use of the color red. On the one 

hand, the red color seems to indicate some sort of connection between 

the person in the picture and the city of Bagdad situated specifically at 

the level of the sense of sight. The person in the picture, in other words, 

has seen something in Bagdad. On the other hand, the red in his eyes also 

refers to the well-known ‘red-eye effect’ which results from the flash of 

the camera reflecting upon the retinae, and which provides the picture 
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with a somewhat amateurish and improvised dimension.225 More than 

this, however, the use of the color red in this manner speaks strongly to 

the general emphasis upon the sense of sight expressed in the novel, and 

more specifically to its articulation of an interpenetration of vision and 

technology. Juxtaposing and overlapping the satellite picture with that of 

Beck-Nielsen, the website also merges what might be called the gaze of 

modern surveillance technology with two other gazes: that of the camera 

itself as well as that of Beck-Nielsen.  

Whether this triangulation of gazes is to be understood in amiable 

or antagonistic terms is unclear. What is clear, however, is that it presents 

a coalescence of subject and technology in which sight seems to play a 

central role. We might thus conceive of the transformation of Beck-

Nielsen’s name into a web address as a displacement of the scene of 

writing such as traditionally conceived of in literary culture. Rather than 

positioning the text as the representation of a voice belonging to a unique 

autonomous subject, what emerges here is a voice that is always already 

interpenetrated by a larger technological structure. It constitutes not only 

a new scene of writing but also a new form of subjectivity.   

In What’s the Matter with the Internet? (2001), Mark Poster 

interrogates contemporary transformations of subjectivity, contrasting 

what he calls the analog subject with the digital subject. For Poster, the 

figure of the author is the primary example of analog subjectivity. As a 

cultural construct of print culture, the analog subject emerged through a 

complicated process in the seventeenth and eighteenth century whose 

central features were the increase of literacy, the commodification of 

books through the spread of capitalist markets as well as the formation 

of various systems of copyright (Poster, 2001: 89). Facilitated thereby 

was the gradual emergence of an understanding and conceptualization of 

the individual as “interior consciousness, which could then be extern-

alized first in manuscript, then in print” (Poster, 2001: 89).  

In a manner reminiscent of both Marshall McLuhan and Walter J. 

Ong, Poster thus presents the emergence of the autonomous liberal 

subject of modernity as intimately bound to print culture and the 

perceived authority of the printed text as the representation of that 

subject. Summarizing Poster’s main arguments, N. Katherine Hayles 

writes that “the legal fight to ensure copyright, the cult of the author, 

                                                           
225 Stefan Iversen has made similar observations. He also points to the association of 
Nielsen’s red eyes with the concept of demonic possession. See Iversen (2010: 62). 
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print technology, and print culture worked hand in glove to create a depth 

model of subjectivity in which analog resemblances guaranteed that the 

surface of the page was matched by an imaginary interior within the 

author” (Hayles, 2005: 202). With the emergence of digital culture, 

however, the analog subject comes under pressure along with the culture 

of print in general. As the authority of the printed text is called into 

question, so is the subject to which it supposedly refers. A digital subject 

thus emerges which implies “a dynamic of fragmentation and re-

combination that gives rise to emergent properties” as well as a 

“disjunction between surface and interior that is instantiated by and 

envisioned within the digital technologies of computational culture” 

(Hayles, 2005: 203). In other words, the strong autonomy of the analog 

subject is replaced by an emergent and relational subjectivity always 

already interpenetrated by technology. Nuancing Poster’s dichotomy of 

the analog and digital subject, Hayles argues that the two are not 

oppositional but relational. Rather than a transition from one form of 

subjectivity to another, what is central is the coalescence of the two in a 

movement “from form to process, from preexisting bodies to embodied 

materialities that are linked to one another by complex combinations of 

processes based both in analog resemblances and coding relationships” 

(Hayles, 2005: 211).  

A similar mutation of subjectivity emerges in the transformation of 

Beck-Nielsen’s name into a web address. Such a transformation 

foundationally destabilizes the traditional scene of writing in print 

culture, and by extension the notion of the print novel as the 

exteriorization of an interior subjectivity. If the print novel has 

historically reinforced the notion of autonomous subjectivity associated 

with print culture in general, the Beckwerk trilogy here attempts to 

destabilize such discourses of subjectivity and individuality. In using the 

web address rather than the name, The Suicide Mission is posited as part 

of what Hayles calls a “distributed media system” and thus serves to 

challenge a set of assumptions traditionally associated with print culture 

and the genre of the novel (Hayles, 2012: 212). Centrally, it wrests from 

the novel any notion of autonomy, placing it in the context of a larger 

structure of texts, images and other forms of media. As such, the use of 

“clausbeck-nielsen.net” calls attention not only to the interpenetration of 

subjectivity and technology but also to the interpenetration of literature 

by other media and modes of discourse. Most notably in this context, of 
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course, is the simple fact that the webpage (at least at the immediate 

surface level) consists entirely of pictures. Not only is a coalescence of 

technology and subjectivity, literature and other media thus implied, but 

also that of the verbal and the visual, as the printed text on the page of 

the physical book is juxtaposed with the visually dominated digital space 

to which the web address refers. As a scene of writing, the webpage serves 

to dissolve a host of interconnected cultural dichotomies, most notably 

those of subjectivity versus technology, print versus digital, and word 

versus image.226 Further foregrounding such strategies is the fact that 

The Suicide Mission actually ends with the very picture of Beck-Nielsen 

featured on the web page: 

 

 
Photograph of Claus Beck-Nielsen on the final page of The Suicide Mission. 

(Copyright: Nielsen. Used by permission.) 
 

Significantly, the photograph is preceded by words that strongly position 

the picture as a kind of signature which bookends the novel’s narrative: 

                                                           
226 A similar strategy is exemplified by the use of “Das Beckwerk” as the name of the author 
of The Sovereign, which is explicitly linked to the web address <www.dasbeckwerk.com> 
which features the so-called Beckwerk Museum (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 325). Here the 
reader finds a comprehensive overview of the Beckwerk project as well as a wide variety of 
texts, photographs and videos documenting the various performances and events related 
thereto. Among these, the performances supposedly chronicled in the novels themselves 
are central, meaning that the webpage offers access to a host of texts and photographs 
relating to Nielsen & Rasmussen’s travels.  
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“Bagdad, birthplace of the State of Exception, April, the year 22”.227 In 

the traditional context of print culture and the age of literacy as such, this 

kind of designation of place and time often serves as a way of ending the 

preceding narrative. It is usually followed by the name of the writer in 

either handwritten or printed form (sometimes both) in order to tie the 

text on the page to a physical, real-life author whose name lends a sense 

of authority and validity to the narrative. It has, in other words, a kind of 

biographical or documentary effect by which the words on the page are 

posited as the expression a particular, historical (and therefore real) 

subject. Here, however, we get not a written signature, but rather a 

picture of Beck-Nielsen, which functions as a kind of replacement. In the 

context of the narrative, then, the picture serves as a signature of the 

narrator situated in the future. Instead of a signature meant to constitute 

the trace of the original author, we get a photograph, that is, the ‘light 

writing’ of the author. If the figure of the signature previously 

represented one of the most insistent articulations of the link between 

verbal sign and autonomous subject (the existence of the subject literally 

traced in ink upon the page) Beck-Nielsen here playfully replaces it with 

a picture. Such a gesture is highly suggestive of a kind of ‘pictorial turn’ 

(at least within the context of the novel’s narrative) in which the subject 

is no longer predicated upon writing but upon the image. If the invention 

of photography ultimately made possible via photocopying the 

duplication of “the stroke of individual handwriting as a line, drawn or 

traced by a physical hand with an unmistakable ductus” in large part 

considered “absolutely unique and inimitable”, Beck-Nielsen’s novel here 

suggests an even more radical development: the complete replacement 

of writing by image (Neef, 2011: 33). As such, the photograph performs a 

variety of intersecting functions. First, as already noted, the use of the 

picture instead of a signature suggests a hierarchy of power between 

pictures and writing in which the authority of writing is replaced by that 

of the picture. Writing is thus replaced by pictures as the ultimate 

indexical sign of reality. A verbal signature, in other words, no longer 

suffices to establish an actual link between representation and reality. 

Only pictures can provide such documentary evidence. Nonetheless, the 

second function of the picture-text dialectic in this instance is that of 

undermining precisely this documentary effect, or, rather, calling 

                                                           
227 “Bagdad, Undtagelsestilstandens vugge, april år 22” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 359). 
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attention to it precisely as an effect. In referring to what is obviously a 

fictional construct (i.e., the year 2025 in which the narrator is situated 

and from which point in time the narrative supposedly emanates) the text 

undermines the documentary effect of the photograph. If the reader 

knows anything with certainty, it is that the picture does not refer to a 

person living in the year 2025 but to someone else. A caesura is thus 

created between picture and text that calls into question the 

representational verisimilitude of both. As opposing discourses of fact 

and fiction thus permeates both text and picture, the reader’s attention is 

drawn to the question of representation itself and the novel as a structure 

of signs and technologies. A set of interconnected cultural dichotomies 

are thus once again problematized: fact versus fiction, subject versus 

technology, word versus image. All these dichotomies or relational 

oppositions often overlap with one another in the trilogy. Even while 

image here seems to be associated with fact and word with fiction, for 

instance, this association is simultaneously undermined and subverted. 

And even if the picture here seems to indicate the triumph of image over 

writing, such an interpretation is offset by the fact that the trilogy as a 

whole is filled with instances in which writing also serves as image. The 

trilogy thus consistently performs an interpenetration of images and 

words that does not allow for any simplistic hierarchy of power to 

establish itself. 228  

                                                           
228 It is interesting to note that the photograph of Beck-Nielsen found on <www.clausbeck-
nielsen.net> and in The Suicide Mission is strikingly similar to a collection of videos in 
which he posed as the terrorist-like figure “Binnielsen”. Obviously, the addition of the 
prefix “bin” to the name Nielsen here alludes to Osama Bin Laden and serves to further 
align the figure presented in the videos with the Al-Qaeda leader and the figure of the 
terrorist in general. The videos also appropriate the visual style of the many terrorist videos 
prevalent during the “War on Terror” while playfully subverting it. In one video, the 
camera zooms out from a close-up of “Binnielsen” to reveal that he is surrounded by a 
group of scantily clad women and in another video, two men sit beside him in sun chairs, 
wearing only speedos. In the videos, “Binnielsen” speaks directly to the camera about such 
issues as the “world-wide democratic awakening” and “the democratic crusade” in a tone 
of voice and style of language similar to that of a minister in the Danish State Church. His 
language, however, is consistently marked by various grammatical errors such as those, 
which might be made by people for whom Danish is a second language rather than a first, 
clearly gesturing towards the stylistic idioms of immigrant communities in Denmark. A 
curious mixture of different verbal and visual discourses, which challenge the perceived 
separateness of these discourses, is thus articulated. The videos were originally featured 
on the website <www.binnielsen.dk> but the website has been down for a number of years. 
Some  of  the  videos,  however,  can  still  be  found  on youtube: 
<www.youtube.com/user/BinNielsenFilm> (18.04.2016). No explicit reference is made in 
The Suicide Mission to the Binnielsen videos, so any such connection would have to be 
made on the basis of the reader’s general knowledge of the Beckwerk project.  
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In The Sovereign, this interrogation of the relationship of words and 

images is repeated in a conspicuously similar fashion as the novel ends 

with yet another photograph of Beck-Nielsen posing as the character 

Nielsen. Having searched in vain for Rasmussen, who mysteriously 

disappears near the end of their mission to America, Nielsen eventually 

finds Rasmussen’s abandoned childhood home on the outskirts of the 

city of Horne on the Danish island of Fyn. Once there, he takes residence 

in the vacant house and begins writing the story presumable told in the 

novel itself. As the narrative ends, the reader is presented with two 

photographs of Nielsen engaged in the act of writing, followed by a 

printed designation of the place and time of writing.  
 

 
Close-up: Photographs of ‘Nielsen’ on the final page of The Sovereign. 

(Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

Compared to the ending of The Suicide Mission, there are both noticeable 

similarities and differences, all of which present the reader with an 

increasingly complex articulation of the verbal-visual dynamics. First, 

one noticeable difference here is the reversal of the picture-text 

succession, as the photographs precede the written designation of place 

and time rather than the other way around. As such, the photographs no 

longer constitute an outright replacement of writing with photography 

but rather serves as a more traditional illustrative supplement to the text. 

The text supports the implicit documentary effect of the photograph, 

leading to a more supplementary and co-operational picture-text 

relationship than was evident in The Suicide Mission. Second, whereas 
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the closing photo in The Suicide Mission featured Beck-Nielsen intently 

staring out at the reader, here Nielsen is turned away from the camera, 

seemingly entirely unaware of being photographed. Instead of the 

intense interlocking of Nielsen’s gaze with that of the camera in The 

Suicide Mission, Nielsen is here photographed in a much more distanced 

fashion, implying a space of resistance between camera and object as well 

as placing the viewer in a voyeuristic position. When compared to the 

ending of The Suicide Mission, then, the ending of The Sovereign offers 

a reconfiguration of a set of central relations, namely that of text to 

picture as well as viewing subject to viewed object, insofar as the figure 

of Nielsen is objectified and possibly even dehumanized by an invasive, 

hidden gaze.229 

Another noticeable difference is that whereas the picture of Beck-

Nielsen in The Suicide Mission has no visible frame, the photographs in 

The Sovereign are separated from the white page of the physical book by 

rather wide and imposing black frames. A separation of photographic 

space from that of the novel’s writing space is thus much more insistently 

suggested. Even while text and picture here work together to create a 

sense of representational verisimilitude, i.e., a kind of documentary 

effect, this cooperation is thus predicated upon an insistent separation of 

the two mediums from each other. Cooperation, it seems, is predicated 

upon separation, a strategy that to some extent conforms to Mitchell’s 

concept of the image-text, wherein the hyphen designates relations of the 

visual and the verbal. In contrast, the ending of The Suicide Mission 

would instead fall under his category of the image/text, indicating a 

problematic gap between the two.  

While such a reading of the text-picture relationship in these two 

instances is certainly mandated by the various factors and circumstance 

mentioned above, it is significant that this discourse of separation is 

augmented, even countered and opposed, by an entirely different 

discourse, namely that of the imagetext. Even in such instances where 

the two seem to be at odds with each other, the imagetext discourse 

insistently foregrounds the affinity between images and words. Although 

                                                           
229 It is an interesting fact in this context that the photographs are also reminiscent of the 
standard types of writers’ photographs depicting the solitary genius at work, thus clearly 
playing upon the heritage of romanticism and its idealization of the writer as a heroic 
figure. As such, it may well contain a note of criticism of popular visual representations of 
writers in contemporary society and the transformation of the writer into commodity 
object. On this point it shares a noticeable overlap with DeLillo’s Mao II.  
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the interaction of the photographs of Beck-Nielsen with the 

supplementary text hardly constitutes an attempt to create a visible 

language or a composite imagetext (considering that the different modes 

of inscription remain distinct and separate from one another at a formal 

level), the tension created through their juxtaposition nonetheless 

functions to produce some of the same synesthetic effects. Such effects 

emerge most insistently through the constant juxtaposition of 

photography and typography with handwriting, as represented in both 

photos of Nielsen and the novel’s narrative. One medium never entirely 

leaves the other alone, whether formally or thematically, but instead their 

mutual interaction is paramount for the overall experience of the novel 

as a perceptual event. The Sovereign’s ending such as described above 

thus persistently calls attention to the visual modality of writing while 

also suggesting that photography is always already informed by language 

insofar as the photographs become meaningful only within the verbal 

context that they are placed. Coupled with the narrative of the text, the 

interplay of photography and typography serves to make the reader not 

only see through the text for its semantic content, but also to make the 

reader look at the text and its visual properties. Simultaneously, the 

verbal characteristics of the photograph are also foregrounded. Here, 

then, we find an attempt, ultimately, to address the print novel as a 

multimodal object and thus to bring the process of mediation and its 

material underpinnings to the foreground of the signifying process.  

Regarding the characteristics of such strategies, the first aspect 

worth mentioning is the coalescence of photographic and typographic 

space at the level of the visual. Here, the standard western reading 

pattern of left to right produces a proto-cinematic zooming effect in 

which the placement of the photographs in sequential succession implies 

a movement from wide shot to close-up. Following a kind of parasitical 

logic, the photographs use the discipline of looking associated with 

typographic space to create a visual effect reminiscent of the cinematic 

image. In itself, this is nothing particularly new, as is evident in comic 

strips and graphic novels whose use of this type of sequential logic is 

evidently linked to typography and its discipline of looking.230 In the 

specific context of the novel, however, the relation of photography to 

typography calls attention to writing as a practice of looking and thus 

                                                           
230 See McCloud (2001) and Eisner (2008). 
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once again to the visual properties of the print novel. As such, the specific 

placement and position of the photographs help to explicate the way in 

which the verbal merges with the visual in the practice of writing and thus 

allows the novel to emerge once again not simply as text but rather as 

imagetext. 

It is also worth noting that the movement from wide shot to close-

up brings the voyeuristic dimension of the photographs previously 

mentioned to the foreground, insofar as the viewing gaze of the camera 

comes to constitute an invasive presence. If the photographs separately 

create a sense of objectification and dehumanization of Nielsen, the 

zooming effect further foregrounds this authoritarian relation of viewing 

subject to viewed object, as the figure of Nielsen becomes an object under 

the control of a hidden gaze. This is also foregrounded by the red circle 

surrounding Nielsen. As such, the coalescence of typographic and 

photographic space here helps not only to emphasize the zooming 

movement as an invasive gesture, but also to call attention to the ways in 

which technology conditions the viewer’s interaction with the visual field. 

What we find here, then, is a literal manifestation of the previously 

described totalitarian gaze, which is once again associated with the 

photographic image as well as the wider culture of images to which it 

refers. In simple terms, the verbal modality, i.e., the sequential reading 

pattern imposed upon the images, serves not only to produce a cinematic 

effect but also to associate that effect with logics of control and 

surveillance in contemporary visual culture. Here, then, is a telling 

example of the way in which the interaction of the verbal and the visual 

is tied to questions of power and ideology as well as to the central role of 

the imagetext discourse in interrogating and engaging with such 

connections. It is also a good example of the way in which the verbal and 

the visual can coalesce in the practice of writing despite the existence of 

strategies of separation at the formal and thematic level. In this instance, 

for example, the photographs are clearly informed by the sequential logic 

of alphabetic writing despite the fact that the thick frames surrounding 

them seem to suggest a foundational separation of the two modes of 

representation. As such, the ending of The Sovereign works as an 

example of the ways in which the imagetext discourse may contain both 

centrifugal and centripetal verbal-visual relations (image/text and 

image-text, according to Mitchell’s taxonomy), which nonetheless form 

within a broader synesthetic imagetextual momentum.  
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A final characteristic of the intermedial interactions found on the 

closing page of The Sovereign is the existence of a distinct tension 

between the inscription technologies of handwriting, typography and 

photography.  

As mentioned previously, thick frames surround the photographs, 

isolating them from the typographic space in which they are situated and 

graphically suggesting an almost hermetic caesura between the two. Even 

so, an interesting interplay exists between the act of writing by hand as 

depicted in the photographs, the photographs themselves as forms of 

inscription, and the printed text that surrounds them. Subject to the 

destabilizing effects of embodied movement (the subjectivity of the flesh, 

so to speak) handwriting constitutes a radically different method of 

inscription from those of either photography or typography, and 

consequently produces a radically different and much less rationalized 

ordering of the visual field. While typography and photography 

constitute largely mechanized procedures, handwriting instead suggests 

an intimate connection between the written word and the physical body. 

Despite being informed by and realized through various methods of 

discipline and rationalization, handwriting in its immediate spatio-

temporal unfolding is not separated from the noise and distortion of the 

body in the same way nor to the same extent as typography and 

photography, which both suggest the removal of the body from the act of 

inscription.231  

A photograph of handwriting such as this implicitly engages a range 

of telling oppositional relations such as embodiment versus dis-

embodiment, distance versus touch, subjectivity versus objectivity. It 

contrasts different modes of inscription, and through this juxtaposition 

implicitly draws attention to their many affinities with one another as 

they intersect and collide within the medium of the book. Handwriting, 

photography and typography thus emerge as composite forms, sites of 

exchange and resistance between different modalities of perception and 

methods of inscription, which negotiate the relations between notions of 

disembodiment and embodiment, immateriality and materiality, man 

and machine, body and text. Such interactions between handwriting, 

typography and photography are thus marked by dynamics of both 

                                                           
231 On typography as the mechanization of inscription see Kittler (1990, 1999), Götselius 
(2010), and Neef (2011). On photography as the mechanization of inscription see Crary 
(1990), Jay (1993) and Fredriksson (2011).   
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tension and exchange through which the embodied multimodality of all 

three mediums is foregrounded.   

The usage of “clausbeck-nielsen.net” and the photographs with 

which The Suicide Mission and The Sovereign ends are thus telling 

instantiations of the imagetext discourse and its centrality to the 

Beckwerk trilogy. Such examples speak to the way in which this 

discourse often investigates not just the relationship of the print novel to 

other forms of media, but also the existence within the novel of different 

modes and modalities whose interaction is central to the overall 

experience of the novel as an aesthetic event. In doing so, the imagetext 

discourse calls attention to both the mediality of the print novel as well 

as writing in general as embodied cultural practices, situated in specific 

spatiotemporal contexts. Rather than separate the trilogy from visual and 

digital culture, the imagetext discourse situates it insistently within them 

both. 

 

Picturing Writing 

Scenes of writing and looking function as central sites of emergence for 

the imagetext discourse. From the very beginning of The Suicide Mission, 

writing is brought to the foreground of the narrative: “‘It was still early in 

the millennium, and hot,’ writes Nielsen, ‘we were sweating, the ties were 

tight, and The Democracy already felt like a burden’”.232 Indeed, the first 

novel of the trilogy is explicitly posited as a scene of writing by way of its 

overall narrative composition, as an anonymous publisher situated in the 

year 2025 relays and arranges Nielsen’s various texts in an attempt to 

clarify and explain what happened during Nielsen & Rasmussen’s 2004 

mission to Iraq. As such, the entire novel becomes a scene of writing as 

the narrative oscillates between Nielsen’s various texts and the narrator’s 

frequent comments and opinions concerning these texts and their 

relation to one another in a montage-like fashion. By thus juxtaposing 

blog entries, emails, newspaper articles, essays, diary notes and other 

forms of writing, The Suicide Mission consistently draws attention to the 

act of writing as well as to the relationship thereof to lived experience. A 

meta-aesthetical concern for the forms and functions of mediation and 

                                                           
232 “‘Det var stadig tidligt på årtusindet, og varmt,’ skriver Nielsen, ‘vi svedte, slipsene 
strammede, og Demokratiet føltes allerede som en byrde’” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 
7, my emphasis). 
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representation thus unfolds, whose central component is the verbal-

visual relationship. One noticeable example of this is the attention paid 

by The Suicide Mission’s narrator to the material and technological 

conditions governing Nielsen’s written accounts:  
 
The articles and the electronic diary from within the State of Exception were 
written on keyboards which did not feature the Danish signs ‘æ’, ‘ø’ and ‘å’  used 
at the time, which forces Nielsen into using ‘ae’, ‘oe’, and ‘aa’, a kind of linguistic 
state of exception, reaching all the way into his notebooks, which is obviously 
difficult to translate. But this is not really important, since these ‘ae’, ‘oe’ and ‘aa’ 
are merely the first superficial signs of the state of exception, which in the course 
of the following story will come to permeate everything, everywhere.233 
 

Despite the attempt by the narrator to dismiss such changes of the scene 

of writing as a merely superficial and therefore inconsequential 

manifestation of the state of exception, they nonetheless take on central 

importance insofar as they suggest both a reconfiguration and a 

destabilization of the mind-media relationship otherwise dominant. 

Indeed, the narrator’s insistence upon the superficiality of such changes 

takes on a repressive quality insofar as it goes against the rest of the 

novel’s focus upon the link between mediation, perception and 

knowledge.  

Described here is not simply a superficial reconfiguration of writing 

as the narrator would have us believe, but a reconfiguration of the 

technological and material conditions governing writing as such. Such 

reconfigurations, moreover, are never merely superficial or trivial, if we 

are to follow the logic of the imagetext discourse, but always connected 

to the conditions of possibility governing perception and by extension the 

formations of knowledge, identity and power underpinning the reigning 

social order.   

Destabilizing the scene of writing in this fashion is thus also 

implicitly to destabilize Nielsen’s perceptual apparatus and the 

organization of his sensorium, i.e., the ocularcentric distribution of 

perception otherwise dominant. An important aspect of this is the fact 

that the destabilization of the scene of writing is established entirely at 

                                                           
233 “Artiklerne og den elektroniske dagbog inde fra Undtagelsestilstanden blev skrevet på 
tastaturer, som ikke umiddelbart rådede over datidens nationaldanske tegn ‘æ’, ‘ø’ og ‘å’, 
hvilket tvinger Nielsen ud i brugen af ‘ae’, ‘oe’ og ‘aa’, en slags sproglig undtagelsestilstand, 
der rækker helt ind i hans noteshæfter, og som selvfølgelig er svær at få med i en 
oversættelse. Men det er da heller ikke af afgørende betydning, da disse ‘ae’, ‘oe’ og ‘aa’ blot 
er de første overfladiske tegn på den undtagelsestilstand, der i løbet af den historie, vi nu 
skal følge, sætter sig igennem i alt, overalt” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 26). 
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the level of the text’s visual modality, i.e., through the transformation of 

the conventional method of spelling. In essence, it is an entirely visual 

difference which is introduced, at least insofar as these transformations 

are not meant to indicate or communicate any immediate change in 

either the meaning or pronunciation of the words themselves.  

By distorting the conventional composition of the visual field of the 

text through the changes of “å” to “aa” and so on, the character of Nielsen 

as well as the contemporary Danish reader is forced to read older and 

slightly unfamiliar forms of spelling which (at least initially) disrupt the 

conventional reading experience.234  

As noted, this distortion is located entirely at the level of the visual, 

as the words are suddenly transformed into visual objects. In thus forcing 

the reader to pay attention to the visual properties of the text in this way, 

the narrative gestures meta-aesthetically towards itself and the ways in 

which material and technological conditions govern the signifying 

process.  

A key aspect of this meta-aesthetical gesture towards the conditions 

governing the emergence of the text is the interrogation of the 

relationship between the analog and the digital insofar as the printed text 

on the physical page of the novel is posited at a narrative level as the 

remediation of what is originally a digital text. Entailed by this is a 

hierarchical relationship in which the printed text is subsumed into the 

digital insofar as the typographical transformation of the printed text is 

caused by changes in the material conditions governing the digital text.  

Interestingly, then, the transformation of the printed text as visual 

object through the prism of the digital text is established entirely at the 

level of the material, clearly suggesting that neither the print text nor the 

digital text can be separated from the material conditions governing their 

emergence. Even digital texts, it seems, are analog in some significant 

sense. Indeed, the narrative insistently situates the digital text in a 

specific technological and material context, a central feature of which is 

the human-machine interface whose various material configurations 

have left their mark (quite literally in this case) upon the text.  

As such, this scene of writing calls attention to the material and 

technological conditions governing its own emergence, and the distortion 

                                                           
234 While the letters “æ” and “ø” have been used in Danish spelling for over a thousand 
years, “å” is a recent addition, officially replacing the “aa” spelling in 1948. See Sandersen 
(2000, 2002) and Jarvad (2000).  
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of the text is established as the literal inscription of such conditions upon 

the surface of the page. All of this, it should be noted, manifests itself 

primarily at the visual level of the text, meaning that the visual-verbal 

relation functions as the central focal point through which the 

interconnected discourses of perception, materiality, and technology 

pass.  

Here, the practices of both writing, reading and looking are 

represented as historically and culturally contingent experiences inter-

penetrated by one another, that is, as practices of perception tied to one 

another and overlapping within specific cultural contexts informed by 

different configurations of materiality and technology. By thus 

foregrounding the perceptual and material preconditions of writing and 

looking, the trilogy presents them as inherently embodied and materially 

situated cultural practices whose generation of meaning cannot be 

separated from their immediate spatiotemporal unfolding within a 

specific historical context. While attempting to dismiss such connections 

between meaning and materiality, the narrator unwittingly foregrounds 

them.  

If such concerns are merely hinted at in The Suicide Mission’s play 

with different forms of Danish spelling, they are even more insistently 

manifested in The Sovereign. This work features a variety of 

photographic reproductions of writing, of which one central function is 

to draw attention to both the visual and the material properties of the 

print novel and of writing in general. 
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Photographs featuring various forms of writing found in The Sovereign. 

(Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
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At the narrative level, these photographs of calling cards, fliers and notes 

in various states of disrepair serve simply as documentation of Nielsen & 

Rasmussen’s journey in and around Washington D.C. in the days leading 

up to the November 2, 2004 presidential election. One might call them 

instantiations of a rather traditional realist documentary or reality effect.  

Simultaneously, however, they also place the medium of print and 

specifically the visuality and materiality of writing at the foreground of 

the narrative, gesturing towards the print novel as a multimodal medium. 

By literally invading the typographic space of the novel and establishing 

a meta-aesthetical feedback loop between text and picture, these pictures 

of writing violate conventional borders between the visual, the verbal, 

and the material, making words something to be both looked at and 

touched.  

As is invariably the case in the context of the Beckwerk trilogy, 

however, the imagetext discourse does not merely articulate a self-

reflexive concern for abstract aesthetic issues, but rather insistently links 

the realm of aesthetics to the realm of politics, making difficult any clear-

cut distinction between them. In this case, the pictures above all relate to 

the specific cultural and political context of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s 

mission to America.  

More specifically, the first three pictures (top right and left, bottom 

left) refer to Nielsen & Rasmussen’s encounter with a variety of people 

during a grassroots campaign rally for the 2004 Democrat nominees for 

President and Vice President: John Kerry and John Edwards. Here they 

meet not only a psychologist, who Nielsen persuades to take their picture, 

but also a political street theatre performance group known as 

Billionaires for Bush, a member of which introduces himself as chairman 

of the Federal Reserve of the United Sates, Alan Greenspan.235  

Finally, the last picture of writing presented above (bottom right) 

features handwritten notes on a torn paper bag and refers to a speech 

given by Nielsen titled “Democracy in America or two Europeans 

Completely off Broadway” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 135).  

In all of these cases, then, the pictures of writing refer to the specific 

spatiotemporal context presented at the narrative level, i.e., the public 

space traversed by Nielsen & Rasmussen.  

                                                           
235 Billionaires for Bush was a real-life grassroots performance group who staged satirical 
campaign rallies and other events in mock-support of President George W. Bush Jr. See 
<www.billionairesforbush.com> (18.04.2016) 
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What does this entail in terms of the political and ideological 

dimension of this particular instantiation of the imagetext discourse?  

In order to answer this question, it is important to consider two 

interrelated perspectives. First, Nielsen & Rasmussen’s stated goal in 

America is to establish dialogue with the American people in accordance 

with their ideal model of democracy as the historical manifestation of the 

rational human spirit. Second, The Sovereign chronicles their failure to 

do so.  

As Nielsen notes: “‘For the first time in the history of The Democracy 

we have been rejected by the people’, I wrote. ‘In Kuwait, Iraq, and 

Jordan they received us with open mouths. Here in Pentagon City we are 

reduced to observers, wandering restlessly around inside the American 

dream’”.236  

In order to understand the ways in which the imagetext discourse 

and its various meta-aesthetical concerns are linked to questions of 

power and politics in this particular case, we must attempt to answer the 

questions of how and why Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission fail.  

One of the main components of their failure is that the American 

public sphere appears to them not only as incomprehensible and opaque 

but as outright meaningless. As described earlier, Nielsen’s encounter 

with America in The Sovereign is described much in the same manner as 

his encounter with the Iraqi warzone in The Suicide Mission. He 

confronts an incomprehensible visual and perceptual field that he cannot 

rationally decode, and which is seemingly fundamentally incompatible 

with the model of rational democratic dialogue to which he subscribes. 

Instead of dialogue, Nielsen & Rasmussen find in America a public space 

saturated entirely by images and signs. Indeed, they find a public sphere 

in which the word has been transformed into pure spectacle:  
 
The intersubjective conversation has become silent, and instead public space has 
been filled with signs: On the lawns, behind the windows of the houses and on 
the cars the blue-red-white signs are placed, marking the team you are on, as if 
it was all just a game in American baseball’s World Series. Bush-Cheney versus 
Kerry-Edwards, the names are different but the colors are the same. It looks like 
a forest of provocations but it is really a way of showing consideration for the 

                                                           
236 “‘For første gang i Demokratiets historie er vi blevet afvist af folket’, skrev jeg. ‘I Kuwait, 
Irak, og Jordan tog man imod os med åben mund. Her i Pentagon City er vi reduceret til 
observatører, der vandrer hvileløst omkring i den amerikanske drøm’” (Das Beckwerk, 
2008: 206). 
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neighbors: You display your allegiance in order to be sure not to talk to anyone 
from the other side.237 
 

The significant aspect is that Nielsen here believes to confront a visual 

economy that has replaced the verbal, and in which writing has been 

reduced to an image among other images. Gone is the vibrant public 

sphere of dialogue and interaction between different social groups and 

political fractions described by Alexander de Tocqueville in his famous 

Democracy in America (1835-1840)—a work repeatedly referenced by 

Rasmussen in his attempt to define American democracy as a unique 

utopian event in world history—and instead a silent and empty spectacle 

has taken its place.238 Indeed, Nielsen notes that in America “dialogue 

between people has disappeared” and “public space has receded into a 

single point, the dot above I”.239  

Insofar as Nielsen is concerned, then, what characterizes the public 

sphere of American democracy is a transformation or even degeneration 

of speech into writing and further into pure spectacle—a spectacle not 

just devoid of any verbal dimension whatsoever but even suppressive of 

speech. Nielsen’s view of democracy as the dialectical unfolding of the 

rational human spirit through dialogue is obviously incompatible with 

such a state of affairs.  

In the context of this spectacular democracy or anti-democracy, 

however, the imagetext discourse allows for the emergence of a different 

                                                           
237 “Den mellemfolkelige samtale er forstummet, og i stedet fylder man det offentlige rum 
med skilte: I plænerne, bag ruderne i husene og på bilerne sidder de blå-rød-hvide skilte, 
der markerer, hvilket hold man er på, som var det hele bare en topkamp i den amerikanske 
baseballs World Series. Bush-Cheney mod Kerry-Edwards, navnene er forskellige, men 
farverne de samme. Det ligner en skov af provokationer, men i virkeligheden er det en 
måde at vise hensyn på over for sine naboer: Man skilter med sit tilhørsforhold, så man er 
sikker på ikke at komme til at tale med nogen fra den anden side” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 
206–207). I should add that the Danish word “mellemfolkelig” is normally translated as 
“international”. In this specific context, however, the text plays more upon the literal 
meaning of the word, which would be translated as “between-people”. Because of this, I 
have chosen to translate the word as “intersubjective” instead of “international” in order 
to be as faithful to the original meaning of the text as possible. 
238 Tocqueville’s text is a central intertextual reference in The Sovereign. For more on this 
particular perspective, see Møller & Lund (2010).  
239 “den mellemfolkelige samtale er forsvundet, det offentlige rum har trukket sig sammen 
i et punkt, prikken over i’et” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 228). While the phrase “the dot above 
the I” seems to play on the double meaning of the literal letter ‘I’ and ‘I’ as in ‘subject’, such 
double meaning does not exist in the original Danish. Rather, “prikken over i’et” is a 
familiar saying, which refers to a final detail which results in a perfect effect or result of 
something. A less literal translation might be “icing on the cake” or some similar idiom. 
Such a translation, however, would miss the literal meaning of the original Danish and the 
way in which Beck-Nielsen plays with it in relation to the disappearance of speech.   
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conception of both images and words and thus for the possible formation 

of a site of resistance to dominating distributions of perception. Insofar 

as Nielsen here presents American democracy as pure spectacle, the 

imagetext discourse challenges this supposed spectacle by foregrounding 

the multimodality of both images and words in a wider interrogation of 

what might be called the mediality of democracy. In doing so, it 

effectively undermines Nielsen’s idealized concept of democracy as the 

manifestation of the rational human spirit through pure speech as well 

as his belief to have encountered a pure spectacle in American 

democracy.  

Instead, the imagetext discourse insistently foregrounds democracy 

as a historical, material and technologically situated multimodal cultural 

process, which cannot be reduced to Nielsen’s transcendental concept of 

pure speech, nor to the equally transcendental pure spectacle he believes 

to have encountered. Instead, democracy emerges as a highly mediated 

cultural and material phenomenon which does not exist or unfold in 

some abstract, idealized space, but which is conditioned by material and 

technological affordances and constraints. As such, the imagetexts 

presented above refer not only to the material and technological 

conditions governing the word (whether spoken or written) but also to 

the material and technological conditions that govern democracy. 

What we find here, then, is that the meta-aesthetical concerns 

unfolding via the imagetext discourse are intimately connected to 

questions concerning the relationship of perception and mediation to 

power and politics, insofar as democracy is foregrounded as a materially 

and embodied cultural phenomenon, i.e., as both an aesthetic and 

political event grounded in perception.  

In thus calling attention to democracy as a perceptual event which 

is simultaneously both aesthetic and political, the imagetext discourse in 

these instances opens up a space of connection between the print novel 

and democracy as perceptual events which both ultimately concern the 

distributions of perception underpinning social order. In simple terms, 

the print novel here becomes part of the political process insofar as it 

partakes in the same media ecology and engages with the same 

distributions of perception as those that govern democracy.  

It is in its potential to address such distributions that the print novel 

is implicitly made part of what might be called the perceptual economy 

of democracy. To the extent that democracy is a perceptual event, in other 
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words, it becomes possible for the print novel to interrogate the 

distributions of perception that govern it. As such, the imagetext 

discourse in these instances functions as a focal point through which 

concerns regarding the politics of mediation and the potential of the print 

novel to engage with such mediations are expressed. If the trilogy here 

articulates a concern for the perceptual dimension of both aesthetics and 

politics, then, it keeps asking the question of what role the print novel can 

play in relation thereto.   

Such concerns are also evident at The Sovereign’s paratextual level, 

particularly so the title page and colophon, where mediation is 

foregrounded rather than effaced. Indeed, the novel here emerges as a 

composite imagetext as various formal features insistently gesture 

towards the visuality and materiality of the print novel and of writing in 

general. 
 

 
 The Sovereign’s title page. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk/Egil Haraldsen & Ellen 

Lindberg/Exil Design. Used by permission.) 
 

A noticeable feature here is the tape used to link images and words, as 

well as the grainy appearance of the paper, which calls attention to the 

physical page itself. Such characteristics are brought to the foreground 

through a collage technique, which speaks to the novel as a material 

object and by extension its content as an emerging property of that 

materiality.  
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The Sovereign’s colophon. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk/Egil Haraldsen & Ellen 
Lindberg/Exil Design. Used by permission.) 

 

An interesting tension exists, however, between the visual modality and 

the various other modalities at play, since the materiality foregrounded 

through the grainy appearance of the paper and the tape is a photo-

graphic illusion: the paper is not grainy per se but only presented as such 

via photographic techniques. It is a picture of grainy paper, not actual 

grainy paper. Also, there are no actual, physical pieces of tape on the 

surface of the pages. All of it is a visual illusion created via digital 

photographic techniques. Even as the materiality of writing is brought to 

the foreground, then, it is a materiality reproduced through a 

photographic process and might thus best be described as a re-

presentation of the materiality of writing as image.  

A host of considerations and concerns obviously play into this. It 

might not have been economically feasible for the publisher to create a 

book actually composed in the collage-like manner presented in the 

paratexts. After all, to create a novel in which the paratexts were actually 

a collection of separate texts and pictures linked together via tape would 

(most likely) have been a logistic and financial nightmare. Instead, 

photographic techniques allow the collage to be visually reproduced in a 

much simpler manner and at much lower cost. As such, the tension here 

expressed between the visual and the material is clearly tied to financial 
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concerns and the larger system of capitalist production and consumption 

in which the novel is situated.  

Even while the paratexts call attention to the multimodality and 

materiality of the actual novel, then, there is also a clear tension between 

this materiality and its relation to a larger capitalist system and its 

visually dominated representational economy. While materiality is fore-

grounded, the method by which this foregrounding is performed allows 

for visuality and materiality to intersect and overlap within the 

framework of a politically charged media ecology.  

In regard to the photographic reproductions of writing described 

above, the novel as a whole gestures towards the ideologically charged 

intersection of democracy and capitalism as well as the material and 

technological conditions and processes of mediation that govern their 

cultural unfolding. As such, the instantiations of the imagetext discourse 

here presented implicitly function as the interrogation of the mediality 

of politics as well as the politics of mediality with perception emerging as 

the basis of both.  

 

The Beckwerk Atlas 

A very noticeable instantiation of the imagetext discourse in the 

Beckwerk trilogy is the fold-out-collage at the back-end of The Suicide 

Mission. It presents a kind of atlas not just of the novel’s narrative but of 

the 2003 Iraq war in general, thereby situating the novel in a very 

specific, material, historical and political context. More than this, it also 

foregrounds the physical characteristics and dimensions not only of the 

print novel but of writing and looking as such, as it insistently situates 

such practices in a material and tactile context. In order for the collage to 

come into view, as it were, the reader must first handle it physically by 

unfolding the pages. As a material extension, the atlas thus creates a 

coalescence of both writing and looking within a tactile, multimodal 

context. Writing and looking are here ‘contaminated’ by these other 

modalities and thus become intensely embodied and historically situated 

sensorial experiences. As such, the collage serves to underline the 

multimodality of writing and looking as well as the multimodality of all 

perceptual experience in general.   
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Fold-out-collage of photographs, texts and a map of Iraq at the back of The 

Suicide Mission. (Copyright: Nielsen/Neel Dich Abrahamsen/Steen Frimodt. Used 
by permission.) 240  

 
I want here, however, to focus primarily on the various pictures in the 

collage and the ways in which they situate the novel politically and 

historically. Among other graphic elements, the collage features a map of 

Iraq at its center as well as a collection of photographic reproductions of 

writing. Interspersed with photographs of Nielsen & Rasmussen are also 

a selection of photographs that depict various events occurring during 

the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003. Many of these 

photographs constitute some of the most iconic moments of a war in 

which images came to play a central strategic role. Insofar as the Iraq war 

and the “War on Terror” in general was a war of images as previously 

discussed, the collage here intersperses the photographs of Nielsen & 

Rasmussen with photographs belonging to different sides in this war. On 

the one hand, there are the various images produced by the U.S. 

government, and, on the other, those produced by the Iraqi insurgents 

that fought fiercely against the U.S. invasion. As such, the fold-out-

collage presents us with three spectacular authors (following Osteen’s 

concept as introduced previously) or image-makers: (1) the U.S. 

government, (2) the Iraqi insurgents, and (3) Nielsen & Rasmussen.  

While it would initially seem that the collage functions primarily to 

produce a kind of reality effect through which the story of Nielsen & 

Rasmussen’s mission to Iraq is placed on the same representational and 

epistemological level as the events portrayed in the photographs, a closer 

reading suggests that the collage indeed undermines such an effect. 

                                                           
240 My  sincere  thanks  to  graphic  designer  Neel  Dich  Abrahamsen 
(<www.dichabrahamsen.dk>) for providing me with this photograph of the collage. My 
own efforts to reproduce it visually were much less successful.  



230 
 

Presented here are not pieces of the real, such as might be believed 

initially, but rather a war of images in which staged spectacles take the 

place of conventional weapons.  

Rather than objective depictions or representations of reality, the 

common feature of all these pictures is that they constitute highly staged 

and arranged media spectacles—what W.J.T. Mitchell calls “iconic acts” 

(Mitchell, 2011: 140).241 Insofar as the collage thus blurs the distinction 

between fact and fiction, specifically in relation to photography, it serves 

to underline the trilogy’s interest in the relationship of mediation to 

reality and the impact of the characteristics of this relation upon the 

social and political landscape.  

All of the photographs in the collage thus serve to situate the novel 

in a specific historical, political and technological context, while 

simultaneously foregrounding the novel’s interrogation of mediation and 

the role of spectacle in the context of warfare.  

I want here to draw attention to a selection of the photographs I 

believe to be most central in this respect. The first is a photograph of an 

infamous iconoclastic event, namely the so-called ‘hooding’ of a statue of 

Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein with an American flag immediately 

following the coalition forces’ conquest of Bagdad on April 9, 2003. 
 

                                                           
241 Mitchell’s concept is modeled on J. L. Austin’s concept of speech act and thus refers to 
pictures that not only depict reality but which also have a performative dimension or 
aspect. Just as speech acts such as “I promise” or “I resign” not only describe reality but 
also create it, iconic acts similarly function as a kind of performatives. Nicholas Mirzoeff 
has also commented on the performative aspect of the war image by referring to speech act 
theory: “To use the language of J.L. Austin, the war image is a performative event: it does 
what it says it is going to do, like a bride and groom at a wedding saying ‘I do.’ In that 
action, the marriage is done. By the same token, the war image performs the American 
victory as an image and it is done.” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 77).  
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Close-up: Corporal Edward Chin covers the head of Iraqi dictator Saddam 

Hussein’s statue in Bagdad’s Firdos Square with an American flag. (Copyright: 
Jerome Delay/AP/TT.) 

 

Following the events of September 11, 2001, and the unsuccessful U.S. 

hunt for Al-Qaeda figure-head Osama Bin Laden, Saddam Hussein came 

to function as a “symbolic substitute” for the 9/11 attackers which had to 

be subjected to “symbolic castration and humiliation” (Mitchell, 2011: 

89). Upon completing their conquest of the Iraqi capital of Bagdad, U.S. 

forces therefore staged the hooding and subsequent destruction of 

Saddam’s statue before a small crowd of cheering Iraqi onlookers 

transported to the scene via buses. Rather than a spontaneous action, the 

‘hooding’ of the statue was a staged visual event meant to present the 

international community with a clear depiction of American victory.242 

Despite this, the initial use of the American flag was quickly recognized 

to be a mistake, and the flag was instead replaced with an Iraqi flag 

shortly before the statue was finally torn down.  

“Apt as this symbolism might have seemed to some Americans at 

the time, it was quickly understood to be sending an unwanted message 

to the Iraqi people and to the rest of the world. Instead of portraying the 

liberation of Iraq, it suggested the forceful imposition of a new face of 

sovereign authority in Iraq, namely, an American military occupation” 

(Mitchell, 2011: 90).  

                                                           
242 See Fisk (2003). Jehane Noujaim’s documentary film Control Room (2004) also 
documents the staged characteristics of the event. 
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In either case, the change of the American flag with that of the Iraqi 

underlines the highly staged characteristics of the event, which was 

always meant to be photographed and filmed in order to present a clear 

depiction of American victory. 

Another equally staged media event featured in the atlas is that of 

Saddam Hussein’s capture in December 2003. More specifically, the atlas 

features a photograph of Paul Bremer, administrative leader of the 

coalition forces in Iraq at the time, presenting a video of Hussein’s 

medical examination by coalition forces to the world press. As such, the 

photograph presents us with two images: one of Saddam Hussein’s 

humiliation at the hands of the coalition, and one of the U.S. government 

explicitly presenting that image to the world media.  
 

 
Close-up: Administrative leader of the coalition forces in Iraq, Paul Bremer, 

presents footage of Hussein’s medical examination to the world press following his 
capture on December 14, 2003. (Copyright: U.S. Department of Defense.) 

 

Whereas the destruction of Saddam’s statue in Firdos Square served as a 

substitute for the yet to be captured real-life dictator, the coalition forces 

here humiliate the real “head of state” and make a point of showing it to 

the entire world (Mitchell, 2011: 94). The footage of Saddam’s 

examination thus becomes “an inversion of the hooding of the head in 

that it penetrates the head, goes inside it to illuminate its dark interiors” 

(Mitchell, 2011: 93). Insofar as the Iraq war was a war of images, the 

photograph thus presents us with a literal instantiation of the way in 

which images were used to bolster coalition moral and deflate the 
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insurgency. It is an image, in other words, of the war of images in action, 

meant not only to represent reality but also to produce it. American 

power is not only represented but also performed. This is how we can 

understand such images as “iconic acts.” Even so, the carefully staged 

spectacle of Saddam Hussein’s examination did not have the intended 

effect but instead became “a symbol of outrage and shame to the Arab 

masses” which “helped to mobilize Iraqi nationalism and to recruit 

jihadists from other Arab countries” (Mitchell, 2011: 91).243 As a result, 

the photograph speaks not only to the use of images as a way of 

constructing new realities, but also to the difficulty of controlling 

precisely which realities are indeed constructed. 

Other noticeable and highly ambivalent photographs of ‘American 

triumphalism’ featured in the atlas are those of U.S. President George W. 

Bush Jr. One photograph features Bush declaring U.S. victory in Iraq 

aboard the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln on May 2, 2003 with a 

banner reading “Mission Accomplished” visible in the background. 

Another photograph features Bush presenting a turkey to U.S. troops in 

Bagdad on Thanksgiving Day 2003.  

 

  
Close-up: President George W. Bush Jr. presenting American troops in 

Bagdad with a turkey on Thanksgiving Day 2003. (Copyright: Pablo Martinez 
Monsivais/AP/TT.) 

 

                                                           
243 Nathan Roger echoes Mitchell’s point, arguing that “[i]n turning his capture into a 
humiliating media spectacle, the coalition had unwittingly transformed its hunt for 
Saddam into a possible al-Qaeda recruitment tool because it showed him being persecuted 
and humiliated by American military personnel” (Roger, 2013: 133). 
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Instead of foregrounding the success of the American government and its 

military endeavor in Iraq, however, these images came primarily to serve 

as images of its continued attempts to manipulate the international 

media. In late 2003, stories surfaced that Bush’s turkey was a fake plastic 

replica. While the story was later discredited (the turkey was not fake per 

se but merely pre-prepared by a military chef and then presented to 

Bush), the photograph nonetheless served in many minds to expose the 

propagandist U.S. war machinery and its failed attempt to manage and 

manipulate the international media through the careful staging of 

spectacular events.244 Bush’s premature victory declaration in May 2003 

also came to serve a similar function as the Iraqi insurgency intensified 

over the coming months and years. Both episodes thus became emblems 

of a failing U.S. propaganda apparatus and its consistent effort to create 

fake images of triumph and victory. “By now,” as noted by Nicholas 

Mirzoeff, “one began to sense that faking it was in fact official policy” 

(Mirzoeff, 2005: 19).245  

Once again, then, the atlas presents us with staged media spectacles, 

intended to convey a very specific message (and indeed to produce a very 

specific effect), which prove, rather, to have a life of their own and thus 

demonstrate the seeming inability of the U.S. government to understand 

the characteristics of the media ecology in which it operated. “When the 

Bush administration has manufactured media spectacles—such as […] 

the falling Saddam Hussein statue and Bush’s ‘Mission Accomplished’ 

speech—it has done so whilst failing to understand the decentralized 

nature of the contemporary rhizomatic media system” (Roger, 2013: 

168).  

Perhaps the most well-known example of precisely this inability of 

the state to control the image-flow and direct the process of meaning-

making is represented in the atlas via two photographs from the 

infamous Abu Ghraib scandal, in which U.S. military personnel were 

                                                           
244 For an overview of the so-called ‘Thanksgiving turkey-scandal’, see Dinan (2013). 
245 Indeed, Mirzoeff argues that the Iraq war signaled the end of a belief in the visual as a 
privileged site of critical thinking and intervention: “[W]hile the visual may be the locus of 
globalization, it now resists the viewer, rather than being a place where the viewer might 
resist or refuse that globalization” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 3). Instead, Mirzoeff argues that the 
Iraq war constituted “the consolidation of power as a visualized model of reactionary 
globalization” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 3). Mirzoeff goes on to suggest that “the Iraq war marked 
a specific moment in the consolidation of globalization as entailing the greatest possible 
freedom of movement for capital, while restricting the movement of individuals to the 
circulation of domestic consumption” (Mirzoeff, 2005: 12). 
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photographed engaged in the humiliation and torture of inmates in 

Bagdad’s Abu Ghraib prison. Stories of mistreatment and even torture 

surfaced as early as June 2003 in reports from Amnesty International. 

American and international media, however, showed little initial interest 

in the matter. Even when the U.S. military acknowledged the 

mistreatment of its prisoners in early 2004, the response from American 

and international media was lethargic. In January 2004, the U.S. military 

publicly announced that an official investigation into the allegations had 

begun following the discovery of a CD with digital images taken by 

military staff at the prison. Reportedly, these images in graphic detail 

depicted the abuse. In February, it was reported that 17 soldiers had been 

suspended from duty and in late March charges were filed against six 

soldiers. The crimes committed in Abu Ghraib, however, only came to 

widespread international attention in April 2004 when American 

television news show 60 Minutes II publicized a selection of the images 

found on the discovered CD. New York Times reporter Seymore M. 

Hersh also presented further photographs in a group of articles published 

in late April and early May.246 Following the publication of such images, 

the Bush administration, which previously had not acknowledged the 

abuses at Abu Ghraib, responded by condemning the photographs as well 

as the acts they depicted while simultaneously asserting that they were 

not representative of the ethical and moral standards of the U.S. military 

in general. Despite efforts to diffuse the situation, however, the pictures 

emerging from Abu Ghraib caused international outrage, especially in the 

Middle East, and were among the central causes of the intensification of 

the Iraqi insurgency. 247  

Two photographs emerging from the Abu Ghraib scandal are 

featured in The Suicide Mission’s fold-out-collage. One is of two persons 

smiling and posing for the camera recognizable as Lynndie England and 

Charles Graner, who were both key figures in many of the most well-

known photographs of humiliation and torture. Placed immediately next 

to the photograph of England and Graner is a photograph depicting an 

instance of actual humiliation and torture, as eight U.S. soldiers stand 

                                                           
246 Hersh went on to publish an entire book about the events of 9/11, the Iraq war and the 
Abu Ghraib photographs. See Hersh (2004). 
247 For a general overview of the Abu Ghraib scandal, see Lewis (2005), Eisenman (2007), 
Mitchell (2011) and Roger (2013). 
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around a group of naked, chained Iraqi prisoners.248 Whereas the 

previously mentioned photographs featured in the atlas demonstrate the 

ways in which the U.S. government staged visual events with the explicit 

intention of creating an international media spectacle, the Abu Ghraib 

photographs in general are somewhat different insofar as they were never 

meant to become public. Rather, they served as a combination of 

personal souvenirs and interrogation tactics.249 Even so, they are in most 

cases still highly staged visual events performed for the camera, and their 

presence in the collage calls attention to the role of images in the context 

of the Iraq war as well as the inability of the American government to 

control the image-flow. As such, the Abu Ghraib images serve to 

foreground one of the central features of the media ecology in which they 

were produced, namely an increase in the circulation and dissemination 

of images. The Abu Ghraib photographs demonstrated “a new role for 

photography’s ‘being in the world’ made possible by digitization” insofar 

as they “showed the way in which the rapid, virulent circulation of 

digitized images gives them a kind of uncontrollable vitality, an ability to 

migrate across borders, to escape containment and quarantine, to ‘break 

out’ of whatever boundaries have been established for their control” 

(Mitchell, 2015: 55). As such, the Abu Ghraib scandal speaks insistently 

to the increasing lack of control and containment that characterizes the 

contemporary media ecology, and the inclusion of the infamous images 

in the fold-out-collage insistently places The Suicide Mission as well as 

the entire trilogy within this specific media context.   

Further underlining the centrality of the Abu Ghraib images to The 

Suicide Mission’s interrogation of the relationship between mediation 

and warfare is that the novel features a quote by Susan Sontag referring 

explicitly to the torture photographs on its front-cover flap: “[I]t was the 

photographs that made all this ‘real’ to Bush and his associates. Up to 

then, there had been only words” (Sontag, 2004). The quote is from 

Sontag’s article “Regarding the Torture of Others” published in The New 

York Times on May 23, 2004. The article is, first and foremost, a critique 

of the Bush administration and its handling of the Abu Ghraib scandal. 

However, it is also a critique of the aestheticization of violence in 

                                                           
248 The incident is described by both American and Iraqi eyewitnesses in the documentary 
film Ghosts of Abu Ghraib (2007), directed by Rory Kennedy. 
249 The various motivations for taking the photographs are addressed in Mitchell (2011), 
Roger (2013) as well as in the documentary films Ghosts of Abu Ghraib (2007) and 
Standard Operating Procedure (2008).  
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contemporary American culture of which Sontag believes the photo-

graphs to be emblematic. Referring to the Abu Ghraib photographs in 

general, and more specifically to the infamous photographs of naked 

Iraqi prisoners stacked on top of each other, Sontag writes: “The events 

are in part designed to be photographed. The grin is a grin for the camera. 

There would be something missing if, after stacking the naked men, you 

couldn’t take a picture of them” (Sontag, 2004). According to Sontag, 

then, the Abu Ghraib photographs makes visible the logic of a visual 

culture whose central feature is an aestheticization of violence: “[T]he 

meaning of these pictures is not just that these acts were performed, but 

that their perpetrators apparently had no sense that there was anything 

wrong in what the pictures show. Even more appalling, since the pictures 

were meant to be circulated and seen by many people: it was all fun” 

(Sontag, 2004).250  

I will not go into further detail concerning Sontag’s essay here. 

While interesting in its own right, perhaps primarily as an example of the 

anti-ocularcentrism described in previous chapters, I want here simply 

to note that the specific quote placed on the front-cover flap of the novel 

explicitly addresses the centrality of images to the Iraq war and the “War 

on Terror” in general. Only when photographed, Sontag’s statement 

suggests, do the actions of torture enter into public consciousness and 

make it necessary for the political establishment to act—or at least to 

create the appearance of taking action. Images rule public opinion and 

therefore politics as well. Words, on the other hand, seem more or less 

irrelevant. It is to this perceived state of affairs that the quote as well as 

the fold-out-collage refers. 

                                                           
250 In The Abu Ghraib Effect (2007), Stephen F. Eisenman argues that the Abu Ghraib 
photographs are intimately tied to what he (by way of Aby Warburg) calls the “pathos 
formula” in the history of Western art from antiquity and onwards, i.e., “the motif of 
tortured people and tormented animals who appear to sanction their own abuse” 
(Eisenman, 2007: 16). Eisenman therefore goes on to argue that: “The photographs made 
by soldiers, MPs and civilians at Abu Ghraib—which by their deployment of sexualized 
scenarios depict torture as if it were something erotic, or at least potentially pleasurable 
for the victims—are not exceptional images in the history of Western visual culture, they 
are the rule” (Eisenman, 2007: 44). Just as Sontag, then, Eisenman argues that the Abu 
Ghraib photographs do not constitute an aberration from the norm but is rather 
emblematic of the norm. “What the photographs from Abu Ghraib therefore also reveal, 
and what most commentators—stricken by the shock of the uncanny—forget (or wish to 
deny), is the perfectly unexceptional character of the images in the history of European 
and American representation” (Eisenman, 2007: 17).  
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At the narrative level, the Abu Ghraib images are also used as part 

of the contextualization of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission, when the 

mysterious narrator writes: 
 
The two Europeans came, were seen, spoke and spoke and spoke, and after 
seventeen days they were gone. Whoosh! A few weeks or days or hours later the 
pictures from Abu Ghraib, the former Saddam Hussein prison, began to spread 
across every TV- and computer screen in the world: the Good Guys’ own digital 
photographs and video clips of themselves in the role of torturer, stacking naked 
Iraqis, forcing them to have anal sex with each other, to eat the uneatable pork, 
to dress in women’s clothing and undress before the female liberation soldiers. 
The goal had been reached, it was fulfilled, in a way the Good Guys had 
exterminated Evil: The Good Guys had taken over not only the Bad Guys’ cities 
and palaces and prisons but also their roles. There was no longer any 
difference.251 
 

Nielsen & Rasmussen’s failure is here posited as a prefiguration of the 

moral and ethical failure of the coalition forces—a failure literally 

inscribed in the Abu Ghraib images and their transformation of liberators 

into torturers and democracy into subjugation. As such, the photographs 

from the Abu Ghraib scandal featured in the atlas insistently speak of the 

failure of the American government and the coalition forces. Not only do 

they explicitly depict the moral and ethical collapse of the war, insofar as 

it was marketed as a democratic project, but it also demonstrates once 

again the inability of the Bush administration to manage the war of 

images into which it entered after the terror attacks of September 11. 

Apart from images of a (not so) triumphant American war machine, 

the atlas also features a variety of images from another group of image-

makers, namely those of the Iraqi insurgency. Among these are 

photographs of Nicholas Berg, an American electrician abducted in 

Bagdad in April 2004 and later found decapitated by a U.S. military 

patrol on May 8, 2004. The photographs are still-images from a video of 

his beheading produced and released online by the insurgents. As Nathan 

Roger points out, the video was explicitly intended for a global audience 

                                                           
251 “De to europæere kom, de sås, de talte og talte og talte, og efter sytten dage var de væk. 
Pist! Få uger eller dage eller timer senere begyndte billederne fra Abu Ghraib, det tidligere 
Saddam Hussein-fængsel, at sprede sig på alverdens tv- og computerskærme: De Godes 
egne digitalfotografier og videoklip af dem selv i rollen som torturbødler, der stablede 
nøgne irakere, tvang dem til at have analsex med hinanden, spise det uspiselige svinekød, 
klæde sig i dametøj og af for de kvindelige befrielsessoldater. Målet var nået, det var fuldt, 
i en vis forstand havde De Gode udryddet Det Onde: De Gode havde besat ikke bare De 
Ondes byer og paladser og fængsler, men også deres roller. Der var ikke længere nogen 
forskel” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 25).  
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insofar as no ransom demand was made (Roger, 2013: 119–120). In other 

words, the entire point of the kidnapping was to make the video and thus 

to respond to the American image-machine by the creation of a new set 

of terrifying images. As an allusion to the detainees at the American 

Guantanamo base in Cuba, the orange jumpsuit worn by Berg in the video 

further demonstrates the kidnappers’ wish to “frame the execution video 

in a global context” (Roger, 2013: 120). Addressing the general trend of 

beheading-videos that came to constitute a central trademark of the Iraqi 

insurgency in the period following the 2003 invasion, W.J.T.  Mitchell 

argues: 
 
[T]he photo opportunities staged by the Iraqi insurgency showed an intuitive 
grasp of the logic of the image-war. Horrible as they are, the images of 
decapitation betray a kind of symmetry with the hooding of Saddam’s statue and 
the dental examination. The justice of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
escalates to a head for a head, and symbolic decapitation is trumped by the 
staging of the real thing on international television. (Mitchell, 2011: 95–96) 
 

If death is only implied in the still-images of the Nicholas Berg execution 

video, however, it is directly displayed in another photograph featured in 

the atlas, which depicts a burnt and mangled body hanging from a wire 

next to which an Iraqi child stands looking into the camera. On March 31, 

2004, the bodies of four American contractors killed outside the Iraqi city 

of Falluja were set on fire and mutilated. Following these acts, the 

remains of two of the contractors were strung from a bridge crossing the 

Euphrates River and triumphantly paraded in front of the international 

media. Although markedly different from the still-images of the video of 

Nicholas Berg’s beheading, this event was no less staged and arranged for 

the global media as part of the insurgency’s war of images against the 

American occupation. W.J.T. Mitchell notes that “[t]he behavior of the 

crowd of Iraqis before the camera made it clear that the photographs 

were not merely the spontaneous recordings of a passing journalist, but 

staged photo ops meant to outrage the eyes of the enemy” (Mitchell, 2011: 

96).  

One noticeable feature of the image-war surrounding the 2003 Iraq 

invasion, then, was the centrality of the human body. As noted by Michael 

Shapiro, the U.S. military largely succeeded in removing any violated 

bodies from the media coverage of the 1990 Gulf War (Shapiro, 1997: 

101–102). With the 2003 reiteration, however, it failed to do so, largely 

because it faced an enemy armed with their own image-making weapons 
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and thus able to penetrate the global media sphere. In explicitly and 

demonstrably depicting the violated human body, the insurgency 

countered the effects of de-realization and abstraction practiced by the 

U.S. in terms of the media coverage and thus undermined its attempt to 

manage the war effectively. A central feature of the war of images, then, 

was that it featured a return of the body to the scene of war, which the 

U.S. government could not combat as effectively as in previous military 

campaigns.  

In general, the atlas thus presents us with a collection of iconic 

visual events part of the war of images following 9/11 and intensified 

during the early period of the Iraq war. Most centrally, perhaps, it traces 

the exchange of images between the American government and the Iraqi 

insurgency, insistently calling attention not only to the use of images for 

propagandist purposes during the war, but also to the difficulty of 

controlling the impact of such images in contemporary media ecology. As 

noted by Nathan Roger, the rise of a global network of digital media has 

made old strategies of state propaganda increasingly difficult to manage. 

Images now seemingly live a life of their own, and cannot be controlled 

to the same degree as previously. In Afflicted Powers. Spectacle and 

Capitalism in a New Age of War (2005), it is similarly noted that the war 

of images following the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, 

demonstrated not just that images are a central medium of modern 

warfare, but that it is a form of warfare decisively threatening to the 

modern state:  
 
At the level of the image […] the state is vulnerable; and that level is now fully 
part of, necessary to, the state’s apparatus of self-reproduction. Terror can take 
over the image-machinery for a moment—and a moment, in the timeless echo 
chamber of the spectacle, may now eternally be all there is—and use it to amplify, 
reiterate, accumulate the sheer visible happening of defeat. (Boal, 2005: 27–28) 
 

The Suicide Mission’s fold-out-collage not only calls attention to the role 

of images in contemporary warfare, but insistently situates the novel 

within the context of a contemporary media ecology characterized by a 

lack of controllability and structure. As such, the collage speaks directly 

to the trilogy’s preoccupation with processes of mediation in the context 

of the “War on Terror” and engages with the possible role of the print 

novel in such a situation. What matters here is not the attempt to 

compete with this war of images, as Nielsen & Rasmussen ostensibly do, 

but rather the attempt to engage with such images in a critical and 



241 
 

subversive manner, calling attention not only to their performative 

dimension, but also to the ways in which representation itself is tied to 

questions of power and ideology. As such, the atlas might best be 

understood as a satirical subversion of the reality effect of the various 

photographs and a call of attention instead to the cultural and political 

work they perform.  

 

Frame, Window, Code: 
The Photographic Imagetext 

Of course, the photographs included in the fold-out-collage are not the 

only photographs in the trilogy. Apart from the trilogy’s last novel, the 

first two are littered with photographs, a few of which I have already 

addressed somewhat provisionally in previous analyses. I will address the 

curious absence of photographs and almost all other graphic images in 

The Fall of Great Satan later. Here, however, I want to examine two of 

what I believe to be the most central photographs in the trilogy, focusing 

specifically on their suturing of the verbal and visual, that is, on their 

articulation of the imagetext discourse, as well as the relation of this 

discourse to different ideological and political perspectives.  

Notably, the photographs are staged at the narrative level as digital 

photographs. Because of this, they come to function as sites of a symbolic 

confrontation and coalescence not just of the verbal and the visual but 

also of the analog and the digital. Indeed, the imagetext discourse 

articulated in the interaction of photography and writing makes difficult 

any clear distinction between such categories and thus complicates 

narratives of one technology replacing the other.  

As mentioned in the introduction, words and images often function 

as metonymies of the analog and the digital in contemporary narratives 

of cultural development and technological progression. In such 

narratives, words are often conceived of as belonging to the obsolete 

technological paradigm of the book, while images instead belong to the 

so-called digital revolution and thus feature as part of an entirely new 

cultural system. As will become evident, however, the trilogy instead 

presents the analog and the digital not as distinct, mutually exclusive 

categories in themselves but as nodes in a representational field of 

dialectical tension and exchange. In doing so, it undermines and 

destabilizes commonplace narratives of a digital revolution entailing the 

death of writing as well as that of the print novel. Instead, it reveals such 
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narratives not only as cultural constructs but as ideological maneuvers 

implicitly entailing distributions of knowledge and power aligned with 

the maintenance of the status quo.  

It is central, then, that the imagetext discourse and its de-

stabilization of the distinction between images and words in these 

various instances serves to destabilize commonplace distinctions 

between the analog and the digital. By attacking the word/image 

dichotomy as an ideological phantasm, it similarly attacks the 

overlapping dichotomy of the analog and the digital. 

 

     
Nielsen & Rasmussen at the Kuwait-Iraq border with “The Democracy”. 

(Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

First, I want to look at a photograph of Nielsen & Rasmussen featured on 

the front-cover-flap of The Suicide Mission, which I want to explore from 

the perspective of the meticulous and elaborate description to which the 

mysterious narrator subjects it:   
 
A wire fence pierces the picture. The fence forms a web of quadratic panes, 
through which the desert can be seen stretching out, infinite and flat, but uneven 
nonetheless and more grey than sand colored, blotched and sort of littered with 
rocks and garbage, rusty metal, pieces of plastic, glass and cans featuring 
remnants of colored labels, and at the very edge, balancing on the edge of the 
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horizon under the cool, light, almost characterless sky, are a few buildings, 
concrete boxes, abandoned, like the remnants of a civilization.252  
 

I want, first, to focus on the description of the fence as made up of a web 

of panes (“ruder”) through which the desert comes into view—a 

description which calls to mind the concepts of both the window and the 

frame.253 As is well known, the window has been a central metaphor for 

the framing of the pictorial image at least since Alberti’s famous treatise 

on the technique of Renaissance perspective, de Pictura (1435), in which 

he urged the painter to think of the frame of the painting as an open 

window.  

As a figurative trope for the framing of the pictorial image in general, 

the window “supplies a common metaphor for the various frames that 

form its virtual analogs—the frame of the painting and the photograph, 

the screens of movie, television and computers” (Friedberg, 2006: 5).  

I do not intend to go more deeply into the history of the window as 

a metaphor for pictorial representation in Western culture, but merely 

note that the description of the photograph above presents the reader not 

with a single window through which the world is to be viewed, but rather 

with a multitude of panes and frames.  

In doing so, the description gestures meta-aesthetically towards the 

frame of the photograph itself and to photography in general as an act of 

framing. It speaks to photography not as an objective or neutral view of 

reality, but as a cultural act situated in a specific material and 

                                                           
252 “Billedet gennemskæres af et trådhegn. Hegnet danner et net af kvadratiske ruder, 
gennem hvilke man ser ørkenen strække sig ud, uendelig og flad, men alligevel ujævn og 
mere grå end egentlig sandfarvet, skjoldet og ligesom overstrøet med sten og affald, rustent 
metal, stumper af plast, glas og dåser med rester af kulørte mærkater, og yderst ude, 
vippende på randen af horisonten under den kølige, lyse, nærmest karakterløse himmel, 
enkelte bygninger, betonkasser, forladte, som resterne efter en civilisation” (clausbeck-
nielsen.net, 2005: 15). 
253 To those possibly unfamiliar with the specific word “pane” the OED defines pane in this 
context as “a division of a window” and more specifically “a portion of a window formed 
by a single piece of glass held in place by a frame of lead, wood, etc.” It may also refer to 
other forms of transparent material than that of glass. As such, the word denotes a framed 
section in a window filled with a sheet of glass or some other transparent material. 
According to Gyldendal’s Danish to English Dictionary, the first four possible translations 
of the Danish word “rude” are: “1. pane (of glass); 2. window; 3. transparent panel; 4. 
square.” In colloquial Danish, the word “rude” often means simply “window” but can also 
refer to “window pane” as well as panes covered by some other form of transparent 
material. In some cases, the word also designates a pane not necessarily covered by 
anything at all, as in the context of the quote above, wherein no material covers the panes 
formed by the fence. As such, the word here refers implicitly to both pane, window and 
frame insofar as the network of panes constituted by the fence becomes a literal 
framework through which the desert comes into view. 
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spatiotemporal context, i.e., an active choice of framing made by specific 

agents in specific material contexts.  

Insofar as the figure of the window also functions historically as a 

metaphor for perspectival painting, the tension generated in the 

description between the photograph itself as a single window and the 

multitude of panes within that window destabilizes the perspectivalist 

representational paradigm to which the ideal of realism was central.254 

As argued by Martin Jay in Downcast Eyes (1993), Renaissance 

perspective and its coalescence with Cartesian philosophy was a central 

component of the formation of the modern ocular regime of Cartesian 

perspectivalism. Inasmuch as Renaissance perspective thus adheres to or 

is emblematic of the model of the Cartesian observer, the fracturing of 

the single window of perspectival painting as well as its photographic 

‘heir’ also functions implicitly as a fracturing of the Cartesian observer’s 

monocular eye. Instead of a single viewpoint from which to see the world, 

the viewer is presented with a multiplicity of possible perspectives and 

positions. As such, the photograph of Nielsen & Rasmussen comes to 

figure as a post-perspectival layering of different perspectives and 

frames, which subverts the notions of fixity and control central to the 

ocularcentrism of the Cartesian tradition.  

Furthermore, the multitude of panes and layers within and through 

the frame of the photograph implicitly recalls the computer screen and 

the familiar windows-within-windows design of most graphical user 

                                                           
254 As noted by Erwin Panofsky, the concept of realism in the context of Renaissance 
perspective—and thus of the representational paradigm associated with it—does not 
concern nor refer to subjective optical impression as such, i.e., how the visual field is 
constituted at a subjective level. Instead, it refers to the represented space’s adherence to 
believed mathematical truths and principles. Panofsky writes: “In order to guarantee a 
fully rational—that is, infinite, unchanging and homogenous—space, this ‘central 
perspective’ makes two tacit but essential assumptions: first, that we see with a single 
immobile eye, and second, that the planar cross section of the visual pyramid can pass for 
an adequate reproduction of our optical image. In fact, these two premises are rather bold 
abstractions from reality, if by ‘reality’ we mean the actual subjective optical impression. 
For the structure of an infinite, unchanging and homogenous space—in short, a purely 
mathematical space—is quite unlike the structure of psychophysiological space” 
(Panofsky, 1997: 28–30). Perspectivalist realism, then, does not refer to subjective optical 
experience but rather to mathematical abstraction. It is precisely because of this that 
Panofsky labels perspective a ‘symbolic form’. Furthermore, I do not mean here to suggest 
that the concept of perspectival painting refers to a homogenous representational strategy 
or tradition. The technique of perspective in painting has a varied and complicated history. 
What I refer to here, first and foremost, is the technique of Renaissance perspective, i.e., 
central perspective, which is characterized primarily by the alignment of all orthogonal 
lines with a central vanishing point. Other forms of perspectival painting are organized in 
different ways and may have more vanishing points. See Trachtenberg (1997). 
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interfaces. As such, the photograph and the description of it juxtapose 

two different metaphors of the window and by implication two different 

models of vision. On the one hand, the Cartesian observer of the 

perspectivalist tradition, and on the other hand, the post-perspectivalist 

observer of contemporary media culture.255 A key component of the 

imagetext discourse articulated through the interaction of writing and 

photograph in this instance, then, is a noted tension between Cartesian 

ocularcentrism and a form of visuality that entails a radically decentered 

observer a well as a fractured, discontinuous and unstable visual field. An 

illustrative point of comparison might be to think of the photograph as a 

kind of counter-image to Albrecht Dürer’s famous drawing apparatus 

(the so-called velo frame) as illustrated in his Underweysung der 

Messung (1538).256  

 

 

Albrecht Dürer’s woodcut illustration in Underweysung der Messung (1538). 

 
Insofar as this drawing functions as a representation of the 

rationalization and objectification of the visual field characteristic of 

Cartesian perspectivalism, the photograph of Nielsen & Rasmussen 

similarly represents an alternative model of vision. Indeed, it might be 

said that the fence functions in quite a literal fashion as a post-

                                                           
255 Anne Friedberg notes: “Unlike the metaphor of the window as a frame for perspectival 
view, the metaphor of the window in computer software relies on a different set of 
assumptions about the viewer and the view that the window provides. An early component 
of the graphical user interface, the computer ‘window’ referred not to the full expanse of 
the computer screen, but rather to a subset of its screen surface: an inset screen within the 
screen of the computer, one of many nested on its ‘desktop’. The computer ‘window’ shifts 
its metaphoric hold from the singular frame of perspective to the multiplicity of windows 
within windows, frames within frames, screens within screens” (Friedberg, 2006: 1–2). 
256 Translated by Friedberg as “Treatise on Measurement”. See Friedberg (2006: 39). It 
has been published in English as The Painter’s Manual. See Dürer (1977).   
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perspectival technology of vision and thus as an emblem of a post-

perspectival ocular regime.257    

While the paradigm of Cartesian perspectivalism is fiercely 

repressive of materiality, furthermore, the post-perspectival model of 

vision here associated with the figure of the fence speaks subtly but 

insistently to the materiality of the photograph through the description 

of its “piercing” by the fence. While on one level this obviously refers 

simply to the position of the fence within the frame of the picture, it also 

works figuratively to suggest that the fence penetrates the picture and 

thus speaks to the photograph itself as a physical, material object. Not 

only does this foregrounding of the materiality of the photograph counter 

the Cartesian paradigm, but it also counters contemporary notions of the 

supposed immateriality of the digital because it situates the digital image 

within a material framework. In doing so, it allows for the digital and the 

analog to emerge not as separate categories but as overlapping cultural 

practices. Just as the imagetext discourse in this instantiation thus 

dissolves any clear distinction between writing and picture as relates to 

their cultural unfolding, it similarly destabilizes any clear distinction 

between the analog and the digital.  

Another feature of the description indicative of the interplay 

between the verbal and the visual is the association of the shape of the 

fence with the letter Y:  
 
The fence is held up by quadratic black metal pipes, the tops of which split in two 
to form a row of Ys, which, just like the fence, seem to become progressively 
smaller and spaced closer together as they drag seven barbed wires through the 
picture and beyond, seven lines wrapped in whirls of barbed wire, kind of 
floating, so that instead of clouds an infinite track of barbed wire moves across 
the sky.258 
 

In referring to the letter Y as a means of describing the spatial properties 

of a particular detail of the fence, writing comes (almost literally) to 

pierce and fracture the picture. As in earlier examples, this meta-

aesthetical gesture serves to make the reader look at the text rather than 

simply see through it, as the words on the page emerge as visual objects. 

                                                           
257 On Dürer’s illustration and the use of the velo-frame as an instrument of perspective 
practice, see Friedberg (2006: 38–42). 
258 “Hegnet holdes oppe af firkantede sorte metalrør, der øverst deler sig i to og således 
danner en lang rækker Y’er, der ligesom hegnet synes at blive stadig mindre og stå stadig 
tættere, idet de trækker syv pigtråde med sig gennem billedet og videre, syv linjer omviklet 
med hvirvel af pigtråd, der ligesom svæver, så at der i stedet for skyer bevæger sig et 
endeløst spor af pigtråd hen over himlen” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 15). 
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If one considers the intrusion of print from a figurative perspective, one 

might also conceive of this as the bringing into focus of a discursive 

presence within the supposedly pure visuality of photographic space. In 

describing a particular part of the fence as a letter, what was otherwise 

merely an image suddenly becomes an imagetext. As such, the 

description seems to suggest that language is always present within the 

photographic frame in some form or another—if nothing else as a 

foundational perspective of all lived experience insofar as it relates to 

people conditioned by language.  

A particular logic of reciprocity is also expressed, however, which 

speaks not only to the visual properties of writing and the verbal 

properties of photography, but to the material properties of both the 

visual and the verbal: not only is the fence described as a letter, but the 

letter is also described as a fence, that is, as a physical, material and 

multimodal object. This gesture insistently foregrounds the material 

properties of writing and by extension those of the text itself.  

Such concerns regarding the intersection of visuality and materiality 

are further foregrounded as the description of the photograph ends with 

the narrator focusing on the box carried by Nielsen & Rasmussen: “At its 

center it is provided with a big white slip of paper, an A4 sheet, framed 

by dull brown tape. On the slip it says, black on white: ‘The Democracy 

destination: Iraq’”.259  

It is telling that the description of the photograph thus ends by 

returning to the printed word. Doing so, it once again calls attention 

writing (more specifically the medium of print) and entices the reader not 

only to see through the text but also to look at it. By focusing on the text 

in the photograph, the text itself once again becomes an image, that is to 

say an imagetext. What we find here, then, is the articulation of an 

imagetext discourse in which the verbal and the visual coalesce within an 

invariably material and embodied regime of perception.  

Other noticeable examples of such strategies and dynamics are the 

photographs used in The Sovereign to show the reader the various city 

signs central to Nielsen’s search for Rasmussen’s childhood home. 

Although such photographs seemingly serve as instantiations of a 

traditional documentary effect, they similarly articulate a coalescence of 

                                                           
259 “Midtpå er den forsynet med en stor hvid seddel, et A4-ark, rammet ind af matbrun 
tape. På seddelen står der, sort på hvidt: ‘The Democracy destination: Iraq’” (clausbeck-
nielsen.net, 2005: 17).   
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the verbal and the visual that speaks to issues of materiality and 

embodiment. Writing is here insistently established as both physical 

object and cultural act, situated in a specific material context. Of 

particular notice are also the thick wooden frames surrounding and 

isolating the pictures from the white page. Not only do they gesture meta-

aesthetically towards the tradition of painting but they also draw 

attention (once again) to the act of framing. More than this, they also 

gesture ironically towards the aestheticization of the quotidian through 

artistic practice (interrogating art more as an act of cultural framing than 

as essential quality of any given object) while the imposing physicality 

and materiality of the frames direct our attention to the physical book 

itself and the text contained within it as a framing device. Visuality and 

materiality. Framing and naming. These modalities and practices all 

interpenetrate one another on multiple levels to create a vivid, 

multimodal texture.  

 

 
Photographs with frames. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by Permission.) 

 

Concerning the photograph of Nielsen & Rasmussen at the Iraq-Kuwait 

border, I want also to address one further aspect, which is so obvious that 

it might almost escape our attention. Not only does the figure of the fence 
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figuratively refer to the interrelated concepts of window and frame (and 

thus to concerns about mediation and perception as suggested) but it also 

constitutes a literal, physical border, separating Kuwait from Iraq. This 

means that the meta-aesthetical concerns about frame and window are 

directly related to concerns about physical, political borders and the 

separations of nations and peoples they both symbolize and produce.260 

Here, the frames or windows through which the reader is made to view 

the desert also constitutes a deeply politically and ideologically charged 

border between nations.  

Historically, the border separating Iraq and Kuwait has been the site 

of numerous hostilities of which the 1990 Gulf War is only the most 

recent example.261 Its formation in 1928 with the so-called Red Line 

Agreement, furthermore, was largely the result of the commercial oil 

interests of Western powers, and, as such, the border fence in the 

photograph functions as a metonymy for a highly political geography 

whose territorial features effectively constitute the imposition of Western 

capitalism upon the Middle East. As Michael Shapiro points out:    
 
The current geopolitical map of the region originates in 1928 with what was 
popularly referred to as the Red Line Agreement, an oil cartel arrangement in 
which the great powers and their oil companies marked access to the Iraqi oil 
fields. Subsequently, much of the system of jurisdictional boundaries reflected 
in the political map of the area has been owed to the struggle for control of oil 
fields. What is now a geopolitical cartography, respected by Western states and 
regarded as endangered by cross-border movements, was constituted out of a 
predatory set of commercial interests during a period of egregious Western 
disrespect for traditional boundaries. (Shapiro, 1997: 76)  
 

With this historical context in mind, it is clear that the border fence in the 

photograph is a highly charged historical and ideological object, which 

cannot be abstracted into a realm of supposedly pure aesthetics but 

which rather links the aesthetic and the political intimately together. 

Even if this context is not explicitly referred to in the text itself, the 

description of the photograph clearly invokes the history of colonialism 

in its disassociation of the desert landscape beyond the fence from the 

concept of civilization. In doing so, it effectively transforms the fence into 

                                                           
260 In “Border Wars. Translation and Convergence in Politics and Media”, W.J.T. Mitchell 
argues that borders within the realm of aesthetics and representational media are 
sublimations of political borders. See Mitchell (2015: 173). This claim is, of course, central 
to much of Mitchell’s work. 
261 On the history of the Iraq-Kuwait border dispute, see Abidi (1991), Brown (1994) and 
Muir (2004).  
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a dividing line between a civilized outside and a non-civilized, almost 

post-apocalyptic inside. It is this inside that Nielsen believes must be 

modernized precisely by (literally) importing democracy from 

without.262 As such, the interaction of text and picture in this instance is 

a clear example (and might even be considered as emblematic of) the 

continual overlaps between aesthetic and political concerns found in the 

trilogy. 

If a central feature of the imagetext discourse, however, is not just 

to foreground such connections but also to challenge them, then how 

might we conceive of the border fence as such an interventionist figure in 

this particular instance? I want to suggest that we understand it as one 

centered on the concept of transgression.  

Insofar as one of the defining features of the imagetext discourse is 

the transgression of the conventional and deeply political distinction 

between word and image, what emerges here is a representational space 

in which the transgressions of conceptual borders within the realm of 

aesthetics and mediation gesture towards the possibility of actual 

political transgression. It suggests, in other words, that what begins at 

the level of mediation and representation can possibly end at the level of 

real-life politics, as the transgression of conceptual borders might 

potentially translate into a transgression of political borders such as 

those between different nation-states.  

It also suggests, of course, that physical, political borders implicitly 

rest on conceptual borders. In doing so, it articulates a relationship 

between aesthetics and politics linked together precisely at the level of 

the perceptual insofar as representation and mediation govern the 

distributions of perception which in turn govern the distributions of 

knowledge and identity upon which real-life borders are built and 

(potentially) destroyed. However, it does so without articulating such 

possibilities of convergence and transgression in a utopian fashion, since 

it makes clear that whatever processes of convergence and transgression 

                                                           
262 This also constitutes a curious point of overlap between the mysterious narrator, who 
narrates the description, and Nielsen’s colonialist view of Iraq. While the narrator is 
otherwise critical of Nielsen’s project, the description points towards an implicit affinity 
between the two, which seems to hint at their possible unity. As such, the description hints 
towards a possible collapse of the distinction between the narrator and the character of 
Nielsen. Iversen has argued for the possibility of such a collapse. See Iversen (2010: 60–
61). 
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may possibly be realized at a conceptual and perceptual level, the Iraq-

Kuwait border nonetheless remains in place.  

Here, then, a foundational ambivalence is revealed to reside within 

the imagetext discourse specifically concerning the possibility of political 

intervention. This ambivalence is directly linked to Nielsen & Ras-

mussen’s own transgression of the border, which in many ways is the 

implicit (indeed, invisible) object of the photograph. What the imagetext 

discourse here interrogates is a fundamental ambivalence in regards to 

just what such a transgression entails in political and moral terms, and 

whether it is an act of critical intervention or a confirmation of the status 

quo.  

Even while the imagetext discourse thus suggests a possible 

dissolution of conceptual borders within the realm of aesthetics and 

mediation, the physical border between Kuwait and Iraq stands 

undeterred, reminding us that political reality does not necessarily bend 

to the will of academic analysis, or to the playful transgressions of so-

called ‘political art’ such as enacted by Nielsen & Rasmussen.  

But perhaps one might optimistically suggest that the dissolution of 

conceptual borders could at some point have actual political effect insofar 

as such processes of dissolution can be thought of as Rancièrian 

redistributions of the sensible and thus as reconfigurations of the field of 

sensory experience. Before the physical material border can be destroyed, 

after all, the imaginary borders holding them up must be destroyed first. 

At the level of the imagetext discourse and its engagement with 

perception, aesthetics becomes politics just as politics becomes 

aesthetics.  

Another central photograph is the one featured on The Suicide 

Mission’s front-cover. I have already discussed this photograph as a 

satirical gesture towards the ocularcentric utopianism of Nielsen & 

Rasmussen’s project in previous analyses. Here, however, I want to 

examine it in the context of the elaborate description to which the 

narrator subjects it—a description which explicitly addresses the 

ontology of the digital image.  
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Front-cover of Gyldendal’s 2005 first edition of The Suicide Mission. (Copyright: 

Nielsen/Neel Dich Abrahamsen. Used by permission.) 
 

The description begins in terms that decisively dissociate “The 

Democracy” from the utopian connotations with which Nielsen 

associates it. No longer a utopian, almost magical object, the box is now 

“caught balancing on the edge of its own fall or slow slide into the abyss” 

among a “swarm of garbage” from which it is no longer substantially 

different.263 Here, it is merely a material object among others, part of the 

same capitalist commodity cycle as the trash surrounding it, and, as such, 

the narrator clearly views the motif presented in the photograph as 

confirmation of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s naiveté and failure—an 

interpretation in line with the skepticism towards Nielsen & Rasmussen’s 

mission that he displays throughout the narrative. Following such 

remarks, however, the narrator turns his attention towards the sky such 

as represented in the photograph, which in turn leads him to reflect upon 

the characteristics of the digital image itself: 

 
The sky is low and mirrors the muddy nuances of the surface of the sewer, added, 
however, a shimmer of blue, which unfortunately should probably not be seen 
as a sign from above, a god’s mercy, it is probably just the result of a simple 

                                                           
263 “fanget vippende på kanten af sit eget fald eller langsomme skred ned i afgrunden” , 
“vrimmel af affald” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 323). 
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technical enhancement performed by the camera-maker who, with a little 
“proactive intervention”, has anticipated the wishes of the consumers and 
provided a commodity that represents any grey sky as if it were actually blue. No, 
in the end there is no real hope for either nature, humankind or democracy.264 
 

A key aspect here is the explicit reference to the malleability of the digital 

image and the possibility of manipulation seemingly inherent to it, as the 

digital camera is explicitly addressed as a producer of illusions rather 

than a recorder of objective optical reality. As such, the narrative echoes 

prevalent contemporary notions about the ontology of the digital image 

and the status of photography in contemporary media ecology. More 

specifically, it resonates strongly with notions of the digital image as an 

ambivalent form of representation, bearing no necessary relation to 

objective reality.265 One proponent of this view is William J. Mitchell, 

who in The Reconfigured Eye. Optical Truth in the Post-Photographic 

Era (1992) argues that photographs in the digital era are “no longer 

guaranteed as visual truth—or even as signifiers with stable meaning and 

value” (Mitchell, 1992: 57).266 Because of this, the digital image produces 

“a new uncertainty about the status and interpretation of the visual 

signifier” as well as a destabilization of “our ontological distinctions 

between the imaginary and the real” (Mitchell, 1992: 17, 225). Another 

proponent of this view is Friedrich Kittler, who argues that “[t]he 

computer image is […] forgery incarnate” because it “deceives the eye […] 

with the illusion or image of an image, while in truth the mass of pixels 

[…] proves to be structured more like a text composed entirely of 

individual letters” (Kittler, 2001: 32). Rather than being an objective 

indexical picture of reality, that is, a trace of light recorded on a 

photosensitive surface such as analog photography, the digital 

photograph is more like a text and thus also ‘written’ by means of a 

computer code. In the digital era, then, photography is no longer a 

                                                           
264 “Himlen er lavthængende og spejler overfladen af kloakken med sine grumsede 
nuancer, men tilføjet et skær af blåt, der desværre nok ikke skal ses som et tegn fra oven, 
en guds nåde, formodentlig er det bare resultatet af en simpel teknisk forbedring foretaget 
af kameraproducenten, som med en lille ‘proactive intervention’ har foregrebet 
forbrugernes ønske og leveret en vare, der gengiver enhver grå himmel, som var den i 
virkeligheden blå. Nej, her, i sidste ende er der ikke noget reelt håb, hverken for naturen, 
menneskene eller demokratiet” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 324). 
265 To be clear, the following analysis is not an attempt to define the true ontological 
characteristics of the digital image, which would obviously lie far outside my current 
analytic endeavor. Instead, I use various ideas about the digital image as a way of 
describing the way in which it is represented and conceived of within the context of the 
novel. 
266 William J. Mitchell should not be confused with W.J.T. Mitchell.  
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“perfect analogon” or “message without a code” as Roland Barthes 

famously argued (Barthes, 1977: 17). Instead, it is only code, and has no 

privileged relation to objective optical reality. Mark B. Hansen makes a 

similar point: “Following its digitization, the image can no longer be 

understood as a fixed and objective viewpoint on ‘reality’ […] since it is 

now defined precisely through its almost complete flexibility and 

adressability, its numerical basis, and its constitutive ‘virtuality’” 

(Hansen, 2006: 8). In the era of the digital, the image therefore becomes 

“akin to a text composed of individual letters, one that is, strictly 

speaking, unreadable” (Hansen, 2006: 73).  

In the description above, a similar view of the digital image is clearly 

articulated, as the narrator foregrounds the ‘textual’ qualities of the 

digital image to suggest that rather than a mechanical, objective view of 

reality, the photograph is a kind of ‘written’ text. Because of this, its 

representation of reality is no more authentic than any other kind of text, 

and the digital image thus emerges as a manipulative form of 

representation, rather than a static trace or inscription of a moment in 

time such as in analog photography. Whereas the analog photograph is 

supposedly written by nature, the description seems to imply, the digital 

image is written by human hand and therefore inherently untrustworthy. 

As such, the narrator conceives of the photograph not as an image but 

rather as an imagetext. In doing so, he explicitly addresses the 

photograph not just as a destabilization of the boundary between the 

imaginary and the real but as an outright illusion.  

It should be noted, furthermore, that the digital imagetext is 

situated explicitly in the context of spectacular capitalist consumerism. 

Indeed, it is explicitly described not as a valid representation of reality 

but rather as a commodity—one seemingly excluding the other in the 

mind of the narrator. It is, so the argument implicitly goes, a form of 

illusionism, insidiously furthering the capitalist profit imperative. By 

implication, of course, Nielsen & Rasmussen’s democratic mission as 

well as the 2003 Iraq war in general is similarly tainted (literally so, one 

might say) by the logic of spectacular capitalism. Here, we find not only 

an implicit reference to many of the international anti-war movement’s 

most insistent arguments against the Iraq invasion, but also echoes of 

Guy Debord’s famous critique of spectacular capitalism in Society of the 
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Spectacle (1967).267 For the narrator, then, the photograph (and more 

specifically the color of the sky) serves as an emblem of the fundamental 

corruption of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission as well as the Iraq war. 

Rather than transcendent or divinely warranted forms of political 

intervention, they instead constitute a deeply compromised and 

manipulative form of capitalist illusionism. It is equally interesting to 

note in this particular context that the narrator implicitly invokes the 

religious rhetoric of the Bush government as well as the rhetoric of the 

so-called “Bush Doctrine” whose concepts of ‘pre-emptive strike’ and 

‘pre-emptive war’ are intimately associated in public discourse with both 

the Iraq war as well as the “War on Terror”.268 In doing so, the narrator 

indicates that Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission as well as the digital image 

is part of a larger ideological system responsible for the war. What he 

presents, then, is an almost dystopian interpretation of the digital image, 

in which both nature and democracy have been subsumed by the 

ultimately violent illusions of capitalist spectacle, and in which it is 

clearly the role of the narrator to reveal and counter this system. As such, 

the narrator here engages in a form of interventionist iconoclasm 

directed specifically towards the digital image, which he views, 

ultimately, as an agent of violent spectacle. 

As readers we might well take this dismissal of the digital image at 

face value, were it not for the problematic web of ontological and 

epistemological assumptions upon which such a characterization rests. 

Equally so, we must also question the motives of the mysterious and 

possibly insidious narrator who so insistently expresses this dismissal.  

Addressing the first point, I want to turn briefly to W.J.T. Mitchell’s 

essay “Realism and the Digital Image” in which he argues against 

characterizations of the digital image such as those presented above. He 

does so on two interrelated fronts.  

First, the notion that the digital image has suddenly made 

photography untrustworthy is ahistorical because it fails to appreciate 

that analog photography was never particularly trustworthy to begin 

                                                           
267 For examples of the accusation against the Bush government that the Iraq war was 
motivated by a wish to control the region’s oil reserves, see Juhasz (2013) and Ahmed 
(2014). In Bolt & Das Beckwerk (2008), Beck-Nielsen (under the pseudonym “Das 
Beckwerk”) and Mikkel Bolt comment extensively on Debord.  
268 For more on the Bush government’s religious rhetorics, see Black (2004), Ivie, (2004) 
and Stramer (2010). The so-called ‘Bush Doctrine’ was a collection of U.S. foreign policy 
principles articulated by the Bush government. See Gupta (2008), Santos & Teixeira 
(2013) and Tarzi (2014). 
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with. He thus argues that “the distinction between a ‘genuine’ and a 

‘manipulated’ image” is a “paranoiac fantasy” and “ideological 

phantasm” because “every photograph that was made in the traditional 

way was also a product of manipulation in the sense of technical, material 

standards, and decisions about what to shoot, at what settings, and how 

to develop and print it” (Mitchell, 2015: 53).269 Mitchell’s second point is 

that such characterizations of the digital image are implicitly under-

pinned by “a kind of vulgar technical determinism that thinks the 

ontology of a medium is adequately given by an account of its materiality 

and its technical-semiotic character” (Mitchell, 2015: 51). Because of this, 

such accounts place too much emphasis on the digital characteristics of 

the image while simultaneously ignoring the fact that digital images 

unfold in analog contexts. “The notion that the digital character of an 

image has a necessary relation to the meaning of that image, its effects 

on the senses, and its impact on the body or the mind of the spectator, is 

one of the great myths of our time” (Mitchell, 2015: 51).  

Contrary to such a reduction of the digital image to its material 

characteristics, Mitchell argues that to accurately describe the digital 

image we must view it in the context of its cultural unfolding. To speak of 

the digital image as if its digital features are all that define it, is to create 

a theoretical abstraction completely dissociated from lived experience 

and thus to make a foundational ontological and epistemological 

mistake. “If ontology is the study of being,” Mitchell writes, “then we 

must not forget that the ontology of photography should focus on its 

being in the world, not in some reductive characterization of its essence” 

(Mitchell, 2015: 53). While Mitchell does not deny that the process of 

digitization has made a significant difference to the function of images in 

contemporary culture, he simultaneously underlines that “those 

differences cannot simply be ‘read off’ their material or technical 

features” (Mitchell, 2015: 59).  

If we follow Mitchell’s argument, it becomes clear that the narrator 

of The Suicide Mission voices precisely this kind of reductive 

characterization of the digital image and thus attempts to dissociate it 

from its being in the world, i.e., the specific cultural context in which it is 

                                                           
269 For an elaboration on analog photography and what might be called its ‘rhetorical 
features’, see Jay (1993: 125–147) and Jay (1995). Lev Manovich has similarly criticized 
the notion of ‘normal’ or ‘pure’ photography such as articulated by William J. Mitchell and 
others. See Manovich (2006: 245). 
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situated. As readers, therefore, we sense, perhaps intuitively so, that 

there is something fundamentally wrong with his dismissal of the 

photograph because it so clearly ignores the fact that the photograph 

(whether manipulated or not) does mean something and that this 

meaning is not entirely without merit nor consequence.   

I would argue, however, that more than simply being an ontological 

and epistemological mistake, the narrator’s dismissal of the digital image 

constitutes an ideological maneuver. As Mitchell has demonstrated—

particularly so in Iconology (1986)—iconoclasm is an inherently political 

and ideological practice and the description above is no exception. In 

simple terms, it is an attempt to establish authority. In attacking the 

digital image, the narrator establishes his own authority over the story 

told, and implicitly becomes the sole arbiter of truth. Nowhere is this 

more clearly revealed than in the explicit double standard evident in his 

critique. Notice, for instance, that the first part of the description takes 

the photograph for granted as an example of optical reality, which 

testifies to the fundamental corruption of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s 

democratic project. The second part instead dismisses the photograph as 

an insidious optical illusion. Such obvious inconsistency is clearly 

ideologically motivated: While the worn down and chaotic appearance of 

the box conforms to his ideological narrative, the blue color of the sky 

does not, and is therefore by definition suspect. In order to support his 

ideological position, the narrator thus cleaves the photograph in two by 

separating ground from sky. But who is to say that one is ‘real’ while the 

other is ‘false’? Could it not be exactly the other way around? And is it 

even possible to make such a distinction? What we find here, then, is not 

an attempt to engage in a critical discussion of the ontology of the digital 

image or of its relation to Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission, but rather an 

ideological attack upon both. In articulating this attack, the text clearly 

plays upon the familiar trope of a text (or narrative voice) attempting to 

establish dominion over an image.270 It is a curious feature, however, that 

this attack upon the image is directed primarily towards its textual 

qualities, by which the narrator implicitly undermines his own authority 

at the exact moment he believes to be establishing it. As such, the 

description serves as an example of the way in which the novel (and the 

                                                           
270 Both W.J.T. Mitchell and James T. Heffernan have written about the often antagonistic 
word-image relation in the ekphrastic tradition. For more see Heffernan (1993) and 
Mitchell (1994). 
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trilogy as a whole) resists the articulation of a coherent and authoritative 

viewpoint from which the narrative can be totalized, just as it refrains 

from the temptation to declare either word or image superior to the other. 

Instead, it plays a meta-aesthetical game with the figures and tropes of 

such aesthetic confrontations in order to reveal their ideological 

underpinnings.  

Another feature of the word–image relationship worth elaborating 

on in this instance is the ways in which it configures the relationship of 

the digital and the analog not as one of antagonism but of convergence. 

If we were to take the narrator’s attack upon the digital image at face 

value, of course, we would erroneously conclude that the text positions 

the digital image as the Other of the analog medium of the book. Taking 

into account, however, the way in which the narrative simultaneously 

disavows the narrator, positing him as inherently unreliable, we begin to 

question such a simplistic dichotomy. Considering, further, the insist-

ency with which the imagetext discourse establishes itself across the 

spectrum of the narrative’s verbal-visual dynamics, it becomes clear that 

rather than antagonism, what the description really concerns is the 

convergence and overlapping of the digital and the analog. Indeed, it is 

precisely such dynamics of convergence, which provoke the narrator into 

articulating his attack upon the digital image. He implicitly fears the 

contamination of the analog by the digital—a rhetorical figure revealed 

by the imagetext discourse to be ideologically charged. Countering the 

narrator’s articulation of the analog/digital relationship as antagonistic, 

the imagetext discourse instead foregrounds its dialectical 

characteristics. In doing so, it aligns with Mitchell’s point that while 

digital and analog representation is different from each other, it is “a 

highly labile and flexible difference, a dialectical relationship, not a rigid 

binary opposition” and not an ontological difference, “but a difference in 

representation and perception” (Mitchell, 2015: 57). As mentioned 

previously, in thus attacking the analog/digital dichotomy, the imagetext 

discourse insistently complicates simplistic narratives in which the 

analog medium of the book is supposedly to be supplanted or even 

eradicated by digital technology.  

Here we find, then, that the dissociation of words from images and 

analog from digital is part of an ideological maneuver whose key function 

it is to establish the authority of the narrator. As such, the imagetext 

discourse here serves to explicate the implicit ideological tensions often 
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underpinning attempts to establish hierarchies of media and thus to 

foreground the fact that mediation in many contexts is implicitly about 

power. Here, indeed, the practice of iconoclasm is revealed not just as an 

attempt to denigrate the digital image while establishing the authority of 

the narrative voice, but as an attempt to counter the insistent 

interpenetration of words and images otherwise found throughout the 

novel as well as the trilogy in general. It is a telling feature of the image-

text discourse, however, that it insistently dismantles such ideological 

maneuvers by subverting the various dichotomies of the verbal/visual, 

analog/digital upon which they are based. Evident here, then, is an 

imagetext discourse whose main function it is to reveal the politics of 

iconoclasm and the ideological underpinnings often associated with the 

essentialism and dichotomization articulated by the narrator. Even as the 

narrator implicitly attempts to dissociate words from images, the 

imagetext discourse instead reveals the political and ideological 

subcurrents of such a maneuver. By playing with familiar tropes of word-

image antagonisms, the novel thus interrogates their political and 

ideological underpinnings and attempts to question and subvert the 

distributions of perception and formations of knowledge and power that 

they engender.  

 
“Towards the vanishing point”: 
The Cartographic Imagetext 

Returning to The Suicide Mission’s fold-out-collage, the (extraordinarily) 

attentive reader may perhaps have noticed that dotted lines connect all 

of the various photographs to specific (or at least partially specific) 

positions on the map of Iraq placed at the center. This implies that the 

events portrayed in the photographs took place at the marked positions. 

Insofar as they are perceived to be indexes of the real, photography and 

cartography thus enter into a symbiotic relationship whose central 

characteristic is the creation of a reality effect wherein the two mediums 

feed off each other in a kind of parasitical logic. Doing so allows both to 

strengthen the other’s claim to reality. A closer look, however, reveals 

that just as the photographs, the map is a highly rhetorical and discursive 

construct rather than an objective representation of reality. Indeed, it is 

every bit an iconic act as the staged photographic spectacles that 

surround it. As such, it functions more as an ironic dismantling of any 

reality effect than an instantiation thereof. More than this, however, it 
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also functions as an instantiation of the imagetext discourse, whose 

suturing of the verbal and the visual is tied to specific political and 

ideological perspectives concerning the relationship of mediation to 

warfare.  

As J. B. Harley argues, maps are inherently rhetorical, and therefore 

never simply factual, objective representations. They always contain 

elements of persuasion and manipulation manifesting themselves at all 

levels of the visual layout.271 “As images of the world,” he writes, “maps 

are never neutral or value-free or ever completely scientific. Each map 

argues its own particular case. […] Theirs is not an innocent reality 

dictated by the intrinsic truth of the data; they are engaging in the ancient 

art of rhetoric” (Harley, 2001: 37). Inspired by Foucault’s concept of 

discourse, Harley contends that maps are social products, intimately tied 

to the historical and political contexts in which they are created, and thus 

always refer to, and are part of, the dominant discourses of their time and 

place. Contemporary notions of maps as objective representations of the 

world are a relatively new phenomenon, emerging from the seventeenth 

century and onwards as cartographic practice aligned with the principles 

of Enlightenment philosophy and its valorization of rationality. A central 

assumption of modern cartography developed through this alignment 

was not only that reality enjoyed an objective existence independent of 

the cartographer, but that such a reality could be accessed via systematic 

observation and subsequently expressed in mathematical terms (Harley, 

2001: 154). Modern cartography was thus tied to the emergence of 

objectivity in the nineteenth century and committed to the rhetorical 

strategy of persuading the viewer that he or she had power over the 

world—that is, reality was not only out there to be discovered, but also to 

be understood and controlled.272 As such, maps are about knowledge and 

power. Indeed, Harley contends, cartography has always been a language 

of power: from the ancient world to the modern, cartography has been a 

part of the exercise of power ranging from “global empire building, to the 

                                                           
271 I should note that the following description and characterization of modern cartography 
is not meant as an exhaustive definition of that particular practice insofar as it may even 
be said to constitute a ‘particular practice’. The notion of cartography as an ideologically 
and politically charged form of representation, such as argued by Harley and others, is not 
without its critics, especially among cartographers oriented more towards positivism. Such 
ideas and concepts concerning cartography, however, resonate strongly with the use of 
cartography in The Beckwerk Trilogy. 
272 On the emergence of objectivity see Daston & Galison (2007). 
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preservation of the nation state, to the local assertion of individual 

property rights” (Harley, 2001: 57).  

It thus comes as little surprise that cartography played a key role in 

the unfolding of Western colonialism. “The ever-escalating European 

desire to discover, conquer, and colonize ‘virgin’ territory”, writes Peta 

Mitchell, “found its greatest ally in the map, which in turn increasingly 

became a primary tool of empire-building nation-states” (Mitchell, 2008: 

54). Historically, maps have been used as instruments through which 

colonialism legitimized itself, and insofar as modern cartography is 

“predicated upon the ideal of the sovereign rational subject” implicitly 

destined to rationalize the world in its entirety, it came to function as a 

tool of empire-building (Mitchell, 2008: 57).  
 
Mapping of the oceans and landmasses, measurement of distances and of 
governmental and property boundaries, surveillance of peoples—all of these are 
practices of calibration. They are more than acts of noticing and naming, of 
fixing position and describing characteristics, after which the job of the observer 
is done, and he and his machinery of observation moves on. Rather, they initiate 
a process of continuous refinement, of exacting control, of maintaining order. 
They create the self-replicating conditions of a steady state, European-style. 
(Smith, 2002: 483)  
 

Despite its claim to objectivity, in other words, the practice of modern 

cartography is deeply embedded in the history of colonialism and, 

depending on the specific historical context, often functions as both an 

instrument and an emblem of power, that is, it is a way in which power is 

not only codified and represented but ultimately practiced.273  

Cartography also has an intimate connection to warfare. Indeed, 

cartography became a prerequisite of warfare around 1800 when the 

scale and complexity of warfare became unmanageable with traditional 

methods of visual surveillance and information gathering such as 

mounted scouts, local informants and other forms of on-location 

viewing.274 This is not to say, of course, that the use of cartography in 

warfare is an exclusively modern phenomenon. While maps were used 

                                                           
273 On the link between cartography and Western colonialism, see also Winichakul (1994), 
Edney (1997), Smith (2002) and Anderson (2006: 170–178). 
274 “The ‘modern’ topographical map,” writes Eila M. J. Cambell in a review of P. D. A. 
Harvey’s The History of Topographical Maps (1980), “is first discernible in the eighteenth 
century—a century of almost continuous warfare on a continental scale in mainland 
Europe and one in which military commanders needed detailed maps for the movement 
and quartering of their troops. The design of the modern topographical map was a 
response to military necessity and was essentially the work of engineers and surveyors” 
(Cambell, 1980: 1269). 
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for military purposes before, during and after the Renaissance, however, 

military cartography as a specific genre did not emerge until after the 

mid-1600s (Hale, 2007). In the pre-modern and early modern age, 

cartography was used sparingly, i.e., as a supplement to the knowledge 

that scouts, local guides and on-site surveillance could offer. In the late 

modern age, however, cartography became a central necessity for the 

conduction of war as such (Engberg-Pedersen, 2013: 152).275 Especially 

during the Napoleonic Wars an expansion of the strategies of warfare as 

well as the battlefield itself across vast distances meant that cartography 

was transformed from a secondary aid or supplement to an indispensable 

precondition for the planning and government of war (Engberg-

Pedersen, 2013: 153).276 It thus became the first indispensable warfare-

medium, i.e., a sort of “medial a priori for both tactical and strategic 

planning”.277  

With such historical circumstances in mind, modern cartography 

seems in general to align with the tradition of ocularcentrism and its 

idealization of vision as a privileged sense of knowledge. Indeed, the 

Cartesian spatiality of modern cartography is a thoroughly ocularcentric 

spatiality in which all of space is ordered around and centered on the 

rational observer whose authority guarantees the validity of the maps’ 

representation of reality. Modern cartography’s ocularcentrism was 

further compounded by the invention of printing which made possible 

evermore identical and exact reproductions thus enabling distribution 

and dissemination. As Harley notes: “[P]rinted maps share the wider 

                                                           
275 Concerning the pre-modern usage of cartography in the context of warfare, Ian Janssen 
remarks: “Even the exceptionally long-distance land campaign of Alexander the Great 
against the vast Archemenid Persian Empire or the Mongolian incursion into Russia and 
eastern Europe were not expedited greatly by any formal cartographic organization of 
knowledge about their enemies’ territories and deployments, but rather were facilitated 
through intelligence obtained from mounted scouts and local informants in a gradual, 
unfolding fashion” (Janssen, 2002: 536). He goes on to add: “Comprehensive and accurate 
cartography useful for military applications in the modern sense emerged only toward the 
close of the medieval period in Europe” (Janssen, 2002: 537). Despite this, however, 
“before 1700 most military maps were simplistic and schematic, drafted more frequently 
by and for civilians and bureaucrats than soldiers, and not exploited regularly by 
commanders in the field” (Janssen, 2002: 538). On the importance of cartography for 
modern warfare, see also Kaufman (1996) and Engberg-Pedersen (2011).  
276 “The eighteenth century brought the formalization of military cartography requisite for 
the production of maps serviceable for strategic planning and combat operations” with 
“[t]horoughly map-based advanced military planning” emerging toward the end of the 
eighteenth century (Janssen, 2002: 538). 
277 “Det topografiske militærkort blev således et slags medialt a priori for al både taktisk og 
strategisk planlægning” (Engberg-Pedersen, 2013: 152).  
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characteristic of the ‘logic of print’ which Marshall McLuhan […] 

identified as abstraction, uniformity, repeatability, visuality, and 

quantification” (Harley, 2001: 113). Indeed, with the invention of 

printing, the practice of making maps “began to shape mental structures, 

imparting a sense of the world as a set of abstract ideas rather than 

immediate facts, a fixed point of view organizing all subject matter into 

an equivalent of perspective in painting, the visual homogenization of 

experience” (Kernan, 1987: 51). Modern cartography, in other words, 

constitutes one of the earliest examples of the ocularcentrism of 

modernity in general. As such, it also functions as one of the earliest and 

most explicit instantiations of the militarization of perception described 

by Virilio insofar as it constitutes a central site for the historical 

convergence of vision and violence.278 Maps are exceedingly complicated 

historical objects in which representation mingles with technological and 

material developments as well as political and ideological discourses. 

Most significantly, cartography participated in the construction of 

modernity’s ocularcentric sense hierarchy and thus ultimately in the 

militarization of perception. 

All of the various maps in the Beckwerk trilogy tap into and in 

various ways interrogate this rich and complicated history. It addresses 

in particular the implicit ocularcentrism of modern cartography, its link 

to the history of Western colonialism and warfare and its participation in 

the continued unfolding of colonial power in the specific context of the 

2003 Iraq war and the “War on Terror” in general.279 As scenes of both 

writing and looking, the various maps in the trilogy interrogate modern 

cartography as a process of mediation and attempt to intervene in its 

various distributions of perception insofar as it is associated with the 

history of Western colonialism and the militarization of perception. Key 

                                                           
278 The link between modern warfare and modern cartography features in much of Virilio’s 
writing, most notably perhaps in War and Cinema (1989) and Desert Screen (2002). For 
more on Virilio’s take on this link, see also Kaplan (2013).  
279 The interaction between literature and cartography has a long and well-established 
history, going back at least to Rabelais’ Gargantua and Pantagruel (1532–1564), 
Montaigne’s Essais (1580), and Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605–1615). It is still a marked 
feature of much contemporary fiction and much work on this link has been done in recent 
years—so much so, indeed, that some have argued for a ‘topographical turn’ in 
contemporary literary studies. See Weigel (2002). For more on the tradition of interaction 
between literature and cartography from the Renaissance and onwards, see Huggan 
(1994), Moretti (1998), Conley (1996, 2007), Joyce (2002), Ljungberg (2004, 2005, 2010), 
Bouzrara & Conley (2007), Bulson (2007), Cachey Jr. (2007), Pinet (2007), Reitinger 
(2007), Safier & Santos (2007), Turner (2007), Mitchell (2008), Piper (2010), Ouma 
(2012), West-Pavlov (2012) and Engbjerg-Pedersen (2013). 
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to this is the imagetext discourse emerging not only within the maps 

themselves but also through their interaction with the overall narrative 

of the trilogy.  

A noticeable example of this is the rudimentary map of Iraq part of 

The Suicide Mission’s fold-out-collage. Although the map might initially 

seem to present the reader with a neutral and objective view of Iraq, a 

closer look reveals a host of rhetorical features that contradict such a 

reading—most strikingly perhaps its strong association of Cartesian 

space with militarism.  
 

 
Close-up: Map of Iraq anno 2004 featured in The Suicide Mission’s fold-out-

collage. (Copyright: Steen Frimodt. Used by permission.) 
 

The map presents a highly rationalized space divided into different 

military zones controlled by coalition forces. A geometric grid of 

longitude and latitude further divides and compartmentalizes the 

territory, denoting a navigational and knowable space of manageable 

points and possible destinations. A blue borderline distinguishes Iraqi 

territory from neighboring states, while changes in terrain are 

represented via rudimentary relief patterns. A further noticeable feature 

is the demarcation of the so-called Sunni Triangle, which at the time was 
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an area known for strong currents of insurgency. Even as a site of 

disruption, however, the triangle denotes a highly localized, well-defined 

and contained area—in other words a contained exception to the 

hegemony of the established order of coalition power.  

A central characteristic of the map is thus its strong articulation of a 

coalescence of rationalization and militarization as it posits a fully 

controlled Iraqi landscape. A noted feature of this rhetorical gesture is 

the complete de-socialization of the space represented. “Maps as an 

impersonal type of knowledge tend to ‘desocialize’ the territory they 

represent,” writes Harley. “They foster the notion of a socially empty 

space. The abstract quality of the map […] lessens the burden of 

conscience about people in the landscape. Decisions about the exercise of 

power are removed from the realm of immediate face-to-face contacts” 

(Harley, 2001: 81).  

In keeping with such tendencies in modern cartography, the map of 

Iraq here presented denotes an almost empty and vacuous space devoid 

of human subjects and filled only with points and positions towards 

which to move. Rather than an objective or neutral representation of 

reality, then, the map produces what Mark Monmonier has called a 

“graphic narrative” of a controlled and ordered Iraqi landscape that 

insistently dissociates the procedures of rationalization and control from 

any moral and ethical engagement with the people that actually inhabit 

it (Monmonier, 1992: 180). A key feature of this is the transformation of 

what is essentially a war zone into a politically and morally empty space, 

and, as such, it constitutes a method of abstraction and effacement 

clearly aligned with Virilio’s concept of the militarization of perception.  

Rather than the contingent, opaque and decentered space 

articulated at a narrative level, the map presents the reader with a 

Cartesian perspectivalist space of clarity and transparency wherein all is 

subsumed by the gaze of the rational cartographic observer. Insofar as 

the map attempts to persuade the reader that the situation in Iraq is 

under control, it might be said to be an iconic act in the same sense as 

previously presented.  

As such, the map not only represents but also performs the 

particular “geographical imaginary” of the modern nation-state, its 

ethical, moral and ontological assumptions as well as the various 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion through which it functions 

(Shapiro, 1997: 175). Rather than challenging the existing status quo, the 
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map instead cements its authority, functioning as an instantiation of the 

“violent cartographies” of modernity whose main feature is the furthering 

of the normative spatialities of the nation state and the particular 

mechanisms of recognition and non-recognition of political subjectivities 

that spatiality performs (Shapiro, 1997: 16). Insofar as the map thus 

represents the spatial, territorial arrangement made by way of the Red 

Line Agreement mentioned in the previous section, it also presents a 

contemporary geopolitical space determined and formed by the 

commercial interests of Western nations. The map thus implicitly 

concerns the ways in which representation structures cultural memory 

and historical consciousness:  
 
Effacements of older maps in contemporary namings and configurations 
amount to a non-recognition of older, often violently displaced practices of 
identity and space. Among the consequences of this neglected dimension of 
cartography, which includes a morality-delegating spatial unconscious and a 
historical amnesia with respect to alternatives, has been a radical circumspection 
of the kinds of persons and groups recognized as worthy of moral solicitude. 
(Shapiro, 1997: 176)  
 

Insofar as the map represents Iraq as a static, homogenous space, it fails 

to take account of the many ethnic and religious groups within its 

borders, and thus expresses as well as performs a kind of homogenization 

and de-socialization of Iraq as well as an effacement of the territory’s 

history:  
 
To the extent that the nation-state geography remains descriptive (what some 
call ‘realistic’) and ahistorical, the ethics and politics of space remain unavailable 
to political contention. More specifically, this resistance to the geographic 
imaginary’s contribution to ethical assumptions makes it difficult to challenge 
the prevailing political and ethical discourses of rights, obligations, and 
proprieties that constitute the normativity of the state. (Shapiro, 1997: 16)  
 

It expresses a view of Iraqi national territory that fails to take account of 

the many ways in which its spatiality is fragmented and 

compartmentalized at the level of lived experience. It is therefore a clear 

example of the “violence of state cartography” which functions by 

“privileging what is sedentary and disparaging and arresting what moves 

or flows across boundaries” and, as such, it displays a deep “inattention 

to spatial practices and marginalized identities in contemporary political 

and ethical discourse” (Shapiro, 1997: 196). It is a form of represen-

tational violence so institutionalized in cartographic practice as to have 

become virtually invisible. A view of Iraq is here presented which 



267 
 

implicitly imposes a wider framework of national state boundaries in 

order to cement not only the geographical imagination of Western power 

but also the ocularcentric epistemology underpinning its represen-

tational paradigm.  

Explicitly linking this rationalized and militarized Cartesian 

geographic imaginary to the narrative of the novel, there is a dotted red 

line representing Nielsen & Rasmussen’s route of travel from Kuwait 

towards Bagdad. Although claiming that it is an implicit reference to the 

Red Line Agreement would probably be venturing too far into the 

territory of over-interpretation, it does seem perfectly reasonable to 

conceive of the line as yet another trace of colonial inscription upon the 

geography of the Middle East. One might even think of the dotted red line 

and its movement through space as a graphic representation of what 

Franco Moretti has called the colonial romance: 
 
In these stories—as in their archetypal image: the expedition that moves slowly, 
in single files, towards the horizon—there is only a linear movement: forwards, 
or backwards. There are no deviations, no alternatives to the pre-scribed path, 
but only obstacles—and therefore, antagonists. Friends, and foes. On one side 
the white men, their guide, Western technology, a discolored old map. (Moretti, 
1998: 58)  
 

One might thus think of the map of Iraq as a graphic representation of 

the trilogy’s play on the genre of the colonial romance and its 

spatiotemporal logic. Indeed, Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission itself can 

be said to constitute a kind of colonial romance, at least at the outset, and 

the map of Iraq implicitly speaks to the way in which the particular 

ocularcentric Cartesian spatiality of such romances underpin their 

mission. Instead of an objective view of reality, the map thus functions as 

a manifestation of what has been called the colonial gaze or alternatively 

visual colonialism.280 It might be said to be a literal instantiation of the 

kind of visual order Nielsen implicitly idealizes but which he cannot 

impose.  

                                                           
280 On the concept of visual colonialism, see Mirzoeff (2002: 471–590). In simple terms, 
it refers to the visual culture of colonialism and the role it played in “explaining, defining 
and justifying the colonial order” (Mirzoeff, 2002: 474). The concept of the colonial gaze 
derives from a combination of Edward Said’s famous concept of orientalism with Laura 
Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze. Although used in various ways and to various ends by 
different scholars, it generally refers to the ways in which the colonial powers constructed 
visual conceptualizations and representations of the colonies and its peoples that served 
to legitimize the colonial project. For more on the concept of the colonial gaze, see Hunt & 
Lessard (2002) and Priddis (2007). On the concept orientalism, see Said (2003). On the 
concept of the male gaze, see Mulvey (1975). 
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Suggestive hereof is also Nielsen’s conception of his and 

Rasmussen’s journey as a movement “towards yet another vanishing 

point”, by which is suggested his implicit belief that space itself adheres 

to the mathematical principles of Renaissance perspective and its 

particular spatial features.281 As is well known, the concept of the 

vanishing point is a central element of all perspective painting, at least 

since it was either discovered, rediscovered or invented in the Italian 

Quatrocento.282 Alberti’s teatrise de Pictura (1435) is generally 

considered to be the first coherent theoretical account of Renaissance 

perspective and the Euclidian mathematical principles on which it is 

based. Within the logic of Renaissance perspective, the vanishing point 

constitutes the mathematical center around which all lines must be 

organized in order to achieve the illusion of depth.283 One might say that 

the vanishing point is the point of reference by which space itself is 

rationalized, i.e., the represented space must adhere to the mathematical 

principles of perspective in order for the illusion to succeed.  

In the context of the tradition of ocularcentrism, of course, 

perspective in painting is also important because its coalescence with 

Cartesian philosophy became the central site of emergence for the 

modern perceptual regime Martin Jay calls Cartesian perspectivalism. 

Cartesian space, in other words, is perspectival, and suggests a 

completely ordered and rationalized spatiality centered on the static 

viewpoint of the Cartesian observer.  

In the context of the Beckwerk trilogy, then, the metaphor of the 

vanishing point suggests that the space in which Nielsen believes the 

mission to be taking place is structured according to the mathematical 

principles and strategies of rationalization found in Renaissance 

perspective. Nielsen, in other words, views Iraq, and many of the other 

countries through which he travels, through the ocularcentric lens of 

Cartesian perspectivalism, and tries to impose its particular 

rationalization of space upon them. Following this logic, the supposed 

movement towards the vanishing point is connected with their mission 

                                                           
281 “mod endnu et forsvindingspunkt” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 2005: 9).  
282 The literature on the so-called ‘perspectivalist revolution’ in painting is immense and 
the subject has been studied from a wide variety of angles. Among others, see Irvins Jr. 
(1938), Hyman (1974), Edgerton Jr. (1975), White (1987), Kubovy (1986) and Panofsky 
(1997). 
283 Again, the literature on the mathematical principles of linear perspective is enormous. 
Among others, see Hyman (1974), Kemp (1992), Damisch (1995), Pérez-Gómez & Pelletier 
(1997),  Andersen (2007) and Crannell (2011).    
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to initiate democratic revolution. In The Fall of Great Satan, this is 

clearly expressed by Nielsen who, after being released from prison in 

Teheran, notes: “We had stepped off the edge, had set something in 

motion which was unstoppable, rolling towards the vanishing point: The 

Decisive Event”.284 That this supposedly revolutionary event is aligned 

with or even identical to the vanishing point ultimately serves to 

accentuate the ocularcentrism of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s project and the 

spatiality that comes with it.  

As demonstrated previously, however, this ocularcentric Cartesian 

spatiality is consistently undermined by the crisis of perception 

experienced by Nielsen. Whatever ideas of space and time Nielsen’s 

ocularcentrism compels him to believe, they collapse in the face of the 

chaotic, fragmented and discontinuous characteristics of lived 

experience. Just as the trilogy articulates a collapse of ocularcentrism, it 

similarly articulates a collapse of the Cartesian space that goes with it.  

Returning to the map of Iraq, then, we now see that it is intimately 

tied not only to the text’s articulation of Cartesian spatiality but also to 

the eventual collapse of that spatiality and thus the collapse of the 

ocularcentrism underpinning it. As the imaginative world of the text and 

the map thus enter into a feedback loop with each other, a tension is 

created whose main characteristic is the confrontation of the highly 

ordered and rationalized space of the map with the discontinuous, 

fragmented landscape presented at the narrative level. It might be said 

that the map of Iraq represents the idealized static Cartesian space into 

which Nielsen initially believes himself to be entering but which soon 

dissolves when confronted with the discontinuous, fragmented and 

incomprehensible perceptual space he actually encounters.  

While maps in fiction often provide readers with “a referential guide 

to the movements within the text’s fictional place” as well as “stimulates 

their visual imagination, allowing them to see the story”, the Beckwerk 

trilogy instead disrupts such processes as the text ironically dismantles 

the map’s rhetorical strategies (Ljungberg, 2005: 157). Even as the map 

rhetorically represents Iraq anno 2004 as an ordered Cartesian space, the 

narrative undermines any such representational strategies. Here we 

might usefully refer to W.J.T. Mitchell’s concept of the image/text in 

which the slash suggests a problematic gap or a space of resistance 

                                                           
284 “Vi var trådt ud over kanten, havde sat noget i bevægelse, der ikke var til at standse, det 
rullede hen mod forsvindingspunktet: The Decisive Event” (Nielsen, 2012: 327–328). 
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between image and text (Mitchell, 1994: 89). Even so, this image/text is 

situated within the larger context of the imagetext discourse, which 

insistently foregrounds the discursive dimensions of the map. Rather 

than an objective representation of a given geographic territory, the map 

is a strongly symbolic and discursive territory that brings to the forefront 

not just the ideological underpinnings of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission 

(notably its implicit militarism and colonialism) but also the 

distributions of perception through which it is established.  

In this sense, the map is as much an iconic act as the staged 

photographs of the Iraq war’s war of images. Indeed, the collage itself 

represents a form of spatiality highly incompatible with Cartesian 

spatiality. It is a collage of different moments and spaces, different 

perspectives, fractured and discontinuous, representing not a cohesive 

totality but rather a multiplicity of perspectives and viewpoints from 

which no single authoritative position can be achieved. Insofar as it thus 

juxtaposes the supposedly Cartesian spatiality of cartography and 

photography with a more discontinuous and fragmented spatiality, the 

atlas functions as a graphical instantiation of the tension between 

different spatialities found in the trilogy at both a thematic and formal 

level. We might also here include the ordered and linear spatiality of 

photographic reproductions of documents featuring writing at the 

bottom of the atlas. As such, the feedback loop established between the 

narrative and atlas serves to destabilize not just the ocularcentric 

underpinnings of photography and cartography but also those of writing. 

Other important examples of cartography in the trilogy, which play 

on this tension between Cartesian and non-Cartesian spatiality are the 

various maps Nielsen himself draws while travelling through Iraq. While 

the Iraq map featured in the fold-out-collage imposes a highly 

rationalized and militarized order upon the represented space, Nielsen’s 

own sketches radically disrupt any such objectivizing and totalizing 

strategies. Instead, his sketches signal a disintegration of such 

procedures, and are aligned much more closely with the crisis of 

perception experienced by Nielsen than with his ocularcentric ideals.  

In his attempt to map the spaces through which he moves, Nielsen’s 

sketches reveal a disintegration of the rationalizing procedures evident 

in the Iraq map. On one hand, the sketches function as the attempt by 

Nielsen to transcend the local, embodied perspective of lived reality and 

ascend towards the disembodied, ideal position of the Cartesian 
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spectator. On the other hand, they simultaneously present a fragmented, 

discontinuous and temporal space, subject to the same distortions and 

confusions as experienced by Nielsen. As such, they function as graphic 

traces of the crisis of perception and Nielsen’s inability to escape it.  

 

   
 

Examples of the many cartographic sketches found in The Suicide Mission. 
(Copyright: Nielsen. Used by permission.) 

 

Even more so, Nielsen’s sketches quite clearly reveal their own rhetorical 

strategies and thus the colonial undertones of his and Rasmussen’s 

project. As sketches of the places in which Nielsen and Rasmussen 

engage in dialogue with the Iraqi people, these sketches are meant to 

represent a kind of open, democratic space. Instead, they quite clearly 

attempt to impose a hierarchy of difference between Nielsen & 

Rasmussen and the people they encounter. Such rhetorical features are 

brought to the foreground by the narrator, whose description of one of 

the sketches not only refers to Nielsen & Rasmussen as “inquisitors” but 

also remark that “the Iraqi people are each represented on the drawing 

by a little dot, while Nielsen & Rasmussen […] sit as initials in their own 

spacious circle”.285 While the encircled initials suggest an autonomous 

rational subject by separating inside from outside, the Iraqis are depicted 

                                                           
285 “De irakiske folk er repræsenteret af hver sin prik på tegningen, mens Nielsen & 
Rasmussen […] troner som initialer i hver sin rummelige cirkel” (clausbeck-nielsen.net, 
2005: 47). 
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instead as diametrical opposites, i.e., a kind of empty points in space, 

devoid of any inner dimension or perspective. 

 

 
Another of Nielsen’s cartographic sketches, implicitly imposing a structure of 

difference between Nielsen & Rasmussen and the Iraqis. (Copyright: Nielsen. Used 
by permission.) 

 
Nielsen’s sketches thus impose a hierarchical structure upon both the 

space represented and the people positioned within that space 

incompatible with the democratic ideals of equality and dialogue 

supposedly underpinning the mission itself. In foregrounding the 

colonial undertones of Nielsen & Rasmussen’s mission in this way, 

however, the narrator neglects to mention (or perhaps intentionally 

overlooks) the ways in which the sketches also signal the collapse of 

colonialism and the various disciplining procedures through which it 

manifests its influence. Even while the sketches thus constitute an 

attempt to control and rationalize lived experience, they simultaneously 

signal the collapse of such an enterprise.  

Nielsen’s sketches reveal themselves as attempts to impose order 

and logic upon a space, which is inherently chaotic and therefore resists 

such strategies. As attempts to create a panoramic overview of the space 

in which he finds himself, the sketches clearly reveal the discontinuity 

between Nielsen’s ocularcentrism and the localized, embodied con-

frontation with a discontinuous perceptual space. Indeed, one might say 

that the sketches are not primarily graphic representations of space but 

rather traces of the crisis of perception.  
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Represented here is not Cartesian space per se but rather Cartesian 

space on the verge of collapse. It is, furthermore, a Cartesian space much 

more insistently infected by the medium of writing than the Iraq map 

featured in the fold-out-collage. Indeed, Nielsen’s sketches are filled with 

small notes and sentences through which he attempts to augment and 

support (to make meaningful, one might say) the visual representation of 

space.  

In certain sketches, writing seems even to dominate in such a way 

as to marginalize the visual representation of space. The sketches thus 

offer an imagetextual intermingling of cartography and writing in which 

writing becomes a visual object just as cartography becomes a form of 

writing. Any clear distinction between image and writing dissolves as 

neither can be separated from the overall production of meaning.  

Nielsen’s sketches thereby function as graphic instantiations of the 

imagetext discourse and serve to foreground the ways in which this 

discourse challenges the distributions of perception underpinning the 

enterprise of colonial warfare. Challenging the distinction between 

images and words in this context is simultaneously to challenge modern 

cartography’s claim to objectivity and to reveal not just its ideological 

underpinnings but to investigate and disrupt the distributions of 

perception upon which such ideologies are based.  

Nielsen’s sketches, in other words, are an example of the ways in 

which the imagetext discourse interrogates and disrupts the mind-media 

dialectic that underpins both the militarization of perception 

characteristic of modernity in general as well as the cultural unfolding of 

the logic of colonialism in contemporary society.  

While such strategies persist in The Sovereign, they unfold in a very 

different context, namely that of American geography and urbanism. In 

order to understand the characteristics of this unfolding, we must look 

first at the end of The Sovereign, which features the most graphically 

literate juxtaposition of Cartesian and non-Cartesian spatiality.  

After Rasmussen’s mysterious disappearance near the end of the 

novel, Nielsen goes searching for Rasmussen’s childhood home. “Horne 

Land”, as this place is called by Nielsen, is a central component of the 

narrative of Rasmussen’s humanization in the novel. It refers primarily 

to Rasmussen’s distant past and his attempt to integrate that past into 

his present self-image. In remembering his childhood in “Horne Land”, 

Rasmussen transforms from the disembodied, utopian ideal of Cartesian 
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rationalism (such as both Nielsen and himself would otherwise believe 

him to be) into a spatially and temporally situated individual. The 

reemergence of his past through the metonymic device of “Horne Land” 

is central to this process. In actuality, “Horne Land” refers simply to the 

small town of Horne on the Danish island of Fyn. By adding the suffix 

“Land”, however, Nielsen mythologizes it, and transforms it into a 

mystical landscape much in line with its function as a metonymy of 

Rasmussen’s distant, mysterious past. “Horne Land” is represented in a 

map on the novel’s very last page while the opposite page features a map 

of Washington, D.C., in which the various places Nielsen & Rasmussen 

visit are charted. 

  

 
Maps of Washington D.C. and “Horne Land” featured on the two final pages of The 

Sovereign. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

Presented here are opposed but ultimately overlapping forms of 

cartography: on the one side, the rationalized American cityscape, and, 

on the other side, the blank spaces of distant childhood memories. While 

the first is clearly associated with modern cartography, the latter is more 

reminiscent of pre-modern forms of cartography. Even as the map of 

“Horne Land” graphically presents rudimentary outlines of the Danish 

islands Fyn and Lyø, what remains central is the blankness of the 

territory, denoting an unknown and mythological landscape of memory 
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and emotion.286 As such, the map is not only a representation of space 

but also of time, a dimension normally repressed in the context of static, 

a-temporal Cartesian spatiality. It is an unmapped territory whose 

outlines may be known but which otherwise remain almost completely 

uncharted.  

While reminiscent of some of modern cartography’s antecedents, it 

is also to some extent reminiscent of the medieval mappamundi 

tradition, whose maps “functioned less as an objective record of verifiable 

fact and more as a metaphor, and a tool, for the journey through life” and 

who displayed distinctively “non-modern conceptions of space and 

subjectivity” (Mitchell, 2008: 39, 37). As such, the map of “Horne Land” 

seems to linger on the verge between modern and pre-modern 

cartography and thus also between Cartesian and non-Cartesian 

spatiality.  

In leaving large parts of “Horne Land” uncharted, the map embraces 

the so-called terra incognita, rather than rejecting it, as has otherwise 

been standard practice in cartographic tradition.287 The “Horne land” 

map and the way in which it is staged by the text preceding it celebrates 

this blank space as one of potential and possibility, indeed, of 

humanization. In what might traditionally have been conceived of as 

horrific or terrifying, the Beckwerk trilogy instead celebrates such open 

and unknown spaces.  

One of the key aspects of this is the way in which The Sovereign 

charts the humanization and de-deification of the character of 

Rasmussen precisely through the gradual emergence of his personal 

history. As such, the blank spaces on the “Horne Land” map come to 

constitute the possible site of emergence of an embodied, historically 

situated and contingent subjectivity. It is a map not just of static space 

but of time and memory.  

Such forms of cartography are opposed to the practice of modern 

cartography whose characteristics also mark two other maps featured in 

The Sovereign upon which Nielsen & Rasmussen’s routes of travel in 

Manhattan and Pentagon City are charted in a manner similar to the Iraq 

map.   

                                                           
286 Underlining this aspect of the map are the titles. While “Landet Udenfor” (“The Country 
Outside”) refers to Astrid Lindgren’s novel Mio, min Mio (1954) and the imaginary realm 
featured therein, the name of Ithaca of course refers to the mythical island to which 
Odysseus returns in Homer’s Odyssey.  
287 On the tradition of filling in ‘empty’ spaces on maps, see Ljungberg (2004). 
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Maps of Manhattan and Pentagon City in The Sovereign. (Copyright: Das 

Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

In relation to the “Horne Land” map, however, another important aspect 

is that it is clearly the reproduction of a map drawn by hand, while the 

map of Washington D.C. is clearly a reproduction of a digital map. While 

the “Horne Land” map and its representation of memory and history is 

thus associated with manuscript culture, the map of Washington D.C. is 

posited instead as belonging to the technological paradigm of digital 

reproduction—a fact attested to by the web address “www.dcpages.com” 

which features in various places across the space of the map.  

 

 
Close-up of the Washington map in The Sovereign featuring the web address 
<www.dcpages.com>. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.)   
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Here, the novel seems to voice a clear valorization of manuscript culture 

reminiscent of what (as previously mentioned) has been called the 

“aesthetic of bookishness” which designates novels that “exploit the 

power of the print page in ways that draw attention to the book as a 

multimedia format, one informed by and connected to digital 

technologies” (Pressman, 2009: 465). As an example of this aesthetic, the 

trilogy’s use of cartography can be said to “present a serious reflection on 

the book—and the literary book in particular—through experimentation 

with the mediaspecific properties of print illuminated by the light of the 

digital” (Pressman, 2009: 469).  

More than this, however, the use of cartography in this case also 

constitutes a graphic representation of the opening up of vision 

established at the narrative level, as it suggests a mode of observation and 

representation in which the visual field mingles with the memories and 

emotions of the observing subject. It graphically denotes, in other words, 

the existence of a model of vision incompatible with the one 

underpinning the practice of modern cartography, whose notion of 

reality as essentially stable, knowable and therefore mappable, it 

threatens and undermines. The “Horne Land” map is the representation 

not only of a geographical space but also of an emotional space, and thus 

undermines the ideals of objectivity and abstraction inherent to the 

tradition of ocularcentrism. It is a graphic representation not only of an 

alternative model of vision but also of an alternative mode of 

representation in which the implicit ideal is not that of control and 

rationalization, but rather of openness and possibility. 

What we have here, then, is a play with and an interrogation of 

different technologies of inscription and the ways in which such 

technologies affect the representation of reality and the formation of 

subjectivity. The role of the imagetext discourse in this context is not only 

to suggest and perform the coalescence of such technological paradigms 

within the context of the novel, but also to challenge the various 

distributions of perception and formations of knowledge and power 

associated with these paradigms.  

As scenes of both writing and looking, the maps in the trilogy figure 

as practices of inscription in which the visual and the verbal merge to 

become virtual imagetexts. As such, the various maps constitute sites of 

inscription in which scenes of looking are transformed into scenes of 
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writing and vice versa, as the ocularcentric underpinnings of modern 

cartography are subverted by the intrusion of language into its 

representational fabric. By thus subverting and resisting modern 

cartography, the Beckwerk trilogy simultaneously subverts and resists 

the epistemological and representational paradigms that go along with it.  

As scenes of both writing and looking, the maps featured in the 

Beckwerk trilogy are central sites of collision and interaction between 

the visual and the verbal that speaks insistently to the technological and 

material preconditions of writing itself. Indeed, Tom Conley has argued 

that the use of cartography in literature speaks specifically to a concern 

with the mediality and materiality of writing:  

 
Writers exploit the physical character of their media, and so do cartographers 
who experiment with modes and styles of projection and drawing. In many maps 
and texts there can be found a consciousness of the physical qualities of their 
media. Reference is made not only to the paper on which their signs are marked. 
They also make the graphic form of their writing bear upon the meaning of their 
discourses. Often maps and texts betray evidence of the ways they have been 
crafted. They bring forward the discursive, graphic, and iconic elements that 
produce them. As a result, the material history that informs printed literature 
and maps becomes part of its aesthetic appeal today, where it resides in a 
dynamic balance of images (both verbal and pictorial), printed matter (both 
characters and decorative matter), and paginal space (both blank and marked). 
(Conley, 2007: 403) 
 

It is at the level of the verbal-visual interaction, i.e., the level of the 

imagetext discourse, that this strategy is most insistently manifested. 

Insofar as maps feature both graphic and textual elements, they are in 

and of themselves obvious examples of concrete imagetexts in which 

words and images work together to create meaning.  

In the case of the Beckwerk trilogy, however, what I call the 

imagetext discourse constitutes a group of formal and thematic strategies 

that disrupt the habitual, conventional reading of the cartographic 

imagetext by foregrounding the process of mediation as both political 

and ideologically charged. At a basic level, this is done simply by the 

reader’s alternation between text and map. “The process of matching 

map and text reveals discrepancies in the construction of realities and 

invites the reader to question them, as it exposes the constructed nature 

of reality, as well as of fictional and cartographic space” (Ljungberg, 

2005: 160).  

Insofar as the use of cartography in the trilogy serves to contrast 

three different semiotic systems with one another (i.e., the linearity of the 
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printed text juxtaposed with the non-sequential organization of 

cartography and photography), the reader is forced to alternate between 

and thus compare different forms of mediation and ways of representing 

reality. As linear and non-linear reading patterns are thus juxtaposed, 

attention is drawn to both text, photographs and maps as imagetexts. 

Making the text a visual object, the reader is forced to look at the text 

rather than simply see through it.  

Of particular interest regarding the trilogy’s use of cartography, 

then, is that it persistently foregrounds the visual modality of writing as 

well as the verbal modality of cartography. It does so in two ways: (1) by 

placing writing within or at the margins of cartographic space, and (2) by 

establishing a feedback loop between the imaginary world of the 

narrative and the various maps found both within and surrounding that 

narrative.  

A key feature of this feedback loop is that it foregrounds the ways in 

which the narrative itself attempts to disrupt or problematize the ordered 

and rationalized space of modern cartography—and by extension the 

linearity of the text and the strictures of traditional typographic space. In 

doing so, the trilogy calls attention not just to its own mediality but also 

to the ways in which that mediality both reproduces and possibly resists 

the distributions of perception and formations of knowledge and power 

dominant in contemporary society.   

 

Disenchanted Utopia: Architecture and Urban Space 

Such tensions between Cartesian and non-Cartesian spatiality also 

establish themselves at the thematic level. They do so most urgently in 

The Sovereign, in which the structure and architecture of Washington 

D.C. is interrogated as a way of structuring both perception and politics. 

Indeed, the narrative not only aligns the architecture and structure of 

Washington’s so-called Pentagon City area with a loss of democracy but 

ultimately with the possible emergence of totalitarianism. When first 

arriving in Washington, Nielsen describes the view of the Capitol 

building in a manner that not only foregrounds its link with the classical 

world, but which also calls attention to the utopian characteristics of its 

architecture and structure:  

 
It was quiet. Midnight. No wind. On the other side of the great plaza the Capitol 
hung, shining white and yet distant, unobtainable, like the moon. Nowhere a 
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human being. The plaza lay covered in a strangely dusty light surrounded by 
classical columns, white buildings and trees that had receded into their own 
shadows, immoveable, only a weak gleam of green inside the black. (All that’s 
missing here is a war chariot, I thought, a praetor, quaestor or what do I know, 
senator! a laurel wreathed and tall bony white sinewy man walking across the 
plaza towards his Capitol to step up on the podium to speak face to face with the 
citizens of the city). There was no one to see. A strange empty feeling. As if the 
utopia had been abandoned. Or to the contrary. As if the plaza and the white 
buildings around it, the colonnades, the marble stairs, all of this architecture of 
the utopia was still untouched, as if those who had dreamt of it somewhere out 
in the real history had not yet made it here and moved in.288   
 

As a utopia disconnected from everyday life, Washington’s architecture 

and structure here facilitate a disconnection of people from one another 

and thus produces a stifling of the dialogue and interaction foundational 

to the democratic process. Spatially, then, Washington marginalizes the 

kind of social interaction associated by Nielsen with democracy and 

instead creates a de-socialized environment.  

Such a characterization of Washington is countered, however, by 

Rasmussen, who gives a spirited lecture titled “Democracy & the Utopian 

Architecture” while he and Nielsen wander in the vicinity of the Capitol 

building.289 Speaking of the founding of the United States as the true 

realization of democracy, Rasmussen states: “They started anew, they 

basically had no foundation, no aristocracy chained around their necks, 

no ruins from past attempts to realize the Democracy of Athens and 

Rome. Everything was here and now, and it still is!” 290 By referencing 

the Greek and Roman democracies of the classical world, Rasmussen’s 

lecture explicitly establishes a link between the history of American 

democracy and the neoclassical architectural style of the Capitol 

                                                           
288 “Der var stille. Midnat. Ikke en vind. På den anden side af den store plads hang Capitol, 
lysende hvid og alligevel fjern, uopnåelig, som månen. Ikke et menneske. Pladsen lå hen i 
et underligt støvet lys omgivet af klassiske søjler, hvide bygninger og træer, der havde 
trukket sig tilbage og stod i deres egne skygger, ubevægelige, kun et svag skær af grønt i 
det sorte. (Her mangler bare en stridsvogn, tænkte jeg, en prætor, kvæstor eller hvad ved 
jeg, senator! en laurbærkranset og benhvid høj og senet mand på vej over pladsen mod sit 
Capitol for at træde op på talerstolen ansigt til ansigt med byens borgere og tale). Der var 
ingen at se. En sær tom fornemmelse. Som om utopien var blevet forladt. Eller tværtimod. 
Som om pladsen og de hvide bygninger omkring den, søjlegangene, marmortrapperne, 
hele denne utopiens arkitektur endnu var ubetrådt, som om de, der et sted ude i den 
virkelige historie havde drømt den, endnu ikke var nået frem og flyttet ind” (Das Beckwerk, 
2008: 176).  
289 “Demokratiet & den utopiske arkitektur” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 242). 
290 “De begyndte på ny, de havde stort set ingen forudsætninger, intet aristokrati som en 
klods om benet, ingen ruiner fra fortidens forsøg på at virkeliggøre Demokratiet i Athen og 
i Rom. Det hele var her og nu, og det er det stadig!” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 242–243). 



281 
 

building.291 Insofar as Rasmussen argues that American democracy was 

molded on past European instantiations, the Capitol building itself is 

molded (quite literally so) from past European architectural styles 

historically associated with the history of democracy.292  

As such, the Capitol building is posited as a literalization not just of 

American democracy but of its link to European history. In a sense, then, 

the Capitol building functions as a metonymy for American democracy 

and its link to the European tradition.  

“In the United States,” argues Lawrence J. Vale in Architecture, 

Power, and National Identity (1992), “citizens are socialized to regard 

the most prominent neoclassical edifices of Washington as the reassuring 

symbols of such concepts as ‘equal justice under the law’ and government 

‘of the people, by the people, and for the people.’ The buildings housing 

principal public institutions are unconsciously perceived as metonymous 

reinforcement for an idealized and stable democratic government, 

worthy of our tacit trust” (Vale, 2008: 7).  

Rasmussen’s exegesis on the history of American democracy and the 

text’s simultaneous focus on the architecture of the Capitol building 

clearly taps in to this cultural discourse. It does so, however, not in an 

affirmative fashion, but rather in order to question such cultural 

connotations and associations as well as the dynamic between self and 

state articulated at the level of mediation. Describing the Pentagon City 

area of Washington, Nielsen notes: 
 
This perfect idyll of gardens and houses and well-kept cars along peaceful roads, 
discretely organized alphabetically on one side and numerically on the other, 
from Arland to Wayne and from 1 to 26, and only thereby revealing the strict 
geometric higher order according to which this little community was realized, 
and which here and there, but completely harmonically opens up into little green 
parks and places surrounded by, here a Community Center, there a Senior 
Center and there a school, a football field, a tennis court, this entire ideal 

                                                           
291 In History of the American Capitol. A Chronicle of Design, Construction, and Politics 
(2001), William C. Allen describes the Capitol building as a “monument of classical 
grandeur” as well as an “international symbol of democracy and self-government” (Allen, 
2001: 3). “The capitol’s design was the earliest expression of neoclassicism in American 
architecture, helping launch the country’s builders and architects on a half-century love 
affair with the antiquities of Greece and Rome” (Allen, 2001: 13). 
292 Incidentally, Rasmussen’s argument concerning the relationship between American 
democracy and the Classical world is well established in historical terms, at least insofar 
as the democracies of antiquity served as an ideal for the so-called Founding Fathers. On 
this topic, see Allen (2001) and Onuf & Cole (2011). 



282 
 

architecture which might well linger quite desolate and abandoned like a set only 
waiting for life itself, the exemplary democratic life to begin.293 
 

Concerning the spatial features of Washington, Nielsen here clearly 

presents them as marked by a restrictive mode of rationalization so 

dominant that the people who are supposedly to inhabit the space are 

estranged from it. Foregrounding the idealization of concepts such as 

precision, proportion, symmetry and clarity implicitly underlining the 

architectural and structural features of the area, the text calls attention 

to how the realization in architectural form of such ideals creates a 

distribution of public space seemingly antithetical to democratic society.  

At a later point, when Nielsen & Rasmussen find themselves in a 

metro station in the Crystal City area of Washington D.C., Nielsen 

remarks:  
 
I looked around. It might be that the plaza downtown with the Capitol and the 
white buildings, the columns and the dusty light had a gleam of something 
classical, roman. But this was the real thing. Utopia. It was not a place at all. The 
station was just a long concrete plate with an equally long concrete dome 
elevated atop two grey blocks. And the world around it was not just flat, it was 
designed, an architectural prairie, stretching endlessly into the night and pierced 
by a kind of roads that weren’t roads, just tracks of asphalt. If anyone had dreamt 
this Utopia, they certainly had not dreamt that a human being was ever to walk 
here.294 
 

Following the expanded concept of media presented in my introduction 

as well as the notion of architecture as a visual technology, we here clearly 

see an engagement with architecture as a way of distribution perception. 

It functions as a medium by guiding sightlines, distributing light and 

managing space.  

                                                           
293 “Denne fuldkomne idyl af haver og huse og velholdte biler langs fredelige veje, der 
diskret var ordnet på den ene side alfabetisk og på den anden led i nummerorden, fra 
Arland til Wayne og fra 1 til 26, og kun derved afslørede den strenge geometriske højere 
orden, dette lille samfund var realiseret efter, og som hist og her, men helt harmonisk 
åbnede sig i små grønne anlæg og pladser omgivet af, her et Community Center, dér et 
Senior Center og dér en skole, en fodboldplæne, et tennisanlæg, hele denne ideelle 
arkitektur, der ganske vist lige nu lå temmelig øde og borgerforladt hen […] som en kulisse, 
der kun ventede på, at selve livet, det eksemplarisk demokratisk amerikanske liv skulle 
begynde” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 192). 
294 “Jeg så mig omkring. Det kan godt være, at pladsen inde i byen med Capitol og de hvide 
bygninger, søjlerne og det støvede lys havde et skær af noget klassisk, romersk. Men det 
her var the real thing. Utopia. Det var slet ikke noget sted. Stationen var bare en lang 
betonplade med en lige så lang betonhvælving hævet på to grå klodser. Og verden omkring 
var ikke bare flad, den var planlagt, en arkitekttegnet prærie, der strakte sig endeløst ud i 
natten gennemskåret på kryds og tværs af en slags veje, som ikke var veje, men bare baner 
af asfalt. Hvis nogen havde drømt dette Utopia, så havde de i hvert fald ikke drømt om, at 
der nogensinde skulle gå et menneske her” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 178–179). 
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In How Buildings Mean, Nelson Goodman argues that a work of 

architecture “enters into the way we see, feel, perceive, conceive, 

comprehend in general” not only by altering our surroundings physically 

but through informing and reorganizing our experience of a given 

environment (Goodman, 1985: 652). “Like other works of art”, he goes 

on to argue, “[…] it can give new insight, advance understanding, 

participate in our continual remaking of a world” (Goodman, 1985: 652).  

It is towards such processes of architectural and spatial ‘world-

making’ that The Sovereign here directs its attention, investigating what 

might be called the ideological and political unconscious of public space 

in America. More than this, it is an investigation into how buildings as 

well as the structure of public space create or facilitate the emergence of 

particular forms of spectatorship and subjectivity. 

In order to conceptualize this investigation and develop a clear 

understanding of its characteristics, I want here briefly to turn towards a 

study whose central preoccupation is the link between architecture and 

the organization of the human sensorium. More specifically, what this 

study addresses are the ways in which architecture and public space 

facilitate particular forms of subjectivity by reconfiguring distributions of 

perception.  

Marvin Trachtenberg’s’ Dominion of the Eye. Urbanism, Art, and 

Power In Early Modern Florence (1997) investigates the affinity between 

thirteenth century Florentine architecture and the production of a 

spectator generally aligned with the ocular regime of Cartesian 

perspectivalism as well as a foundationally totalitarian form of state. A 

central argument in Dominion of the Eye is that the architecture and 

urban space of early modern Florence was deeply informed by the 

interconnected influences of the technique of pictorial perspective and 

discourses of optical theory.  

Because of these influences, a central characteristic of such 

architecture and urban space was the creation of spatial and visual order 

as Trachtenberg’s study investigates the trecento piazza as “a culturally 

sustained, socially framed, and politically encoded field of spatiovisual 

production and experience” (Trachtenberg, 1997: 16). So close is the 

relationship between the visual structure of the trecento piazza and such 

techniques and discourses that the piazza may essentially be said to 
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function like a perspectival painting (Trachtenberg, 1997: 166).295 An 

overlap thus existed between pictorial and urbanistic practice whose 

central component was the control of space, the position of the observer 

within that space as well as the observers’ possibilities of visually 

engaging with it (Trachtenberg, 1997: 178). Trachtenberg argues:    
 
[T]recento painters shared with urban planners an intense engagement with the 
observer, with controlling the location and angle of vision and coordinating what 
is seen with where it is ideally seen from. This scopic desire led to the devising, 
respectively, of illusionistic and real spatial structures that fixed the ideal 
viewing point of both painting and monumental architecture, sometimes with 
extraordinary precision. Both media solicited the ambulatory viewer’s 
immobility at a particular station, where the spatially structured and structuring 
pictorial and scenographic image was ideally to be sensorially produced and 
visually consumed. (Trachtenberg, 1997: 181–184) 
 

Here Trachtenberg describes the confluence of painting, optical theory, 

architecture and urban space within a paradigm of perception generally 

co-extensive of Cartesian perspectivalism. Investigating the ideological 

underpinnings of this ocular or scopic regime, Trachtenberg further 

argues that the piazza effectively constituted “an architectural apparatus 

for the spatiovisual production of power” to the extent of becoming “an 

instrument of authority” (Trachtenberg, 1997: 243, 247). Central in this 

regard is the adherence to perspectival compositional features 

characteristic of the trecento piazza, through which it implicitly subjects 

the spectator to a variety of bodily and perceptual disciplining 

procedures. “Every perspectival construction ‘orders’ the (resistant yet 

compliant) body to move to a specified point where perception is subject 

to a rigidly controlled image; this image, like a visual cage, incorporates 

the (resistant yet complicit) viewer bodily in its structure” (Trachtenberg, 

1997: 254).  In the trecento piazza, then, architectural form and 

perspectival vision thus combine to create an effect in which:   

  
[F]rom the very ground up—from beneath the ground—the presence of civic 
power and authority rose and gathered into a multilayered, hierarchical, 
centrally focused visual structure of surface, mass, and space, whose lines of 
symbolic force converged on the ideal viewer momentarily locked into position 

                                                           
295 However, he does not engage in speculative causal explanations but notes instead: 
“Whether this new experience was essentially ‘pictorial’ or ‘architectural’ is rather moot. 
As throughout my analysis, rather than insisting on the chronological priority of one 
medium over another, or trying to determine whether the pictorial mode of perception was 
‘inherently’ scenographic or vice versa, the essential point here is that these diverse visual 
media participated in a common discourse, if not initially then in due time” (Trachtenberg, 
1997: 184). 
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by the very perspectival structure of the site. Through the agency of perspective 
the building thus “expanded into space” […] in a totalizing manner, completely 
colonizing it both formally and experientially. (Trachtenberg, 1997: 258).  
 

Instead of producing an antagonistic split between the spectator and the 

surrounding space, i.e., a resistant reaction by the spectator to such 

procedures of colonization by state power, however, the perspectival 

composition served to produce an illusion of identity between them.296 

Although Trachtenberg does allow for the possibility of a different, more 

resistant reaction by the viewer to such disciplining procedures, he does 

maintain that the trecento piazza generally established “an extremely 

asymmetrical transaction” in which “the self was effectively absorbed 

and redefined by the state, hence ideologically dominated by it” 

(Trachenberg, 1997: 259).  

Even while the viewer might remain conscious of “the duality of self 

and state” he or she would nonetheless be “irresistibly and complicitly 

drawn and locked momentarily into a deep, accepting awareness of 

imposed state power” (Trachtenberg, 1997: 259). “All that mattered 

here,” Trachtenberg argues “was the individual’s presence in, hence 

activation of, the scenographic structure; once s/he was caught in its 

perspectival semiosis the final ideological product was virtually 

predetermined” (Trachtenberg, 1997: 259).  

It is towards such tensions between self and state, or more generally 

between self and implicit ideological interpellations, that The Sovereign’s 

engagement with, and description of, the architectural and urban 

features of Washington D.C. is directed. Indeed, the text addresses not 

only the architectural and spatial features of Washington but also 

implicitly the kind of spectator they produce as well as the kinds of 

subjectivity they engender.  

Although not described in a manner necessarily identical to the 

perspectival composition of the trecento piazza, the descriptions of 

Washington D.C. in The Sovereign nonetheless present it as a place 

whose spatiovisual features (to use Trachtenberg’s term) are generally 

structured along the same compositional lines, i.e., in a perspectivalist 

fashion that imposes the power of the state upon the viewer. Central to 

                                                           
296 “Perspectival construction […] does not merely impose structural effects on the viewer, 
it conceptually and perceptually unites the seer with what is seen: in this case the viewer 
with the material embodiment of the state. Immersion in such a field of visual order might 
thus have been sensed not as the imposition of repressive ‘external’ power but as a ‘benign’ 
condition of civic identity” (Trachtenberg, 1997: 258).   
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such effects is the isolation of individuals from one another in order to 

control them as well as the creation of a de-socialized public space.297  

Washington D.C.’s architectural features and urban spaces, such as 

represented in the novel, are thus generally aligned with the tradition of 

ocularcentrism, its procedures of abstraction and disembodiment, its 

idealizations of fixity and control, as well as its ideological implications. 

In this interrogation of the distributions of perception produced by the 

architecture and urban structure of Washington, The Sovereign positions 

it in an interestingly ambivalent space between the democratic and the 

totalitarian state.  

The Sovereign is particularly sensitive to this ambivalence such as 

reflected and inscribed at the material, physical level of Washington’s 

architectural and urban features. Such forms of spatiality and modes of 

inscription, however, are not presented as existing in a space outside or 

external to the space of literature in general nor to that of the print novel.  

During Rasmussen’s lecture on Washington’s architecture, he and 

Nielsen are in direct view of the Capitol building. At this point in the 

narrative, the layout of the text changes in order to visually mimic the 

shape of a classical Greek column which metonymically refers to the 

architectural features of the Capitol building and the columns adorning 

its facade.298 

 

                                                           
297 As such, Nielsen’s description of Washington resonates with Lawrence J. Vale’s analysis 
of its overall design: “[D]espite efforts to create ‘avenues of direct communication’ with 
‘reciprocity of sight,’ the most prominent street in Washington provides no such amenity. 
Looking northwest up Pennsylvania Avenue, one cannot even glimpse the White House. 
Even where visual contact is not lost, L’Enfant’s design technique served to enhance 
distant views of government buildings rather than to facilitate access to them; it linked 
images and emphasized distances without connecting entrances or inviting closer contact 
between citizens and government” (Vale, 2008: 73–74). 
298 Of course, such a use of layout notably gestures towards the tradition of the carmen 
figuratum, a poetic genre in which the image of the words visually express or represent 
what the words say. Apollinaire’s Calligrammes (1918) is perhaps the most famous 
modern example.   
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Layout in The Sovereign visually mimicking the Greek columns of the Capitol 
building in Washington D.C. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by permission.) 
 

In calling attention to the visual modality of print, the novel here 

establishes a link between architectural and urban spatiovisuality and the 

printed text itself as a form of spatiovisual order. By thus foregrounding 

the spatiovisual order of the text, the imagetext discourse allows for the 

printed word to operate within the same representational field as both 

architecture and urban space. In doing so, it opens up a space of possible 

critical resistance to totalitarian forms of spatiovisuality insofar as the 

text itself becomes a space in which a different order might be 

established. Of course, the use of layout in this case seems not so much 

to counter the spatiovisual order of Washington but rather to affirm it.  

Even so, the link established between these media at the level of the 

material and the perceptual nonetheless opens the door, so to speak, for 

the imagetext discourse to establish a space of critical resistance. Just as 

the spatiovisual order of Washington is subverted and undermined at the 

narrative level through strategies of satire and irony as well as through 

the imagetext discourse, so too is this particular rationalization of 

typographic space. Both traditional typographic space and the 
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architecture and spatial structure of Washington D.C. here share a 

similar and largely co-extensive spatiovisual order centered on the 

idealization of clarity, control and fixity and underpinned by an implicit 

totalitarian mode of subjectivity. The imagetext discourse articulates 

both the affinities between such seemingly disparate processes of 

mediation and allows for the possibility of one critically and creatively 

engaging with the other. It is precisely at the spatiovisual level, i.e., the 

perceptual level, that this mode of critical intervention becomes possible. 

If architecture produces certain distributions of perception and 

formations of knowledge, identity and power, then the page of the print 

novel does so as well through both its formal spatiovisual composition 

and its narrative engagement with perceptual experience.  

A noticeable example of the latter concerns Nielsen’s search for the 

disappeared Rasmussen. During his search, Nielsen once again describes 

the Capitol. He does so, however, in a slightly different manner: “I could 

see it, the Capitol, far out east at the end of the Mall, in the lightly pale 

mist and yet blinding November daylight it was no longer a moon 

elevated above the new world, to the contrary, like a snow covered 

mountain range, a blinding Rocky Mountains it shot up and out of the 

completely flat, dry, dusty prairie”.299  

When he looks at it again from farther away, however, he now 

describes it in a completely different manner as “no longer obviously 

natural, no mountain chain” but “more like a giant layer cake” or a 

“cookie jar”.300   

Presented here is a dismantling of the ideals of order, symmetry and 

control associated with the spatiovisual order of Washington D.C.’s 

urban space and architecture. When Nielsen finally leaves Washington 

center, he remarks: “I walked north, out of the mythical landscape. I put 

it behind me for always, the dream, the entire deserted, utopian 

architecture”.301 In his own words, the city previously associated with the 

ideal of democracy has now been “disenchanted”.302 As such, the 

                                                           
299 ”Jeg kunne se den, the Capitol, langt ude østpå for enden af the Mall, i det let disede, 
blege og alligevel blændende novemberdagslys var den ikke længere en måne hævet over 
den nye verden, tværtimod, som en sneklædt bjergkæde, et blændende Rocky Mountains 
skød den op af den fuldkomment flade, tørre, støvede steppe” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 282).  
300 “ikke længere så ganske naturlig, ingen bjergkæde” , “snarere en gigantisk lagkage” , 
“en kagedåse” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 283).  
301 “Jeg gik mod nord, ud af det mytiske landskab. Jeg lagde det bag mig, for altid, 
drømmen, hele den utopisk menneskeforladte arkitektur” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 284). 
302 “affortryllet” (Das Beckwerk, 208: 284).   
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imagetext discourse articulated in these scenes of looking not only 

interrogates the architecture and structure of Washington D.C. but also 

destabilizes and dismantles the various distributions of perception it 

implicitly produces by way of its spatiovisual order. By establishing a link 

between architecture and writing, it furthermore challenges the 

spatiovisual order of the printed page as well.  

Whether manifested in media such as typography, cartography, 

architecture or urban space, the spatiovisual order associated with the 

ocular regime of Cartesian perspectivalism is thus consistently 

interrogated and subverted by the imagetext discourse. By establishing a 

feedback loop between architecture, urban space, cartography and 

writing at the perceptual level, the trilogy allows for the novel as a form 

of mediation to critically address such spatiovisuality by both presenting 

and performing a possible alternative.  

As such, the imagetext discourse gestures towards the possibility of 

a critical mode of resistance whose central feature is the destabilization 

of the distributions of perception underpinning the ocularcentrism of 

Cartesian perspectivalism.  

 

Selves, Others and Imagetexts 

Curiously, the last novel in the trilogy features virtually no graphic 

images.303 As such, one might describe it, at least in formal terms, as the 

disappearance of the experimental avant-garde aesthetic so prevalent in 

both The Suicide Mission and The Sovereign as well as a turning towards 

more traditional forms of novelistic writing. Even so, the imagetext 

discourse is insistently present at the formal level through the consistent 

juxtaposition of Danish and Persian writing—a feature immediately 

evident on the novel’s front-cover, which features a white Danish, title 

‘shadowed’ by Persian writing in black.  On the back-cover, the colors as 

well as the positions have been reversed as Persian writing is now in white 

while black Danish writing shadows it. It is also notable that the back-

cover features a short Danish description of the novel written in glowing 

red. On the novel’s spine, furthermore, the title of the book and name of 

the author is framed by Persian writing rendered in gleaming red. 

 

                                                           
303 The only exception is the so-called “Beckwerk flag” featured in the form of a drawing. 
See Nielsen (2012: 437).   
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Front-cover, back-cover and spine of The Fall of Great Satan with Persian and 
Danish writing in red, white and black. (Copyright: Oystein Vidnes. Used by 

permission.) 
 

Chapter titles within the novel are designed in a similar manner with 

Danish writing ‘shadowed’ by Persian writing.  
 

 
Close-up: Title pages for chapters one and two in The Fall of Great Satan 

featuring Danish and Persian writing. The remaining chapter titles are designed in 
a similar manner. (Copyright: Oystein Vidnes. Used by permission.) 

 
Most interestingly, however, the main text of the novel features single 

lines of Persian writing at the top and bottom margins of each page and 

as paragraph headings. At the end of the novel, the Persian text even 

extends beyond the Danish main text.304  

                                                           
304 Since Persian writing is read in reverse order compared to Western writing, i.e., right-
to-left, these few sentences at the end of the novel are actually the beginning of the Persian 
text.   
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Close-up: Persian writing in The Fall of Great Satan. (Copyright: 

Nielsen/Oystein Vidnes. Used by permission.) 
 

While the Persian text on the front and back covers as well as on the 

chapter title pages are simply reiterations of the Danish text with which 

it is transposed, the Persian text written in the margins of the Danish 

main text is seemingly the transcript of a press conference featuring 

Mohsheni Eje’i, head of the Iranian security and intelligence agency from 

2005 to 2009. In general, the Persian text praises the Iranian regime and 

the people of Iran while simultaneously calling attention to the threat of 

possible foreign intervention.305  

Engaging the Persian text on a content level in further detail, 

however, would lead us away from what is arguably its most central 

function in the context of the intended Danish reader, whose grasp of 

Persian would be virtually non-existent on average.306 In the context of 

this intended reader, the main function of the Persian text is to constitute 

an almost purely visual form of writing devoid of semantic content and 

thus to foreground not only its own visual modality but also the visual 

modality of the Danish text with which it is juxtaposed.  

In this insistent intermingling of Danish and Persian writing, the 

novel clearly addresses writing as a visual form of mediation, making the 

reader reflect upon the visual qualities of the Danish text, otherwise 

traditionally reduced to the margin of the signifying process. As such, the 

Persian text and its use and function in The Fall of Great Satan 

constitutes a prime example of the imagetext discourse at work. As the 

                                                           
305 My sincere thanks to the person who translated to Persian text for me but who wishes 
to remain anonymous. I have been unable to ascertain the exact origin of the Persian text. 
It seems likely, however, that it is a transcript of a press conference held by Mohsheni Eje’i 
at some point during his time as head of the Iranian security and intelligence agency.  
306 For Danes familiar with Persian writing the reading situation would obviously be quite 
different. 
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reader is once again called upon to look at the text rather than see 

through it, the Persian text here functions as the quintessential 

imagetext, i.e., as a form of writing reduced to a purely visual form. Of 

course, this ‘reduction’ is not absolute. Although it may be illegible to the 

average Danish reader, the Persian text nonetheless has a very clear and 

obvious verbal dimension insofar as it is clearly recognizable as a form of 

writing. Average Danish readers would most likely perceive the lines as a 

purely graphic phenomenon, divested almost entirely of any verbal 

modality except that associated with the linearity of writing in general 

and the tacit knowledge that the text in this sense represents some form 

of verbal expression. The text thus comes to constitute a speaking voice, 

which, although insistently and even invasively present at the narrative 

level due to its position within the novel’s spatiovisual structure, 

nonetheless remains illegible. As such, the Persian text becomes an 

almost haunting presence within the novel, an unreadable voice hovering 

literally at the edge of the narrative and sometimes intruding into it. 

Such dynamics between the Danish and Persian texts speaks clearly 

to a host of aesthetic and political concerns. Indeed, it insistently links 

the aesthetic and the political to each other, which is to say that it links 

the conventional differentiation of the visual and the verbal to a set of 

social and political dichotomies such as Self versus Other, Us versus 

Them and West versus East. Such concerns are further compounded in 

view of the importance of such cultural categories at the narrative level, 

where the visual-verbal dynamics is linked to contemporary issues 

regarding the relationship of the Iranian regime to the West and thus 

more generally the relation of the Middle Eastern Other to the Western 

Self. Seen from the perspective of post-colonial criticism, in other words, 

the juxtaposition of the Danish and Persian texts clearly engages with the 

relationship between the West and its perceived Others. At the narrative 

level, this relationship is represented in a highly ambivalent fashion, 

insofar as the character of Nielsen comes to enact an essentially 

colonialist domination of the Iranian people he supposedly wishes to 

free. As previously argued, Nielsen often reduces the Iranians he meets 

to objects under the surveillance of his controlling and imposing gaze. As 

such, he reduces them to pure images, devoid of any voice of their own. 

In a way, the interaction of Danish and Persian writing performs a similar 

function, insofar as the Danish text constitutes a meaningful voice to the 

reader, while the Persian text becomes a kind of silent or illegible image 
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of the Other. As such, the interaction between the two forms of writing 

speaks to the antagonistic history of the word-image dynamic in which 

words have often been considered as belonging to the realm of reason 

while images have been conceived of as belonging to the realm of 

unreason.307 In short, the Danish text represents the Western Self as 

speaking subject, while the Persian text represents the Middle Eastern 

Self as silent or illegible object. Even so, the juxtaposition simultaneously 

challenges this simplistic dichotomy insofar as it implicitly calls attention 

to the visuality of the Danish text, which is thus also transformed into a 

visual object. Similarly, the Persian text is also foregrounded as being a 

speaking voice. As such, the difference between looking at and seeing 

through is embedded in an ethical register as a negotiation between 

different distributions and organizations of voices, spaces and times, 

making the relation of the verbal to the visual inseparable from many of 

the previously mentioned political issues raised by the trilogy. 

Significantly, ideological categories such as Self and Other are thus 

related to the aesthetic categories of word and image in a manner which 

calls attention to the aesthetics of ideology and the ideology of aesthetics 

as the two categories coalesce in a manner similar to those of the verbal 

and the visual. By destabilizing these aesthetic categories, the novel 

simultaneously destabilizes the ideological categories they implicitly 

underpin.  

In juxtaposing Danish and Persian writing, then, the novel 

articulates a multimodal model of writing which potentially allows for the 

subversion of the various procedures of abstraction and disembodiment 

characteristic of Nielsen’s colonial gaze. This implies that writing is 

capable of reproducing particular hierarchies of power by affording 

certain types of voices while suppressing others. It also has the potential, 

however, to resist and challenge such hierarchies. Both possibilities are 

located at the perceptual level.  

It is also worth noting that the Persian text not only frames the 

Danish text, so to speak, but also intrudes into it. As such, its position 

within the spatiovisual structure of the novel might indicate that, despite 

the dominance of the Danish text, it is nonetheless immersed in a larger 

cultural and social context in relation to which it does not take a 

dominant but rather a subservient position. Were we also to take the 

                                                           
307 On the history of the word–image relationship, see Mitchell (1986, 1994, 2005). 
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semantic content of the Persian text into consideration, it would indeed 

come to constitute an almost threatening presence within the novel. In 

the absence of such knowledge of the Persian text’s semantic content, 

however, it would not attain such a threatening presence but rather 

constitute an open and ambivalent space of possibility.   

A similar instantiation of the imagetext discourse can be found in 

The Sovereign. Getting ready to take the previously mentioned 

photograph in front of the White House, Nielsen hands his digital camera 

to a random Chinese tourist and asks him to take the picture. Just before 

he does so, a line of Chinese writing intrudes into the narrative.  
 

 
Chinese writing in The Sovereign. (Copyright: Das Beckwerk. Used by 

permission.)  
 

Translated into English, the Chinese symbols simply read: “Let me take 

a picture for you.”308 Just as was the case with the Persian text in The Fall 

of Great Satan, however, the Chinese text here constitutes a form of 

                                                           
308 My sincere thanks to Liu Fei of Northwestern Polytechnical University, Xi’an, China, 
for generously translating the Chinese writing into English. 
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writing generally illegible to the intended Danish reader. It thus 

functions in a similar manner to foreground the visual modality of 

writing in general. It is no coincidence, furthermore, that the act of taking 

a photograph is associated with a foregrounding of the visual modality of 

writing. A feedback loop is established between writing and photography 

that in many ways serves to foreground both the visual modality of 

writing and the verbal modality of photography. Here the act of taking 

the picture is literally framed by language and attention is thus directed 

to the ways in which photography is always situated in a material, 

multimodal framework from which it cannot be dissociated. Similarly, 

writing is insistently inscribed in such a material, multimodal and 

embodied framework.  

More importantly, however, the Chinese writing also comes to 

represent the presence of an Other to the Western Self, which in the 

context of the narrative is the Chinese “world citizen of the future”.309 By 

referring to the Chinese people in this manner, Nielsen advances the idea 

that China will replace America as the dominant actor on the political and 

cultural world stage in the near future. As such, the dynamic between the 

Danish text and the intruding ‘foreign’ text is once again connected to 

political and ideological issues, as it refers to a global political economy 

and various relations of power within that economy. It also refers, of 

course, to the history of American cultural and military dominance in the 

twentieth century and thus implicitly to the Afghanistan and Iraq wars as 

instantiations of contemporary American and Western colonialism. As 

was the case in The Fall of Great Satan, however, the intrusion of Chinese 

writing into the otherwise ‘Western’ writing space of the novel, serves to 

produce a destabilization of the Self/Other, West/East, Us/Them 

dichotomies underpinning the global political economy.  

Insofar as the juxtaposition of Danish and Chinese writing once 

again forces the reader to look at the texts rather than see through them, 

it challenges the cultural dichotomies between speaking subjects and 

silent objects, as well as reconfigures the existing distributions of 

perception and formations of knowledge and identity upon which 

contemporary structures of difference are implicitly based.   

 

                                                           
309 “fremtidens verdensborger” (Das Beckwerk, 2008: 276). 
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Chapter Five: 
Towards a Politics of the Novel 
 

Is the print novel a viable tool of political intervention in the so-called 

age of the image? And if so, how might such a politics manifest itself? 

These are the questions primarily addressed in this dissertation. In both 

cases, the answer hinges upon our understanding of the concept of 

politics. Understood in traditional terms as institutional interest-group 

politics, it is difficult to argue persuasively that novels in general have 

much direct impact upon political policy. When was the last time anyone 

organized a protest because of a novel? When did the reading of a novel 

lead to legislative change?310 Understood in Rancièrian terms, however, 

the answer to the first question is ‘yes’, insofar as we conceive of politics 

proper as the redistribution of what can be seen and said (i.e., perceived 

as meaningful in general) within a given societal order.  

Politics defined in such a manner allows for the conceptualization of 

the print novel as part of the ongoing negotiation and disruption of the 

social field of power, and makes it possible to argue that some of the 

aesthetic strategies found in DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels (most 

notably those I have grouped under the concept of the imagetext 

discourse) constitute a form of politics. In the consistent intermingling of 

images and words, pictures and texts, the visual and the verbal, we find 

the most potent and insistent manifestation of the novels’ attempt to 

disrupt the reigning orders of the seeable and the sayable in 

contemporary society and thus the hierarchies of power that define it.  

As previously stated, such strategies are not merely the 

manifestation of a self-absorbed meta-aesthetics but a deeply political 

interrogation of the conditions of possibility that govern our perceptions 

of the world and thus our mode of participation and interaction with it. 

Words, images, and their relationship to each other, are thus the central 

component of my answer to the second question posed above, which is to 

                                                           
310 While examples of such incidents do of course exist, they would seem to be the exception 
rather than the rule. In an Anglo-American context, one of the best known examples is 
Sinclair Upton’s The Jungle (1906), whose portrayal of health violations and unsanitary 
practices in the American meatpacking industry led to increased government regulation. 
See Wienen (2012). 
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say that the verbal-visual dynamics constitutes the central manifestation 

(both formally and thematically) of the novels’ politics.   

In The Politics of Literature (2011), Rancière argues that the politics 

of literature does not stem from any political engagement on the writer’s 

part, but rather from literature’s ability to create redistributions of the 

sensible and thus to challenge existing societal orders. “Political activity 

reconfigures the distribution of the perceptible. It introduces new objects 

and subjects onto the common stage. It makes visible what was invisible, 

it makes audible as speaking beings those who previously were heard 

only as noisy animals” (Rancière, 2011: 4).311 Literature’s politics, in other 

words, does not manifest itself in the overt pronouncement of political 

statements or narratives but rather in its engagement with the orders of 

the seeable and the sayable (i.e., the distributions of the sensible) that 

govern the conditions of possibility for making such pronouncements to 

begin with.  

Because of this, the politics of literature intervenes in “the carving 

up of space and time, the visible and the invisible, speech and noise” as 

well as “in the relationship between practices and forms of visibility and 

modes of saying that carves up one or more common worlds” (Rancière, 

2011: 4).  

In Rancière’s terms, then, the politics proper of DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s novels does not necessarily emerge from any explicit political 

engagement on the part of either, but rather from the way in which the 

aesthetic strategies in their novels engage with and possibly disrupt 

reigning regimes of perception, i.e., the dominant ways of saying, seeing, 

making and meaning.  

Insofar as their novels articulate a politics, in other words, it is a 

politics unfolded through the question of perception, i.e., through an 

interrogation of the perceptual preconditions governing our social order. 

What I have called the imagetext discourse is central in this context 

because it so unrelentingly interrogates the question of perception and 

its link to mediation and artistic practice. How do we see the world? How 

are we made to understand it? In what ways? By what means?  

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels thus resonate with Rancière’s 

notion that both politics and aesthetics ultimately concern the question 

of perception, and it is the interrogation of perceptual experience that we 

                                                           
311 In her translation of Rancière’s concept of ‘partage du sensible’, Julia Rose here opts to 
use ‘perceptible’ instead of ‘sensible’.    
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can identify as their central narrative drive. As the key focal point of this 

interrogation, the imagetext discourse participates in the continuous 

formation and possible disruption of the contemporary societal order. 

The aesthetic strategies grouped under the imagetext discourse are thus 

central to understanding not only the aesthetics of the novels but their 

politics as well—or, rather, it is central to understanding their aesthetics 

as politics. 

As a way of concretizing this politics, we might briefly refer to the 

controversy concerning the publication of Libra. As noted earlier, 

DeLillo’s novel (as well as DeLillo himself) was attacked by conservative 

critics who argued that representing the Kennedy assassination not as the 

act of a single lunatic but as the result of various societal and political 

structures was tantamount to a form of betrayal or treason. In essence, 

they saw DeLillo as blaming American culture for the assassination, 

rather than blaming Lee Harvey Oswald himself. Although obviously 

simplistic, such a reading of the novel is not entirely inaccurate. In a 

Rancièrian sense, the novel was discussed as an affront to the reigning 

‘police order’ insofar as it was perceived to destabilize the distinction 

between supposedly autonomous social agents and the culture in which 

those agents are situated. It violated, in other words, the central dogma 

of absolute autonomy and accountability at the heart of the ‘American 

Dream’. Instead, it posits an egalitarian principle of connection between 

Lee Harvey Oswald, the reader and American culture in general, 

suggesting that rather than be conceived of as an aberration from the 

reigning ‘police order’, Oswald is emblematic of it. Oswald is thereby 

positioned not as an external other to the reigning system, but rather as 

one of us. Such a critique of the reigning social order is constituted 

primarily through the imagetext discourse, whose formal and thematic 

strategies challenge existing modes of seeing and saying most notably by 

engaging with the militarization of perceptual experience characteristic 

of post-war American culture. In Rancièrian terms, then, the politics 

proper of the novel is found in its engagement with and interrogation of 

the distributions of perception that underpin the reigning social order. It 

is not a case of explicit articulation on behalf of the writer or the narrator 

(such can hardly be found in either DeLillo’s nor Beck-Nielsen’s novels) 

but rather the construction of a formal and thematic aesthetic which 

destabilizes and subverts existing modes of seeing and saying and thus 

renders meaningful what was previously invisible and inaudible. In its 
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most simple terms, Libra’s politics is that it lends Lee Harvey Oswald 

both a voice and a view, which is furthermore made to coalesce with the 

voice and view of the reader. Its formal and thematic strategies thus 

destabilize habitual modes of perception as determined within the 

reigning perceptual regime and call attention to the violence it 

engenders.  

In the case of Beck-Nielsen’s works, many have noted their relatively 

overt criticism of militarized neoliberalism and its imperialist under-

tones. Nielsen & Rasmussen’s travels (such as portrayed in the Beckwerk 

trilogy and the Beckwerk project generally) have been viewed as a 

satirical dismantling of the ideological narrative underpinning the “War 

on Terror”, i.e., a kind of counter-appropriative deconstruction of the 

political discourses and forms of subjectivity underpinning the global 

hierarchy of power. Viewed through the conceptual lens of Rancièrian 

politics, however, the novels’ politics proper does not lie primarily in such 

forms of appropriation and satirization. Instead, it lies in their 

transformation of writing into a multimodal aesthetic event that 

challenges the distributions of perception upon which the societal order 

of militarized neo-liberalism is based, i.e., the militarized regime of 

perception and its implicit idealizations of abstraction, disembodiment 

and control.  

After all, if dissensus is the truly political in Rancièrian terminology, 

then the trilogy’s overt critique of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq as 

well as the “War on Terror” can hardly be said to constitute such a form 

of dissensus. If anything, the reigning consensus in Europe (and 

especially the Danish art scene) following the U.S. invasions of 

Afghanistan and Iraq was that of the anti-war sentiment.312 The trilogy’s 

real form of dissensus, then, does not derive from its relatively overt 

critique of U.S. militarized neo-imperialism but rather from the aesthetic 

strategies through which it interrogates and attempts to disrupt the 

perceptual regime implicitly underpinning it.  

In a sense, the same might be said of DeLillo’s novels. It is hardly 

much of a manifestation of Rancièrian dissensus to overtly or even tacitly 

critique capitalism, imperialism and their mutual interdependence in our 

day and age. Such forms of critique are almost as old as capitalism and 

imperialism themselves, and seem to have become more or less 

                                                           
312 As noted by Zangenberg, this consensus was particularly strong in Danish art and 
literature in the years following the Afghanistan and Iraq wars. See Zangenberg (2007). 
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completely absorbed and neutralized by the prevailing system. Following 

Rancière’s conceptual framework, the true politics of DeLillo’s novels 

arise out of their interrogation of perception and the ways in which 

certain distributions thereof underpin contemporary hierarchies of 

knowledge and power. DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels are thus 

political not because of their relatively overt anti-capitalism and anti-

imperialism (this would constitute a more traditional form of political 

engagement) but because their aesthetics function in ways that disrupt 

and potentially undermine the very distributions of perception that 

underpin such systems and ideas.  

Through both its formal and thematic strategies, then, the imagetext 

discourse transforms the print novel into a perceptual event, which 

engages and (possibly) subverts the dominant distributions of perception 

and the reigning social order they underpin. It is as such that the 

imagetext discourse serves as the central political and aesthetic engine of 

the novels here investigated. Because of this, the imagetext discourse is 

paramount in our efforts to investigate the possibility of the print novel, 

and of narrative fiction in general, to constitute a form of Rancièrian 

dissensus in contemporary society. In DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s 

novels, this form of dissensus hinges largely on a concerted interrogation 

of the link between perception and mediation and is manifested primarily 

through the imagetext discourse, which we, in other words, we might 

conceive of as a discourse of dissensus.  

As I have demonstrated, however, the politics of the imagetext 

discourse does not stop at such disruptions. Not only does it destabilize 

existing distributions of perception, but it does so by engaging the 

possibility of an alternative. More specifically, the imagetext discourse 

articulates an embodied model of multimodal perception that critically 

interrogates the militarized perceptual regime and its idealizations of 

disembodiment, abstraction and control. While its foundational function 

is thus to destabilize ocularcentric sense hierarchies, the imagetext 

discourse invariably does so by foregrounding not just the verbal 

properties of vision but the multimodality of perception in general (i.e., 

its inherently mixed characteristics ) as well as the centrality of the body 

as the ground of perception. As such, the imagetext discourse charts a 

return of the body, materiality, space and time that insistently rejects the 

idealizations of disembodiment, immateriality, abstraction and control 
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characteristic of the militarized perceptual regime of late modernity.313 

In DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels, then, the imagetext discourse 

functions as the central tool through which the spatial, material, and 

multimodal properties of perception are reasserted, and through which a 

possible redistribution of perception is engaged. It functions as an 

attempt not just to represent the mixed, multimodal properties of 

perception (and lived experience as such) but to actually produce and 

perform through aistesis such redistributions of perception in order to 

rupture the reigning order of the social field. Insofar as the imagetext 

discourse is conceptualized as a discourse of dissensus, it is a form of 

dissensus, which, in the cases of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen, is 

performative and thus potentially transformative.  

In New Philosophy for New Media (2004), Mark B. Hansen argues 

that various strategies in contemporary new media art constitute an 

attempt to perform an embodied mode of perceptual experience in order 

to counter the processes of abstraction and disembodiment prevalent in 

contemporary processes of mediation. Hansen develops a concept of 

perception that “emphasizes the role of the affective, proprioceptive, and 

tactile dimensions of experience” and focuses on works of new media art 

that “foreground the shift from the visual to the affective registers and 

thereby invest in the multimedia basis of vision itself” (Hansen, 2006: 

xviii, 12). Such art works, argues Hansen, not only “pursue an aesthetic 

program aimed first and foremost at dismantling the supposed purity of 

vision and exposing its dirty, embodied underside” but even instigate a 

profound shift in contemporary aesthetic culture “from a dominant 

ocularcentrist aesthetic to a haptic aesthetic rooted in embodied 

affectivity” (Hansen, 2006: 12).  

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels in a similar manner invest in 

and interrogate the multimodal, embodied characteristics of perception. 

Hansen, however, conceives of this insistent return to embodiment as a 

way of foregrounding the particularity of human experience:  

 
As if in direct response to the automation of vision achieved by digital 
computing, artists have focused on foregrounding the foundation of vision in 
modalities of bodily sense: insofar as they catalyze an awakening of their viewers 
to this bodily foundation, the works they create might indeed be understood as 

                                                           
313 One might say that in articulating a return of body, matter, space and time, their novels 
reflect a set of so-called turns in contemporary cultural theory, most obviously the material 
turn to which I referred in my introduction. 
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efforts to specify what remains distinctly ‘human’ in this age of digital 
convergence. (Hansen, 2006: 12)   
 

While I believe Hansen’s description of the perceptual model developed 

within certain manifestations of contemporary new media art generally 

applies to the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen, I do not think that the 

idea of specifying or returning to the distinctly ‘human’ does so. It seems 

to me to reproduce the illusion of a ‘pure’ form of human experience 

separate from all forms of technology and mediation. Such a view is not 

compatible with either DeLillo’s or Beck-Nielsen’s novels, in which the 

idea of a return to a state of ‘pure’ human experience is rendered not only 

impossible but ideologically suspect.  

Insofar as new media artists seek to create an “aesthetic redemption 

of the automation of sight”, as Hansen claims, DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s texts do not attempt to do so in quite the same way (Hansen, 

2006: 101). In their novels, what we find is not the attempt to safeguard 

the autonomy of either human perception or the human subject as such. 

Instead, they articulate a kind of post-humanist position (Beck-Nielsen 

more aggressively so than DeLillo) from which the subject is viewed as 

always already interpenetrated by outside forces. In their novels, it does 

not become the role of literature to safeguard this subject from such 

forces, but rather to investigate the characteristics of the interaction 

between them and thus to create a possible space of productive 

reconciliation rather than regressive rejection.  

Even so, the attempt by new media artists to invest in and 

interrogate “the affective source of bodily experience that is so crucial to 

reconfiguring human perception in our contemporary media ecology” 

echoes strongly with the form and function of the imagetext discourse 

such as it unfolds in DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels (Hansen, 2006: 

102). Indeed, DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen can be said to position the print 

novel as a possible site of emergence of such a reconfiguration, and thus 

to reassert the critical political potential of the so-called ‘old medium’ of 

the book in an age otherwise eager to advertise its imminent demise.  

While doing so, however, neither DeLillo nor Beck-Nielsen attempt 

to exempt writing in general nor the print novel from the militarization 

of perception as well as the ocularcentric sense hierarchy of modernity. 

Instead, they interrogate writing as part of the history of such processes, 

something most obviously expressed through the ways in which the 

medium of print is associated in their novels with idealizations of 
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disembodiment, abstraction and control. Indeed, as presented in their 

novels, the print medium might be said to constitute one of the 

militarized perceptual regime’s earliest manifestations. As such, their 

novels constitute a form of writing turned against print culture—or 

rather certain traditions of thought and practice within or associated with 

print culture. Instead of reproducing the idealizations of disembodiment, 

abstraction and control so closely associated with print culture, DeLillo’s 

and Beck-Nielsen’s novels attempt to establish the novel as a form of 

writing which might possibly serve to produce a different perceptual 

regime.  

DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels are thus characterized by a 

distinct sense of ambivalence and tension between the medium of print 

as an emerging social phenomenon and the novel as a genre of literature 

closely associated with it and with a wider culture of capitalist spectacle. 

As such, their novels might be said to constitute a form of what Linda 

Hutcheon has called complicitous critique, i.e., a form of critique that 

recognizes that it is itself implicated in the very system it wants to 

critique.314 Because of this, their novels demonstrate a notable tension 

between critique and complicity as well as between subversion and 

affirmation. In Rancièrian terms, we might think of it as a tension 

between policing and dissensus, i.e., between affirming the existing 

social order (or ‘police order’) and undermining it.  

If, however, these novels seem to insistently address the print novel 

as a genre not only immersed in but as emerging from (and even 

preceding) the violence of capitalist spectacle, it is because they 

simultaneously garner much of their critical momentum and energy from 

this very complicity. Indeed, it is precisely because the print novel is 

historically aligned with and participates in this reigning perceptual 

regime that it can possibly disrupt it. Rather than conceived of in terms 

of traditional Kantian autonomy or perhaps Adorno’s negative 

aesthetics, Rancière’s conceptual apparatus offers a way of rethinking the 

relationship of the work of art to the ‘system’ in which it is created. Within 

the framework of his conceptual apparatus, affirmation and subversion, 

complicity and critique, do not constitute separate modes of creation and 

                                                           
314 As Hutcheon argues, it is a “strange kind of critique, one bound up, too, with its own 
complicity with power and domination, one that acknowledges that it cannot escape 
implication in that which it nevertheless still wants to analyze and maybe even undermine” 
(Hutcheon, 1989: 4).  
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action. Instead of conceiving of these as structurally opposed, Rancière’s 

conceptual scheme allows us to think of them as intertwined. We might 

thus say that the print novel can subvert because it also affirms. It can 

dissent because it also conforms. It is precisely because it participates in 

the reigning distributions of perception that it can produce a possible 

rupture within the dominant system.  

Such modes of subversive engagement, furthermore, are not located 

at the level of the material properties of the print medium, i.e., not in 

some specific essence of the technological artefact, but rather in the social 

practices and aesthetic strategies that define its cultural emergence. In 

not only foregrounding the tension between critique and complicity but 

even using it as a central narrative drive, DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s 

novels resist catering to a regressive determinism that would subscribe 

to the print medium or writing more generally either one or the other 

form of cultural commitment or consequence.  

A central feature of the imagetext discourse as manifested in their 

novels, then, is the consistent historical, material and technological 

contextualization that it performs as well as the interrogation of human 

agency in relation to such contexts. None of these novels articulates an 

abstraction of media from their social and political contexts but situate 

them within such contexts. In doing so, the militarized perceptual regime 

which the imagetext discourse insistently addresses does not become a 

monolithic regime of technology imposed upon humanity (what might be 

considered a more traditional determinist model) but rather an emergent 

regime arising out of the always shifting and transmutable interaction of 

technology and social practice.  

Central here is not necessarily the material, physical properties of 

the specific technology but rather the social practices that characterize 

our interaction with it. We might notice, for instance, that the emergence 

of the militarized perceptual regime of late modernity presented in their 

novels is not necessarily linked to specific technologies. Rather its 

emergence is articulated through the interaction of technology and social 

practice—certain ways of seeing, saying, hearing, doing and thinking that 

cannot simply be referred to a technological predeterminant but which 

always emerge from the interaction of subjectivities and technologies.  

Perhaps the most obvious example of this is writing itself, which in 

some cases serves an affirmative function and in other cases a (possibly) 

subversive function. It is not determined, in other words, to be either or, 
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but is instead an emergent potential arising out of a complicated dialectic 

between technological object and cultural practice. Neither DeLillo’s nor 

Beck-Nielsen’s novels thus locate any inherent critical or affirmative 

potential in the technology of writing itself (as if it could even be isolated 

and reduced to a pure essence) but rather in the social and artistic 

practices with which it is engaged. In this context it is possible to conceive 

of the print novel as a form of writing that interrogates the characteristics 

of literature’s contingent and emergent mediality as well as its 

participation in the distributions of perception that govern the 

contemporary social order. In doing so, it comes to function as an active 

participant in the continued construction of the social order as well as a 

viable way of challenging this order. It is thus from their very complicity 

with the reigning system that the novels of DeLillo and Beck-Nielsen find 

a reservoir of critical potential and subversion—a potential most potently 

engaged and manifested through the imagetext discourse.  

Even while DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels reject the absolute 

autonomy of the Enlightenment subject, they simultaneously reject the 

idea of its complete dissolution by technology. It is the push and pull 

between these two competing narratives that create much of the narrative 

tension in both DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s novels. A central feature of 

the imagetext discourse is that it interrogates this tension at the level of 

perceptual experience without ever alleviating it and without ever 

catering to the simplistic narratives of a culture of words engaged in a 

battle with a culture of images. Rather, it insistently rejects such 

narratives, offering a deeper engagement with contemporary processes 

of mediation that allows for the mixed characteristics of perceptual 

experience to emerge. Destabilizing traditional distinctions between the 

verbal and the visual (as well as between other modalities) is thus not 

merely an abstract, meta-aesthetical play with modes and media but a 

central strategy through which these novels attempt to destabilize the 

reigning perceptual regime and the social order it underpins.  

As I mentioned in my introduction, DeLillo’s and Beck-Nielsen’s 

novels are part of a noticeable trend of increased engagement with the 

visual and material properties of the print novel in Western novelistic 

writing during the last twenty to twenty-five years. In an American 

context this is especially obvious in the works of Mark Z. Danielewski, 

Jonathan Saffran Foer and Reif Larsen, which are among the most 
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popular and well-known examples in mainstream literature.315 Although 

perhaps less pervasive, a similar trend is also evident in European 

literature with W.G. Sebald as perhaps the most prominent example.316 

Characteristic of this trend is the insistent integration of the material and 

visual properties of the book with traditional prose narrative. But how 

are we to conceive of and engage with this particular and noteworthy 

trend? How are we to understand it? My analysis of DeLillo’s and Beck-

Nielsen’s novels and the politics of the imagetext discourse begs the 

question of what kind of politics characterizes this recent trend, and if it 

constitutes an attempt to destabilize traditional media distinctions and 

media borders or if it instead works within such traditional boundaries. 

Is this trend indicative of a similar engagement with contemporary 

processes of mediation and the distributions of perception that they 

underpin and produce? Do such novels reaffirm the established 

landscape of sensory experience and thus cement the existing social 

order? Or do they challenge it by creating breaks and ruptures that 

constitute instances of social and political dissensus? Answers to such 

questions lie outside the scope of this dissertation. Given the intensity 

and insistence with which this trend seems to manifest itself, however, 

further study of such issues seems to be called for—especially if we are to 

understand literature not only as a form of aesthetic practice and 

experience but also as a form of political intervention.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
315 Other prominent examples might be Steve Tomasula & Stephen Farrell’s VAS. An Opera 
in Flatland (2002), Marisha Pessl’s Special Topics in Calamity Physics (2006), E. B. 
Hudspeth’s The Resurrectionist (2013), J.J. Abrams & Doug Dorst’s S (2013), and Garth 
Risk Hallberg’s City on Fire (2015). 
316 Other notable examples might be Marlene Streeruwitz’s Lisa’s Liebe (1997), Mark 
Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (2004), Salvador Plascencia’s 
The People of Paper (2006), John Erik Riley’s Heimdal California (2010), Jennifer Egan’s 
A Visit From the Goon Squad (2011), Clemens J. Setz’s Indigo (2012), Jaakko Yli-
Juonikas’s Neuromanii (2012), and Stefan Hertmans’s Oorlog en terpentijn (2013). 
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Skriftens scen, blickens scen 
Don DeLillo, Claus Beck-Nielsen och romanens politik 
 

Sammanfattning 

Litteraturen är död och bilden har dödat den. Olika varianter av detta 

påstående har förekommit länge, men under de senaste årtiondena har 

det fått en alltmer aggressiv och hyperbolisk karaktär. I en tid då kulturen 

domineras av en globaliserad ström av digitala bilder—så lyder 

argumentet—har litteraturen förlorat sin centrala kulturella roll, och 

befinner sig idag på gränsen till det socialt och politiskt irrelevanta. Som 

en av tryckkulturens huvudgenrer har romanen ofta stått i centrum för 

debatten och har regelbundet deklarerats både död, döende och levande 

död. 

I denna avhandling undersöks sex romaner av den amerikanske 

författaren Don DeLillo (1936) och den danska avantgardekonstnären 

Claus Beck-Nielsen (1963). I DeLillos fall står romanerna Libra (1988), 

Mao II (1991) och Underworld (1997) i fokus, och för Beck-Nielsen den 

så kallade Beckwerk-trilogin, bestående av romanerna Selvmords-

aktionen (2005), Suverænen (2008) och Store Satans Fald (2012). 

Utgångspunkten för utforskandet av dessa romaner är att spåra hur de 

förhandlar sin position och funktion i dagens medielandskap, samt på 

vilket sätt deras olika estetiska strategier kan sägas utgöra en form av 

politiskt intervention. Centralt står vad jag kallar en bildtextdiskurs, det 

vill säga både formella och tematiska samman-flätningar av bilder och 

ord, seende och språk. Dess primära funktion är att utmana och 

underminera de dominerande sensoriska hierarkierna och de 

fördelningar av perceptionen som ligger till grund för den sociala och 

politiska ordningen i dagens samhälle. 

I introduktionen beskrivs den teoretiska och begreppsliga grund 

som romananalyserna byggs på. Avhandlingen navigerar nämligen i 

utrymmet mellan traditionell litteraturvetenskap och andra forsknings-

områden, såsom mediestudier, intermedialitetsforskning och Visual 

Culture Studies. Centralt i denna navigering står W.J.T. Mitchells termer 

imagetext och scribal scene. Det första begreppet beskriver skriften som 

en visuell-verbal blandningsform och visar fram skriftens visuella 

egenskaper som en central del av dess betydelseinnebörd. Således 

avlägsnas traditionella distinktioner mellan bild och text och i stället 
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problematiseras idéer om så kallade rena medier: språk och blick; ord 

och bilder. I Mitchells optik är dessa inte separata kategorier utan 

kulturella praktiker som på olika sätt vävs in i varandra. Mitchells 

bildtextbegrepp ska således förstås som del av hans mer omfattande 

argument att alla medier är blandade media, en central idé inom 

intermedialitetsforskningen. Jag använder dock Mitchells begrepp i 

vidgad betydelse, dvs. inte bara som en hänvisning till skriftens visuella 

modalitet utan även till olika berättartekniker och -strategier som 

uppmärksammar och belyser denna modalitet, samt dess förbindelse till 

ett socialt och politiskt sammanhang. Jag myntar därför termen 

bildtextdiskurs, som möjliggör en bredare hänvisning till berättar-

strategier som inte bara framhäver skriftens visuella dimension, utan 

också insisterar på att väva in det visuella och verbala i varandra. Det är 

dessa både formella och narrativa strategier bildtext-diskursbegreppet 

avser, och termen används för att spåra de olika visuella–verbala 

dynamikerna i DeLillos och Beck-Nielsens romaner, samt relationen 

mellan politiska och ideologiska problemställningar. 

Mitchells begrepp scribal scene används också i en vidare 

bemärkelse. Han använder termen i en diskussion av William Blakes 

illustrerad böcker, där skrivandet representeras grafiskt, inte bara som 

en estetisk handling utan också som en politisk och ideologisk handling 

med potentiellt revolutionär karaktär. Mitchells två begrepp ligger till 

grund för mina egna termer: skriftens scen och blickens scen, som i enkel 

mening avser litterära och grafiska representationer av skriften och 

skrivandet, samt visuell upplevelse i vid bemärkelse. I sådana scener 

utvecklas bildtextdiskursen kraftfullt och intensivt inom ramen för en 

metaestetisk förhandling av dessa kulturella handlingars sociala och 

politiska betydelse. 

Mitchells begrepp spelar därmed en central roll för avhandlingens 

analytiska fokus, som enklast kan beskrivas som en kartläggning av 

bildtextdiskursen, så som den manifesteras i romanernas olika represen-

tationer av skriftens och blickens scener, samt deras växel-verkan. I 

DeLillos och Beck-Nielsens romaner är skrivandet alltid ovedersägligt 

kopplat till seendet, liksom blicken är kopplad till skriften. Därför är 

skriftens scen alltid också blickens, och vice versa. 

Sammanflätningen av det visuella och verbala är följaktligen 

centralt, och utspelar sig genom de olika formella och tematiska 

strategier bildtextdiskursen avser, bunden till ett brett spektrum av 
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ideologiska kategorier och berättelser. En av avhandlingens viktigaste 

teser är att bildtextdiskursen inte enbart skall förstås som ett abstrakt 

metaestetiskt spel mellan media och modaliteter, utan som avgörande för 

det som kan kallas romanernas politik. Bildtextdiskursen är därför 

nödvändig för att romanerna ska kunna förstås som en form av politisk 

intervention i dagens dominerande förmedlingsprocesser och de 

sensoriska landskap de stödjer och producerar. 

För att mer exakt förstå vad som menas med politisk intervention i 

det här sammanhanget, vänder jag mig till Jacques Rancière och hans 

diskussion om le partage du sensible (delningen/fördelningen av det 

sinnliga), samt det insisterande på estetik och politik som sinnliga 

fenomen som ligger i termen. Rancières begrepp ska först och främst 

förstås som ett utforskande av de olika processer som formar och 

betingar den perceptuella erfarenheten, och därmed också all social och 

politisk aktivitet. Det hänvisar till vad som kan sägas, ses och i allmänhet 

uppfattas inom en viss social ordning, och behandlar fördelningen av 

röster och blickar i ett gemensamt socialt och politiskt utrymme. 

Rancière gör med detta begrepp ett försök att beskriva det system som 

fastställer gränserna och möjligheterna för själva sinnesupplevelsen, för 

att därmed avgöra vem som ges möjlighet att delta i det gemensamma 

rummet. Vem kan se och bli sedd? Vem kan tala och höras? För Rancière 

hänvisar begreppet politik därför inte i första hand till traditionell 

institutionell partipolitik, utan istället till de stunder då den rådande 

samhällsordningen, dvs. den befintliga distributionen av det sinnliga, 

störs och potentiellt omstörtas. Med sina tankar om distributionen av det 

sinnliga etablerar Rancière således sinnena som politikens grund, och 

därför är all verklig politisk aktivitet en radikal omfördelning av vad som 

är möjligt att se, höra och uppfatta i vid bemärkelse, dvs. ett brott mot 

den i samhället dominerande distributionen av blickar och röster. 

Rancière kallar sådana brott för dissensus och  gör därmed politik till en 

fråga om hur man skapar sådana former av perceptuell dissensus. 

Rancière insisterar likaledes på estetiken som ett perceptuellt 

fenomen, som enkelt beskrivet avser det som är tillgängligt för sinnena. 

Estetik bör inte förstås i snäv bemärkelse som skönhet eller konst, såsom 

i den estetiska filosofins tradition, utan snarare ser han sinnes-

upplevelsen som en både individuell och kollektiv erfarenhet i vid 

bemärkelse. 
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I Rancières tänkande görs därmed både politik och estetik till 

perceptuella fenomen, som är sammankopplade på den perceptuella 

nivån. Politik och estetik är enligt hans uppfattning överlappande 

kulturfenomen, i den mening att båda beror på sensuell upplevelse. Jag 

argumenterar för att bildtextdiskursen kan förstås som en form av 

politiskt intervention, baserad på en sådan förståelse av estetik och 

politik som sensoriska fenomen, som genom olika estetiska strategier 

lyckas ingripa och potentiellt störa och omvandla nutida distributioner 

av det sinnliga och den sociala ordning som de stöder. Bildtextdiskursen 

utgör med andra ord en form av dissensus med potential att utmana den 

befintliga fördelningen av det sinnliga, och därmed den givna 

fördelningen av blickar och röster som ligger till grund för den etablerade 

samhällsordningen. Således kan bildtextdiskursen ses som en estetik 

som också är politisk. 

Rancières begrepp kopplas vidare till Marshall McLuhans begrepp 

ratio of the senses, som enkelt beskrivet avser teknikens inverkan på det 

mänskliga sinnessystemet. Sammankopplingen av Rancières och 

McLuhans begrepp implementeras i min egen term ”perceptions-

distribution”, som i romananalyserna fungerar som en ram för min 

sammankoppling av estetik, politik och perception. Min omskrivning av 

Rancières fördelning av det sinnliga och McLuhans ratio of the senses till 

begreppet perceptionsdistribution är tänkt att komplettera Rancières 

insisterande på sinnesupplevelsen som  politikens och estetikens 

fundament, med en större känslighet för den roll mediernas materiella 

och fysiska karaktär spelar i att forma sinnesupplevelsens 

möjlighetsbetingelser.  

Förutom Mitchells och Rancières begrepp används ett antal termer 

från andra områden och forskningstraditioner för att utvidga och 

fördjupa analyserna. Från mediestudier hämtas först och främst idén att 

medier påverkar vårt tänkande, samt vår interaktion med och förståelse 

för omvärlden. Förutom Marshal McLuhan är de mest centrala 

förespråkarna för denna idé Walter J. Ong och N. Katherine Hayles. 

Från Visual Culture Studies hämtas följande två begrepp: 

okularcentrism och antiokularcentrism. Inom Visual Culture Studies 

refererar termen okularcentrism allmänt till den idealisering av blicken 

som skett i västs historia från antiken och framåt, medan begreppet 

antiokularcentrism på motsvarande sätt beskriver den tilltagande 

skepsis mot blicken som växer fram från omkring 1800 och framåt. 
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Begreppen används som analytisk ram för att se hur okularcentrerade 

och antiokularcentrerade diskurser utspelar sig i romanerna och hur 

dessa är kopplade till bildtextdiskursen. 

För att förstå bildtextdiskursens politiska funktion i DeLillos och 

Beck-Nielsens romaner diskuteras först deras kulturkritiska diagnos av 

samtida visuell kultur. Fokus ligger på hur olika visuella medier i olika 

sammanhang förbinds med destruktiva mekanismer, som utmanar 

individens autonomi och undergräver den sociala och politiska 

demokratiska ordningen. Således beskrivs i de båda författarnas 

romaner det som jag med hjälp av Paul Virilio kallar för en militarisering 

av perceptionen. I både DeLillos och Beck-Nielsens romaner 

manifesterar sig sambandet mellan visualitet och våld i en 

sammanflätning av olika populärkulturella visuella medier – tydligast i 

fotografi och tv – med en idealisering av kontroll och estetisering av 

våldet. Blicken, och i vidare mening det mänskliga sinnessystemet, 

genomträngs av och underkastas ett militärt teknologiskt system som 

producerar en koppling mellan våld och visualitet. Militariseringen av 

perceptionen förbinds i romanerna underförstått med okularcentrismen 

och dess sinneshierarki. Den idealisering av abstraktion, ordning och 

kontroll som kännetecknar okularcentrismen, utgör således en implicit 

grund för det villkorande av sinnesupplevelsen som utvecklats mot en 

estetisering av våld och förstörelse i moderna tid. Således beskriver 

DeLillos och Beck-Nielsens utforskning av sinnesintryckens 

militarisering en antiokulär diskurs, som är kritisk mot en mängd olika 

visuella tekniker och praktiker. I DeLillos romaner har utforskandet av 

sambandet mellan våld och visualitet ett historiskt perspektiv som 

sträcker sig från 1950-talet till 1990-talet. I Beck-Nielsens trilogi finns 

inte ett liknande historiskt perspektiv, utan militarisering av 

perceptionen etableras som en redan given företeelse i romanernas 

beskrivna tid, och manifesteras främst genom figuren Nielsens 

manipulativa och kontrollerande beteende. I båda författarnas romaner 

finns därmed en insisterande sammankoppling på våld och visualitet, 

som beskriver en grundläggande militarisering av det mänskliga 

sensoriska systemet, producerat av olika tekniska och materiella 

innovationer i det senmoderna. De båda författarna inkluderar även 

skrivandet och litteraturen i denna militarisering, och faller därmed inte 

för frestelsen att utpeka litteraturen som en form av transcendent 

frälsare. Däremot inskrivs både skrift (förstått både som handskrift och 
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tryck) i den idealisering av abstraktion, ordning och kontroll som 

kännetecknar okularcentrismen. 

Bildtextdiskursen ska förstås som ett försök att ingripa politiskt i 

dagens sinneslandskap, mot bakgrund av utformningen och ut-

forskandet av de tekniska och materiella processer som stödjer 

militariseringen, och kan därmed skapa en form av perceptuell dissensus 

som är både estetisk och politisk. Den sammanflätning av det visuella och 

verbala som begreppet bildtextdiskurs avser, ska alltså inte uppfattas 

som en abstrakt stilövning, utan snarare som romanernas centrala 

politiska strategi. 

Om vi betraktar på DeLillos romaner, så manifesteras 

sammanflätningen av det visuella och verbala främst på romanernas 

tematiska nivå, där otaliga representationer av skriften och seendet gång 

på gång understryker deras interaktion. För DeLillo är skriften ytterst 

visuell och det visuella är även skriftligt, det vill säga att all visuell 

upplevelse i hans romaner också är kopplad till språket. 

Centrum för denna interaktion är berättelsen om Lee Harvey 

Oswalds kamp mot sin dyslexi i Libra, genom vilken skrivandet konstant 

etableras inte bara som ett visuellt fenomen utan också sinnligt, fysiskt 

och materiellt. På den formella nivån finns den viktigaste 

manifestationen av bildtextdiskursen i DeLillos manipulation av 

typografi och layout i några av narrativets viktigaste sekvenser. Här 

tydliggörs skriftens visuella karaktär som en del av meningsskapandet 

och läsaren tvingas att se på skriften och inte genom den, så som en 

realistiskt orienterad mimesis föreskriver. 

I Mao II existerar också en slående sammanflätning av det verbala 

och det visuella, främst manifesterad i romanens projektion av skriftens 

visuella och materiella karaktär, genom författaren Bill Gray och hans 

förhållande till sitt eget arbete. Genom beskrivningarna av hans 

arbetsprocess görs skriften och skrivandet till ett multimodalt, sinnligt 

och kroppsligt fenomen, som undergräver den idealisering av blicken 

som implicit utgör grunden för en militarisering av perceptionen. På den 

formella nivån är den viktigaste manifestationen av imagetextdiskursen 

de olika pressbilder som finns i romanens paratexter. Detta skapar inte 

bara en direkt sammanställning av bild och skrift, utan också en implicit 

koppling mellan romanens berättelse och det politiska och sociala 

sammanhang bilderna avser. Här dominerar ett medium inte över ett 

annat, utan snarare utsuddas gränserna mellan de olika medierna. 
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I Underworld är bildtextdiskursens formella manifestationer 

subtilare. Färgläggandet av vissa av bokens sidor framstår här som 

viktigast, eftersom detta betonar romanens multimodala karaktär och 

betonar den som ett tredimensionellt objekt. Bildtextdiskursen 

manifesteras främst av beskrivningen av graffitikonstnären ”Moonman 

157” och hans verk, som samtidigt är både skriftlig och visuellt. Viktig är 

också romanens avslutning, som påträngande beskriver sinnes-

upplevelsens multimodala och kroppsliga natur, som ett alternativ till 

den idealisering av abstraktion och avindividualisering som präglar vissa 

moderna tekniska system och praktiker. 

I Beck-Nielsens trilogi kommer bildtextdiskursen betydligt mer 

radikalt till uttryck på den formella nivån. Detta betyder inte att det inte 

också kan hittas på den tematiska eller berättande nivån, utan att Beck-

Nielsen använder betydligt fler formella strategier i sin trilogi än DeLillo 

gör i sina romaner. Dessa strategier väver insisterande samman det 

visuella och verbala och därför utpekar romanen som ett 

blandningsmedium vars innebörd inte kan skiljas från dess materiella, 

fysiska dimension. Det finns dessutom många fotografier, ritningar, 

kartor och andra grafiska element i Beckwerk-trilogin, som även 

omfattar experiment med typografi och layout. Dessa grafiska element 

invaderar trilogins textutrymme och suddar därmed ut gränsen mellan 

det visuella och verbala, och i bredare förståelse gränsen mellan visuell 

kultur och litteratur. I Beckwerk-trilogin skapas således ett sinnligt, 

multimodalt och kroppsligt rum. Ett viktigt exempel är användningen av 

ålderdomliga, och därför främmande stavningssätt i Selvmordsaktionen, 

varigenom textens visuella modalitet framträder för läsaren. I 

Suverænen är ett liknande exempel de olika grafiska återgivningar av 

skriftligt material, såsom visitkort och flygblad, som lyfter fram textens 

visuella och materiella karaktär. Skriften är inte bara ett transparent 

medium för berättelsens värld utan ett fysiskt och konkret objekt som 

både kan ses och beröras. I Suverænen understryker paratexternas text-

bildcollage romanen som visuellt och konkret objekt, och därigenom 

skrivande och läsning som multimodal praxis. Andra exempel är de olika 

kartor som ingår i trilogin, vilka enträget väver samman grafiska 

representationer av geografi och rum med de skriftliga elementen och 

skapar en läsning som navigerar mellan skriftens linearitet och kartans 

icke-linearitet. Även användningen av fotografier i trilogin skapar en 
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tydlig interaktion mellan det visuella och verbala, genom vilken blick och 

språk, teckensnitt och bild, blir oskiljaktiga. 

I både DeLillos och Beck-Nielsens romaner kontrasteras 

okularcentrismens sinneshierarki, som implicit stöder militariseringen 

av perceptionen, därmed mot en alternativ sinneshierarki som insisterar 

på sinnesupplevelsens multimodala och kroppsliga dimension. Bildtext-

diskursen är centrum för etableringen av detta alternativ och artikulerar 

därmed en alternativ perceptionsdistribution. Som sådan utgör den en 

form av politisk intervention i dagens sinneslandskap. Följer vi Rancières 

idéer om förhållandet mellan estetik, politik och perception kan det sägas 

att romanernas verkliga politik inte står att finna i deras relativt tydliga 

antikapitalism och antiimperialism (som kan beskrivas som en mer 

traditionell form av politisk diskurs), utan snarare i de olika estetiska 

strategier som bildtextdiskursen framvisar. Dessa strategier utgör ett 

aktivt försök att ingripa i dagens perceptionsdistribution och därmed den 

sociala och politiska ordningen som stöds av denna. 
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