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Steve Tomasula.
Emergence and Posthuman Narrative

ébut in an age of fragmentation, interl ocking
each year generates 100, 000, O®HELLMI MYaNAMEE S| ac
IS: d in a country of actuary tables, and service manager uniforms (filled out by

Sevice Managers), Hip fashions (filled out by Hipoppers), personalized raitler catalogs,
look-arlike Sports Heroes, News Teams and other dyjes is, to paint portrait of our time, do
the particulars of name matter?
What seems important is the ways in which millions upon million of interactions made of individual
movements, motives, desires and fears bring into being patterns as surely as temperature, pressure
and vapor form snowflakes, snowflakes form storms, and storms contribute to climates and other
patternsd a Weltanschayuag humans once called their cultural climhhtes, if some Author
wanted to model a world where a single worldwide chain oflépatent store$ call it Wako-
Wall Martd forms a massive hive that is continually monitoring its sales of furniture and pencils and
bobbles and refrigerators and sandals and shirts, compiling 100 terabytes of informatien about i
ventory and Customen five times the contents of the U.S. Library of Condr@sgorld where an
outbreak of Avian Flu travels the globe as quickly as a jumbo jet, or bad loa$ors€)Méo-
tana cause Iceland to go bankrupt; a world where the people in Iceland aa &tentenmore
wedded to the noses, teeth or chemistry that they were born with than they are to tleeir bank a
counts, and find themselves taking for granted the fact that their very DNA can be edited, patented,
and rearranged like any other datdd whenthey look for lové the people who have these new
chemical personalities or noses or organs no longer seduce one antdHeacéabat Faceboek
to-Facebook; nor do théywhen they go to wérface off in linear trenches but launch attacks with
pilotless drones @ bricolagé cell phones, ATM machines, and Wikipedia articles on bodib buil
ing: a world of tomathsh hybrids and cotwuman embryos, in short, that gives individuals the
power for mass destruction once reserved to nations, and enables, albllectively, to make-pr
vacy go the way of the dodo bird as wautbor public portraits comprised of data dots about
when we rise, and sleep; what we buy, eat, watch; where we work, travel, play; how we talk, read,
click, scroll; or who we meetieet, or email..To depict such a world, do the techniques Bf 19
century oil painting suffice?

Optical metaphord language from the visual arts, or cinémhave always been an attractive
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way for authors to describe the depictions they make of Soidsking at a time when thehtec
niques of oil painting did suffice might shed some light on what afnmdgy might look like.
| dm referring here to the family resembl ances
aubnomous self ahdependent on the optical metapot: e ndhal 6 s Mi rror trave
of life, and embodied as its main characigeed, witness the number of novels of this era that
bear the name of the main character a$ itlarissdPameld&obinson Grg®avid Copperfi@las
well as the amount of sensory, especially visual, detail recorded by these pratggom@steuld
tell, Dickens tells us, what station David Copperfield came from by the appearance of his toilet.
In fact, if a DeFoe or Flautter Zola or Tolstoy or Norris novel were translated into paint it
might have a number of family resemblancesAdilph Northerd s depi ct i oe- of N a
treat from Russibee Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: NorthernAdolph Napoleons Riickzug astaRd
(Napoleon's withdrawal from Russia). Qil on canvas. 36.2 x 46.1 in.
1851.

Presented as a window on the world, Northern places a single individual, his title character, at
the center of our focul this epistemology of the window, the centratacter is framed at the
center of the picture plane, and accordingly, the supporting characters have been pushed to the ma
gins, both visually, and ontologically: The composition directs our attention (if not our sympathy)
towards Napoleon, not the namss|daceless, anonymous and frozen corpses on the ground, whose
margnalization makes of them less minor characters than props or supporting details in the tragedy
of The Great ManThe other characters are ancillary details, that is, details like tlieesbogkles
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and bayonets, whose superabundance creates the illusion of realism in the service obeliciting em
tion in us, its oOreaders.o
But my main purpose for invoking this visual aid is to call attention to the scale of the work, for
scale is what als these elementstbé painting and of the realist novéto do their workSpe-
cificdly, the vantage point is from the height, and therefore perspective, of a viewer who is also on
horseback, that is, another officer, positioned at the distanbhers@s might stand apart in the
field. More importantly, the scene frames the limits at whictoffaxe conversations can be had,
and individual features can be distinguishezlscene is at the scale at which humans interact as
individuals, so let usll this the Human Scale with its title character and shared concernslof the rea
ist novel: individual feeling or emotion, aut|
We could imagine other points of viéwe.g., fractured, Cubist mirroms streams of oo
sciousness, for examplbut for the purpose of imaging a novel from a time suggested byomy intr
ductory sketch, | et Ose tiOrss tiengady i inma gNiormr e haetr medrs s
lows us to see the entire army (&ig.
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Fig. 2: Minard, Charles Joseph. Carte Figurative gtd. in Tufte, Edward R.
The Visual Display of Quantitative Info@tesiien Connecticut: Graphics Press, 2001.

Information designer Edward Tufte has called this illustration ghesgsatistical graph ever
drawn.Created in 1869 by the French Engineer Charles Joseph Minard, this hybrid of map, graphs,
and other visualized text and data depicts the advance, and then the withering effects of winter, sta
vation, and river crossingsn Napol eonds GBegmidg afthereft ondhfe Pdlish 1 2 .
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Russian border near the Niemen River, the thick tafirfloshows the size of the Army, 422,000
strong, as it invaded Russia in June 1812. The width of this band indicates ttiee sizeyfat
each place on the map. In September, what was left of the soldiers, 100,000 men, reached a deserte:
Moscow.The path of Napoleon's retreat from Moscow is depicted by the black, lowashand.
dicated by the temperature scale and datedladmgftom of the chart, it was a bitterly cotdew;
and many froze on the march out of Rus ssi a. Th
ing of the Berezina River was for his men, and the army finally staggered back into Poland with only
10000 men remainin@en thousand out of 422,0@®spite a scale that reduces individual soldiers
to data points in a pat-feres Mabsy@as§s s ®S ArMMge
naret i ve power: it seemsntbyodesybt he20pld®.] odf u é h
As | hope the juxtaposition of these two depictions illustrate, scale plays an enormous role in
what is seen, and therefore what is said, though when it comes to the novel, scale is often given no
more thoughthan any of the other aesthetic choices that make up what is considered to be the
onat ur al 6 Tostugy the starsywgoes the unsaid logic, one must use a tatestage a
flea, a microscopkinstruments that allow us to see our subjectsodaiify at the Human Scale.
But it must also be true that the sedecdf scale determines subjees well as whaarbe said
and this has ramifications for how we use literature to view our world.
For the novel, too, is an instrument, a lens threddth we see the world: an ontological
probe, or tool, for organizing seeming chaos into patterns of coh@rehas.Swift demonstrates
in Gullve r 6 s, afl author eah adjust its scale with more freedom than the astr&uoratrer
than adoptng ne, and only one, onatural 6 way to wr i f
E a me s dlse Pbwers of Trencamera is moved back by a factor of ten each time the view of two
picnickers is reframed (Fig.Fre at the beginning the view pasrat 10or 1 meter away from its
subject; this is the scale of the realist painting or novel, the world at a scale that would be familiar to
the characters &mile Zola, Adolph Northern or Frank Norris, for it is the scale of the-dagry
world whereNewtonian physics work, as well as natural language, and common ritegher.
Human Scale of fate-face interactiorBut obviously it is not the only scale at which we humans

experience the world (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 311: Eame< harles and Ray Eames. Fig. 410 meter
The Powers of Wwevw.powersofl10.com

Anyone who has ever been in an airplane notices that as the plane rises, the three dimensional
world that is so familiar at the scale of humans becomdsrtertsional: roadand buildings fia
ten, people disappear (Fig.Thiat is, as the point of view rises, the Humanist scale gives way to a
scale of grander proportiod®ne that quickly dwarfs the individual (FigAB{l. as the individual
recedes from the scene, so be interactions that the conventional, realist novel is so concerned

with: reding the shadow of a mood come over the face of Anna Karenina, Crusoe coming upon a

human footprint in the sand; the reading of love letters, or the style of clothes thhabreveak Mo | | &
character.

What is |l ost in the move from the Human Scal
of Minardodés graph of the Grand Ar my iWhatt he neé
takes its place is pattern and shapggthe d of a cityds streets, ribl

quilt of farm fields (Fig. 8Pull out even further, and even these traces of collective actmn evap
rate, even human time, or as we might call it, Plot (Fidna®)s, as the scale of anpaf view
changes, so does the story.
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Fig. 5: 1®meters Fig. 6: 1®meters

Anyone old enough to remember a world too big to be held in a single frame can remember how
those first images taken from space of a blue, (Fig. 10%wldad globe suspended in uttek-dar

ness changexiir view of the world, and therefore our stories about it, and our placikentitose

|l ooking through Galileods telescope at Jupite
center of lhe universe. The sidestep contained not a little anxiety, for as Thomas Kuhn points out,
those critics of Galileo who refused to believe that the earth itself moves wereynotrenty, up

unti | t Oeemgfrmawas t hynony moiusmow a thl & f fiexxassinot on . 6
asking people to simply employ a neutral technology. He was asking them to step offiinto the u
knowndt o i gnore centuries of soci al OJdaodntdre act i
imagine Earth as just anatptanet, a minor character in a different story.

How unique and fragile that blue planet became again, 350 years after Galileo, when we were
able to look back at a scale that allowed the entire globe of the earth to appear in a single frame.
What we sawavs a further shift from a o0GNcerattheMannd so
painting of Napoleo# for the photo of Earth made it much easier to feel viscerally what we had
dready known: that all of us, including Great Men, were fellow traveleragile agace ship with
finite space, finite resources (Fig.lh).at 1 s, a change in scale shi
and ohuman, é and | dwell on scale in my consi

briefest glance at our owntatdl moment reveals how much easier it is to think at a scale where the
6



FLUSSERSTUDIES 09

world is not only smaller than it was at the time of Zola, Northern and Norris, but is flatter: flat as a

vast plain where everyone on it can see everyone else.

Fig. 7 1¢ meters] Fig. 81 meters
Fig. 9: 1®meters Fig. 10: 1®dmeters
So what can this mean for the nok?eé?r haps as scale expands, Ste
to a web of pattern. Or perhaps more accurately, othenattef oi n it whil e humar
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