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Jacques Derrida claims that the mark constitutes

the minimal element of writing - what he calls

‘the irreducible atom’ at the asemic origin for the
metaphysics of meaning itself (be this origin in the
biogenetic code of life or the cybernetic code of data).
The writing of the mark, the grapheme, underpins the
transmission of information, even before the advent

of our phonetic The Minimal language (for which
the mark might e 9 seem to constitute

the written glyph that evolves to capture an uttered
sound). Each extant mark refers, beyond itself, to

an absent mark, alluding to this absence, again and
again, via iteration and recursion, doing so through

a series of sequential references, none of which can
terminate in a last mark. The meaning of a mark thus
finds itself characterized both by a differing across
sites of signification and by a deferring across times
of signification.?

1.Jacques Derrida, Of = 2.Jacques Derrida, ‘Différance’
Grammatology, trans. Gayatri in Margins of Philosophy, trans.
Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Alan Bass (Chicago: University
Johns Hopkins University of Chicago Press, 1982),

Press, 1974), p. 9. pp.1-28, p.8.




Zoom out. Isidore Isou claims, however, that the
letter itself constitutes the minimal element of
writing - what he calls ‘the fraction of the word’3
from which ‘[e]verything must be revealed’ (i.e.,
the asemic pieces of words, pulverized into their
alphabetical constituents). Isou insists that these
‘particles of the Letterist’ can revivify the abstract
meanings of poetry by confronting the reader with
the concreteness of such indivisible foundations
for expression in the debris from the destruction

of the word.® Such a fixation upon the irreducibility
of the letter eventually leads Isou, late in life,

to formulate an imaginary aesthetic movement
called excoordisme - a movement, both ‘extensible
and ‘coordinate’, aspiring to become an ‘art of the
infinitely large and the infinitely small’ - an art
whose concepts transect all scales of expression,
from atoms to stars.6

3. Isidore Isou, ‘The Evolution 4. Isidore Isou, ‘Manifesto of 5. Isidore Isou, ‘The Force Fields 6. Isidore Isou, Manifeste de
of the Technical Sensibility in Letterist Poetry’, in Visible of Letterist Painting’, in Visible I’Excoérdisme ou Du Téisynisme
Poetry’, in Introduction to Isidore ~ Language 17:3 (1983): 70-74,72.  Language 17:3 (1983): 77-78,78.  Mathématique et Artistique

Isou by Sam Cooper (26 May (Paris: Editions Galerie de
2019) <situationistresearch. Paris, 1992), p.1.
wordpress.com/2019/05/26/
introduction-to-isidore-isou/>
[accesse d 5 April 2024].
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Zoom out. Charles Olson claims that the sy/lable
constitutes the minimal element of writing -
what he calls ‘the smallest particle of all’, situated
at ‘the place of the elements’, of the ‘minims of
language’ - these ‘particles of sound’, each like a
lone note of music.” Olson insists that the syllable
represents, for him, the ‘source of speech’ - a
‘minimum’ that underpins the euphony of poetry;
and consequently, he argues that poets must
attend to the juxtaposition of syllables (rather
than to the orchestration of either rhyme or
metre).8 He argues, in effect, that lines of verse
must consist, at first, of syllables, each one a
point of sound, and together these lines produce
a ‘field’ of composition (possibly implying that

a syllable is a zero dimension, from which the
higher orders of both a one-dimensional line

and a two-dimensional text might arise).

7. Charles Olson, ‘Projective
Verse', in Collected Prose, eds.
Donald Allen and Benjamin
Friedlander (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1997),
pp.-239-49, p. 241.
8. Olson, ‘Projective Verse’, p.241.
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Zoom out. Ferdinand de Saussure claims that,
despite his own dubiety about its atomic status,

the word (as a value) resembles the minimal element
of writing - what he calls ‘the linguistic unit’ (i.e.,
‘something central in the mechanism of language’).1
Saussure suggests that, even though the ‘concrete
entities’" of language might prove difficult to delimit,
what he calls the ‘word-unit’’?2 seems, nevertheless,
to serve as the most convenient touchstone for

the ‘signifier’ of the ‘signified’ in writing. The word,
for him, offers itself easily as the most standard
currency of exchange within language, since the
word behaves much like ‘a one-franc piece’, insofar
as every given word denotes a value with respect

to the value of every other word.'3 The word, for

him, thus functions as a kind of coin in a system

of differences, all in reciprocal opposition to

each other.

9. Ferdinand de Saussure, 11. Saussure, Course in
Course in General Linguistics, General Linguistics, p.102.
eds. Charles Bally and Albert
Sechehaye, trans. Wade Baskin 12. Saussure, Course in
(New York: Philosophical Library, General Linguistics, p.94.
1959), p.103.

13. Saussure, Course il

sure, Course in
10. Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, p.115.
General Linguistics, p.111. 152

Zoom out. Jean-Francois Lyotard claims that the
phrase constitutes the minimal element of writing -
‘[t]he only one that is indubitable [...], because it

is immediately presupposed’ as the most basic of
links, to which a genre of both rules and goals might
apply.'* Lyotard argues that the phrase exists to
enable an addressor to convey meanings about a
referent to an addressee (although none of these
roles in such a quadrivium can precede the phrase
itself, since they emerge only within relation to

each other at the moment when the phrase gets
articulated).’™ Each phrase follows a set of both
customs and motives - but this regimen varies from
phrase to phrase such that, when linked, each phrase
finds itself articulated in a series of heterogenous,
If not incompatible, protocols, all in dispute with
each other, unable to reach steady states of
signification.

to fall,

14. Jean-Francois Lyotard,

The Differend: Phrases in Dispute,
trans. Georges Van Den Abbeele
(Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1988), p. xi.

15. Lyotard, The Differend:
Phrases in Dispute, p.14.




Zoom out. Ron Silliman claims that, on the contrary,
the sentence must constitute the minimal element
of writing - what he calls the ‘unit of any literary
product’ such that ‘[a]ny further subdivision

would leave one with an unusable [...] fragment.1®
Silliman argues that because infants, when

learning language, can imitate the contours of a
sentence long before they can parse it into subunits,
‘the sentence is in some sense a primary unit of
language.!’ He suggests that ‘[{]he sentence is the
horizon, the border between [...] two fundamentally
distinct types of integration’: one grammatical, one
syllogistic - the sentence acting as a ‘hinge unit’
between rules of syntax and rules of reason.'® The
sentence thus provides the standard currency of
exchange across orders of meaning, converting

a fund of unusable fragments into the coin of
tradable arguments.

I To live, to err, to fall| to triumph, to
recreate life out of life!

16. Ron Silliman, ‘The New
Sentence’, in The New Sentence
(New York: Roof Books, 1987),
pp.63-93,p.78.

17. Silliman, ‘The New
Sentence’, p. 65.

18. Ibid., p. 87.
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Zoom out. Alexander Bain claims that the
paragraph constitutes the minimal element of
writing - what he calls a ‘division of discourse’:

i.e., a main unit of thought, defined by its ‘unity of
purpose’ (in a manner that recalls the rigour of the
poetic stanza).’® Bain argues that the paragraph
integrates otherwise disparate sentences, all

of which must unite to develop a single thesis
about a topic made prominent in the first of its
sentences;20 hence, the paragraph possesses a
‘unity’ that does not digress from a single stated
topic, but that instead elaborates upon a theme

in cogent detail. | might note that because the
paragraph takes on the properties of a small essay
(complete with topical preface, logical comment,
and summary closure), paragraphs in an essay
partake of the Droste effect (like a fractal), imitating,
in miniature, the whole of which they are a piece.
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Her image had passed into his soul for ever and no word had
broken the holy silence of his ecstasy. Her eyes had called him and
his soul had leaped at the call. To live, to err, to fall, to triumph, to
recreate life out of life! A wild angel had appeared to him, the angel
of mortal vouth and beauty, an envoy from the fair courts of life,
to throw open before him in an instant of ccestasy the gates of all the
ways of error and glory. On and on and on and on!

19. Alexander Bain, English
Composition and Rhetoric
(New York: D. Appleton and Co.,
1890), p. 91.

20. Bain, English Composition
and Rhetoric, p.112.




Zoom out. John Trimbur claims that the page
constitutes the minimal element of writing - what

he calls the ‘unit of discourse’ (i.e.,the fundamental
feature of print culture’ its structural uniformity
providing a metric for the length, if not the labour,

of writing itself).2! The page of the modern moment
constitutes a kind of terra nullius, overwritten

with the features of a grid, otherwise invisible, but
rule-bound by industrialized typographical norms,
complete with uniform fonts in uniform lines, all
arrayed in ranks on a sheet of paper, fixed in scale
throughout the depth of a sheaf. The page represents
a measure for the text, providing countable intervals
for the routine of writing, with each turn of the page
leading a person not only deeper into the dimensions
of the book but also deeper into the dimensions of
the self, cultivating an ‘inwardness’ of escape.?2

21.John Trimbur, et al., ‘The 22. Trimbur, et al., ‘The Page
Page as a Unit of Discourse: as a Unit of Discourse’, p.112.
Notes Toward a Counterhistory

of Writing Studies’, in Beyond

Postprocess, eds. Sidney

I.Dobrin, J.A.Rice, and

Michael Vastola (Logan: Utah

State University Press, 2011),

pp.94-113, p. 94.
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Zoom out. Stéphane Mallarmé claims that the
book, in fact, constitutes the minimal element

of writing, ‘that when all is said and done there

is only one, unwittingly attempted by whoever has
written’ - its unity, in the end, encompassing the
world, so as to become ‘the orphic explanation

of the Earth’:23 i.e., ‘all earthly existence must
ultimately be contained in a book’.24 Mallarmé
imagines that, in its singularity, such a book is a
cosmos unto itself, and each poet can only ever
hope to express a fragment of its entirety, aspiring,
at best, to realize this ‘book-to-come’ through the
book that the poet has at hand to make. | might
note again that, in such a vision of bookish oneness,
we see the spectre of the Droste effect: the book
imitates, in miniature, the universe that it inhabits,
making of itself a microcosm that contains a
facsimile of the macrocosm.

23. Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘Letter 24. Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘The

to Paul Verlaine (16 Nov 1885)’, Book: A Spiritual Instrument,,

in Selected Letters of Stéphane in Stéphane Mallarmé: Selected
Mallarmé, ed. Rosemary Lloyd Poetry and Prose, ed. Mary Ann
(Chicago: University of Chicago Caws (New York: New Directions,
Press, 1988), pp.142-48,p.143.  1982), pp.80-84, p. 80.




Zoom out. Eli Mandel might claim that the corpus
constitutes the minimal element of writing - what he
calls the ‘life sentence’, in which the whole canon of
a single writer becomes the main unit for authorial
discourse: i.e., ‘a life of words or a life in words’25
Every work written by a poet gets absorbed into
such an opus, all ‘to serve the sentence’ (from which
no poet gets out on parole). | might note that not
even parole (a la Ferdinand de Saussure) allows us
to escape langue altogether, for only the full stop

of death ends such a sentence. The demise of the
author, complete with any ‘last word’, leaves behind
a body of work, a corpus, memorialized under

a name, both unique and proper, identifying the
standard currency of exchange among the living,
who must construct for themselves the grandiose
tradition of literature out of these indeed large,
albeit prime, units of writing.

Zoom out. Kenneth Goldsmith claims that, on

the contrary, the archive constitutes the minimal
element of writing since, as he notes, the digital
genesis of textual corpora now results at once in
their curated storage, with everything copied and
stowed online in automated databases: ‘writers

are plundering these vast warehouses of text’,

not for ‘raw material’ - ‘but rather to [...] reshape
them’;26 moreover, ‘large-scale’ venues for online
social engagement (like Google, Facebook, and
Instagram), archive all our interactions with their
platforms, collating our utterances in a manner that
might rival the repositories of surveillance in servers
at the NSA. Each text that we publish in an online
milieu now results in the creation of a ‘library’ on
our behalf, whose filing system records our writing,
all of it searchable by algorithms.

Zoom out. Jorge Luis Borges imagines the extreme 1
horizon for witing - an archive for every archive: a 5 9
cosmically exhaustive repository, containing every

conceivable permutation of the alphabet (thereby

reducing all subsequent authorship to pre-emptive

plagiarism). The Library of Babel exhausts the

repertoire of language so utterly that o speak is

tofallinto tautologies!2” | might note that such a

nightmare already haunts the Conceptualists, who

feel a nagging concern that literature might have

arisen of its own accord, not from the expressed

sentiments of unique authors, but from the

automated procedures of formal systems - all of it

a fatal order, in which the act of publishing a book

is equivalent to the act of unshelving a book, already

written, 50 as to sign your name to its colophon,

taking possession of a work first owned by the

language itself,

27. Jorge Luis Borges, ‘The
Library of Babel’, in Ficciones,
trans. Anthony Kerrigan and
Anthony Bonner (New York:
Grove Press, 1962), p. 86.

26. Kenneth Goldsmith,
Uncreative Writing: Managing
Language in the Digital Age
(New York: Columbia University
Press, 2011), p.188.
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