THE INFINITY OF THE REMIX*

REXBUTLER

In the writing of Edward Colless, a state is
conjured up called the ‘remix’. This remix is
different from such previous cultural forms as
appropriation, which always implies a certain
history or telos, a critical relationship between
the original and the copy. In appropriation,
there is the problem of how to get from one
point to another, and the solution to this
problem is the ‘reflexive overcoming, the
transcendence of the system’s partiality
demonstrated at every mode of transmission’.
In the remix, by contrast, there is no such
‘scarcity’, insofar as all the relevant connections
have already been made and ‘every node is
virtually in contact with every other node’.
We might think for examples of this remix

of the musical sample as opposed to the cover
version, of the ‘prosumer’ as opposed to the
producer or consumer, of the new immersive
video spectacles or environments as opposed
to the old discrete work of art. And absolutely
what we see in this state of the remix is the
impossibility of any critical perspective, any
distinction between the commentator and
what they speak about. If in the previous form
of appropriation an image of the system was
able to be grasped through an act of reflexivity,
which produced a ‘transcendence of the
exchanges immanent to the system’, in the
remix there is no external point from which
such an image would be able to be produced.
Instead, the critic is already part of the system
they seek to analyse, a momentary ‘zone’ or
‘intensity’ across which exchanges occur, not an
‘individuating sign’ that seeks to encompass the
system but only ‘immanent to the information
flow’, an operational surface like a computer
screen.

But one thing has always intrigued me listening
to Colless speak of the remix — and that is, from
where is all of this being said? What is

the status of the discourse that describes this?
Would it not constitute an exception to that
condition it so compellingly elaborates? To put
this another way, would not the statement that
allows this condition to be delineated also go
against it? Certainly, the first few times | heard
Colless speak of the remix | wondered whether
he was not making a simple mistake in not
taking his own enunciative position into
account, whether he was not saying one thing
[speaking of the loss of distinctions, the
impossibility of critical judgements], while
doing another [making distinctions, passing
critical judgements]. But the more I listened,
the more | realised that this contradiction —
and it is impossible for reasons that will become
clear to know whether Colless knows this or

not — is the very remix he is speaking of.

Or to put this more acutely, in order to

bring out its counter-intuitiveness, we precisely
cannot have the remix in which all things are
made equal, in which all distinctions are done
away with, without this impossible meta-
statement that is contradicted by what it
speaks of.

It is this that makes sense of another tendency
that Colless says characterises the remix — not
the simple collapse of the traditional disciplines
and therefore of the conditions for judgement,
but in a kind of continual folding-back of a
thing upon itself, a state of permanent critical
outbidding or exaggeration called hype. It is
something that Colless takes up in terms of
the well-known example, analysed also by Jean-
Francois Lyotard, of the Sophist Corax and his
student Tisias from Plato’s dialogue Phaedrus.
Tisias refuses to pay Corax for his classes in
rhetoric, claiming that he has not taught him
well enough. Corax listens to his student for a
while before brutally interrupting: ‘Don't waste
my time. Pay for my tuition right now!” ‘How
can you be so unreasonable?’ asks Tisias,
surprised. ‘I am being reasonable’, replies
Corax. ‘You want to argue that you shouldn’t
pay. OK, if you havent been taught well
enough, then you'll lose your argument.

I'll win and you'll have to pay me. But if you
do win the argument, then | have taught you
well, and so you should also pay me. There is
no point arguing about it’. Now, of course, as
Colless, following Lyotard, points out, what is
happening here is a confusion between level
and meta-level. While Tisias relies upon a
distinction made between statements made
within the tuition and statements made about
the tuition, Corax insists upon seeing them as
the same. Or perhaps not simply the same, but
rather simultaneous — Corax makes them the
same, but only from somewhere outside of
them — and Tisias could no sooner attempt

to state this difference than Corax would once
again make this statement and what it refers to
the same but only from somewhere outside of
them.

Now, it might at first appear that this

general sophistry is our contemporary state

of the remix, insofar as what we see in it is

a similar parody of disciplinary boundaries, a
playing on and emptying out of specific values.
But I would make the relationship between
them much closer, in arguing that the remix

is this confusion of levels we see in Corax. The
assertion of the remix just is this contradictory
meta-statement, without which it cannot
produce its levelling out of distinctions,

its voiding of values. It just is the endless
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recursivity of such a statement that is the
infinitely extending exchanges and equivalences
of the remix. It is only in this way and not
otherwise that it could destroy originality

and criticality [and yet this only by playing

on them]. And all this in the end is why there
can be no direct opposition between the cover
version and the remix, the good and the bad
copy [and my question would be whether
Colless himself knows this, a question that
could no sooner be asked than it would be
shown both that Colless already answers it

and that the same ambivalence runs through
my own discourse]. As Colless writes at the end
of his essay on Corax, in refusing the terms of
such an opposition: ‘“The undisciplined uses a
language that is immanent to the object it
appropriates, not exterior to it. This is a mode
of critique that is simultaneously a mode of
consumption and absorption’.?

In fact, all this is to be seen in undoubtedly the
greatest literary expression of this remix: Jorge
Luis Borges' “The Library of Babel’. The story
is of course well known, but the real principle
behind it is perhaps not so widely realised. The
Library is a vast archive of books, bound into
volumes of four hundred and ten pages of forty
lines each, of every possible combination of
the twenty-two orthogonal symbols, plus the
comma, the period and the space, which makes
up ‘everything that it is given to express, in all
languages’. Borges then follows this up with:

Everything: the minutely detailed

history of the future, the archangels

autobiographies, the faithful catalogue

of the Library, thousands and thousands

of false catalogues, the demonstration

of the fallacy of those catalogues, the

demonstration of the falsity of the

true catalogues, the Gnostic gospel

of the Basilides, the commentary on

that Gospel, the true story of your
death, the translation of every book in
all languages, the interpolation of every
book in all books.>

But of course, as soon as Borges says this, the
question of the status of what we are reading
here is raised. For insofar as the Library
contains this description of it — and it does,
as it contains all that it is given to express —
then this description itself is subject to the
very procedures it describes. It is able to be
refuted; the statement that all statements

can be refuted can be refuted; the statement
that the statement that all statements...

All this cannot but remind us of the famous
philosophical paradox that we are unable to
decide, insofar as it refers to itself, whether a
statement that declares itself to be false is true
or not. That is, all statements, insofar as they
can be understood to lie somewhere within the
Library, are henceforth split between themselves
and referring to themselves. All statements are
in a sense divided between themselves and
themselves: there is a kind of internal gap
that they are forever trying but failing to
stand in for. Indeed, all of this can be seen in
the statement that the Library has no outside.
It could be true only insofar as the Library
does have some outside — this statement itself
—and yet the very consequence of this is that
all statements are subject to refutation,
including the one that it has an outside.

And the point I ultimately want to make

is that it is this paradox itself — the self-
contradiction introduced as a statement can
be seen to be referring to itself, the difference
between a statement and itself that every
statement can be seen to be making up

— that leads to [and is only possible because
of] the infinity of the Library.



We have the same problem with regard to
the catalogue of the Library: ‘On some shelf,
in some hexagon [men reasoned], there must
exist a book which is the formula and perfect
compendium of all the rest’. For again,
insofar as the Library contains all that it is
given to express, it must necessarily contain
this catalogue — this catalogue of ‘all the rest’,
as Borges describes it. And yet for just this
reason — that the Library does contain all that
it is given to express — this catalogue must itself
be within the Library. But we would then need
a catalogue of the Library and this catalogue,
and so on. Precisely insofar as this catalogue
refers to itself, catalogues itself, it cannot be the
final catalogue: there would need to be another
that catalogues it. Ultimately, all books in one
of the infinite operations or translations within
the Library would be the catalogue of ‘all the
rest’, but we could never say which one.
It would always be the book after or beyond
the book we have chosen. As before, the idea
of the catalogue — as of the Library — opens up
a split between each book and itself, insofar as
it also stands in for all the rest. And it is this
again that leads to the very infinity of the
Library. As Borges writes:

How could one locate the venerated

and secret hexagon which housed Him

[the cataloguer who knows of the true

catalogue]? Someone proposed a regressive

method. To locate book A, consult first

book B, which indicates A's position.

To locate book B, consult book C,

and 5o on to infinity...>

Both of these are ways of thinking how the
Library can be infinite. I have just stated that
the Library is made up of a series of books of
four hundred and ten pages of forty lines each,
registering every possible combination of the
twenty-two orthogonal symbols, the comma,
the period and the space. But this number,
though immense, is not in fact infinite. And
indeed, this number can be expanded almost
infinitely by the possibility of reading each
book in every possible order — the books
themselves like letters able to be combined in
different ways. And this again can be increased
by the possibility of reading different parts of
each book in every possible order, for as Borges
suggests:

Some insinuated that each letter could

influence the following one and that the

value of MCV on the third line of page

seventy-one was not the one the same

series would have in another position

on another page.®

But this number would still not be infinite.
What is necessary for true infinity — surprising
insofar as we tend to think in terms of different
combinations of letters, different meanings of
the same letters — is the ability to repeat
ourselves. It is the ability to return to the

same thing, to read it twice. It is not an

actual infinity, but rather the infinite deferral
of that moment of coming to the end of the
Library, because between any two points we
can, as it were, insert the whole of the Library,
and between any two points in that insert the
whole of the Library again, and so on.

But what is required for this repetition in the
Library? What allows us to speak of something
returning there when all is constantly changing,
when all is merely a chaotic jumble of letters?
In fact — to choose undoubtedly the most
important of the Library’s symbols — it is
the space. What allows us to identify repetition,
what lies between what is repeated, is the space.
It is the opening up of a certain space that
allows the infinity of the Library. And
Borges acknowledges this in his story, when
he speaks of the architecture of the Library:
Also through here passes a spiral stairway,
which sinks abysmally and soars upwards
to remote distances. In the hallway there
is a mirror which faithfully duplicates all
appearances. Men usually infer from this
mirror that the Library is not infinite
[if it really were, why this illusory
duplication?] I prefer to dream that
its polished surfaces represent and
promise the infinite...”

Now of course, the paradox here is that it is
this ability to reflect the Library in a mirror
that means it is not actually infinite [for how
to reflect a literally infinite object? Would we
not need to be infinitely far away to reflect

an infinite object? Would there be any space
outside of an infinite object in order to form

a reflection of it?]. And yet at the same time it
is only this reflection that makes the Library
infinite [for reflection is the only way we

have of grasping, representing, remarking this
infinity — in other words, the only way it exists
for us]. This reflection at once makes possible
and impossible infinity. Or, we might even say,
it is just because the Library is infinite that it
necessarily includes a mirror that reflects it, and
yet it is infinite only because of this mirror. It is
not so much in either the Library or the mirror
that true infinity lies as in the very relationship
between them.

And is this not what we see also with

the relationship between the Library and its
catalogue [for of course, the catalogue is a kind
of mirror of the Library]? There must exist a
catalogue, as it contains all that it is given to
express, and yet as this catalogue is outside of
the Library the Library is not infinite. Again,
the true infinity of the Library is not to be
seen in itself, but only in its relationship

with its catalogue. Its infinity is never actually
present all at once, insofar as it can only be
grasped by means of its catalogue, but is only
the infinite regress of the various catalogues
within it brought about by the fact that each
is at once inside and outside of the Library.

And this is true of all of the various functions
of the Library that Borges lists: refutation,
translation, interpolation. Each of them [as
we have seen with regard to refutation] opens
up a certain space outside of the Library only
to close it again. But in a way there is no
outside to the Library; the Library is infinite,
only because of this outside. And it is the same
with that combination of letters that makes up
the ‘all that it is given to express’ of the Library.
It is only because of a certain power of
repetition — let us say refutation, translation,
interpolation, for these in the end are all the
same — that the Library is able to be infinite.
But the Library also only repeats itself in this
fashion because it is infinite. Hence the
famous conclusion to the story, in which
Borges precisely puts together infinity
and equivalence:

I have just written the word ‘infinite.

I have not interpolated this adjective

out of rhetorical habit. | say that it is

not illogical to think that the world is

infinite. Those who judge it to be limited

postulate that in remote places the

corridors and stairways and hexagons

can conceivably come to an end — which

is absurd. Those who imagine it to be

without limit forget that the possible

number of books does have such a limit.

I venture to suggest this solution to the

ancient problem. The Library is

unlimited and cyclical. If an eternal

traveller were to cross it in any direction,

after centuries he would see that the

same volumes were repeated in the

same disorder [which, thus repeated,

would be an order: the Order].2

And to return to Colless, the point | would
want to make is that what we see throughout
his writings on the remix is just this same
paradox of self-reference: the seeming self-
contradiction of a position that while speaking
of the collapse of distinctions, the impossibility
of critical judgement, in a sense has to exclude
itself in order for this to be true. Furthermore,
we would not have the infinity of the remix
without this exception — an exception that
again is not simply outside of what it speaks
of, but occurs at the same time as it, rendering
it what we might call ‘not-all’. To look at some
examples from Colless’ work — each of which
would obviously have to be dealt with at
greater length:

— In the essay “The Crack Up: From Fragment
to Detail’, a distinction is made between the
‘fragment’ and the ‘detail’. The fragment is
understood as part of an incomplete or
uncompletable whole that exists somewhere
outside of it and for which it stands in.

The detail on the other hand, exists on the
same level as that of which it is a detail, which
is itself understood as merely another detail:
‘The detail is not severed from the original,

but is an anamorphic transcription of it...

The detail does not extract or excerpt a

passage, for it does not cut, section or fracture
the original; instead it maps an area to elucidate
an instance of organisation, not necessarily
arranged hierarchically, but conceived as
simultaneously potential’.g And today, as
Colless says, we can only see the fragment as a
detail: the fragment has become its own image.
And yet, despite the way we seem to have
crossed over into the condition of the detail,
Colless' essay is itself written in fragments.
Despite the ineluctable passage to the

detail which now appears in retrospect the
unavoidable destiny of the fragment, in fact,

as its title tells us, the essay recounts the passage
from the fragment to the detail. Indeed, despite
what might appear at first to be a simple
opposition between the two, if we read the
essay carefully, we will see that the detail does
not exist as a separate principle of its own but
is only the endless collapse of the fragment into
the detail, the very relationship between the
fragment and the detail.

— In an unpublished paper given at a previous
Bureau for Ideas Conference, a certain notion
of the ‘hybrid’ is put forward, particularly with
regard to the mixing of different ingredients
[say, warm absinthe and frozen vodka] in
cocktails: ‘As we consume we create new
hybrids... [The hybrid] does not describe

a state at all, but a continuing process of
recombination and multiplication. Any
identity this hybrid [let’s say, this cocktail]

has is immanent to its process of production
and consumption. Rather than a procedure

of dialectical synthesis which produces the
‘object’, we have a process of incorporation

in which the producer and consumer are
incorporated in a movement that could be
called a ‘becoming".lo That is, what is
distinctive about this conception of the hybrid
—and why it is perhaps best taken up with food
and drink — is that there is no final resolution
or cancelling out of opposites. There is no
final meta-position possible with regard to it
in which the final product is able to be grasped
as such. Rather, as Colless says, it is only the
relationship between it and its consumption,
judgement, incorporation. This is literally its
quality of remix: it is only possible because

of some outside, but this outside is already part
of what it is. And this is why it might imply a
notion of beauty that does not involve a lack.
It moves beyond desire, which always implies
something for which everything else stands in,
and heads towards what we might call drive: a
repetitive procedure in which fulfilment cannot
be distinguished from lack and lack from
fulfilment.

— In an essay originally written for the National
Gallery of Victoria's 2002 Fieldwork exhibition,
a distinction is made between Paul Taylor’s
Popism and that previous conception of



Australian art. As opposed to earlier forms

of nationalism or even to the concept of
appropriation as a form of modernist montage,
Popism is an ‘explicitly phoney art’'? that does
away with all distinctions between appearances
and what lies behind them, and thus with any
possibility of critique, which always speaks in
the name of something repressed by the current
order [hence Colless’ distaste for the film The
Matrix, which misunderstands Baudrillard’s
arguments concerning simulation around this
point]: ‘After the stale, earnest cultural politics
of the 1970s, this new wave of second degree
criticism and art was exhilarating. The colonial
powers of Europe and America had represented
Australia as their antipodal reflection. However,
instead of resisting that image, Australian
culture could be said to have conformed to it.
But like a monkey's imitation of its keeper, this
was all a surface phenomenon; it was a mask,
with nothing — at least nothing decipherable

or significant — underneath it 12 And yet again,
despite first impressions, this is not at all a
matter of simply doing away with the
distinction between appearances and what

lies behind them. The whole force of Taylor’s
argument about Popism is that we can actually
see in it the two levels coming together, that it
is an ‘explicitly phoney art’. To put this another
way, Popism is only the paradox of speaking of
its own superficiality: it is only in this way that
it could do away with any distinction between
the original and the copy. And this is why
Popism represents not so much an end to

art as a kind of perpetual endgame in which
art becomes visible only as an example of that
brilliant and blindingly pure disappearance

of art.

— Inan essay titled ‘“The Possessed’, there is a
certain speculation concerning pornography
and its implications for the art historical
category of ‘style’. In fact, despite its utopian
or libertine ambitions, we never have an actual
infinitude in pornography. We never have
endless libidinal connections [there are always
physical limits], never have an inexhaustible
desire [it is always eventually satisfied]. Rather,
the infinitude implicit in pornography — its
‘contaminating principle’ as it were — lies in

its essential paradox or self-contradiction,
which is that of an impossible and
contradictory self-representation. That is,

in a pornographic film, an actor both does
exactly what we are seeing and only pretends to
do it: ‘Pornography is the seizure of a scene by
a graphic power that renders indistinguishable
the borders between figuration and the real:

it is the ability of an act to deny its figural
decorum... It is a condition in which the
relation between the enactment and the
performance is one of doubling: the actor

is doing simply but precisely what is being
depicted, and the arousal that is being depicted
is being performed by the viewer. It is

a common and mundane opinion that

pornography is a dubious art because it
directly incites in its audience those passions
it also represents. But pornography achieves
this through an indifference of the act to its
performance, rather than by its expression’.13
This is why it is not a question of the illusion
of pornography — or of special effects in
cinema, which are its obvious equivalent —

but also of why we cannot but be seduced by
it, why to be tempted is already to commit a
sin. It is because, as against perhaps the usual
understandings of it, the pornographic act is
always split, at once inside and outside of itself;
because the actors are their own spectators,
indifferent to themselves, and the spectator is
an actor, implicated in the scenario and unable
to attain any distance from it. That is, the true
infinitude of pornography — and why it is a
model for all contemporary art — lies in the fact
that it expresses a confusion between statement
and meta-statement, that from the beginning it
involves a relationship between it and its
outside.

— In a paper originally delivered at the

2002 Biennale of Sydney, the strange topic of
‘googlewhacking’ is taken up. A googlewhack
occurs when, after a two word enquiry is
typed into the legendary Google search
engine, one and one only result is obtained.
This combination of words can then be entered
on a special website, the Googlestack, which
records such finds. But, of course, the status
of this googlewhack is somewhat paradoxical,
for it does not exist until it is noted [it is not
merely a matter of naming what already exists
because it is this very word search that brings
it about] and it is just our noting or recording
of it that does away with it [for once it is
registered on the googlewhack site, there

are now two hits and not one]. That is, the
googlewhack is from the beginning only a
certain relation [between the coincidence of
words on the web and the search engine that
finds it] and it is done away with by this same
relation. The googlewhack in this sense is
only the momentary distinction between

the phenomenon and what designates it, no
sooner stated than lost. Indeed, the very word
‘googlewhack’ itself raises this paradox of self-
reference that is involved in any googlewhack:
‘Any neologism posted on the web in fact will
create a googlewhack, because it could be
combined with any other word in the entire
language and satisfy the rules of whacking.
This is not just a kind of figure/ground
distinction, in which the new flashes into
being against a background of the old. Rather,
the new is distinguishable only by its indifferent
relation to the old... Discovering it is, of
course, to create it. But because your
discovery is a double, by discovering it

you have annihilated its uniqueness. Once

a whack is posted, it is no longer a whack’. 4

— In the essay ‘Folly’, an analogy is made
between UFOs and God. There is an obvious
difficulty with regard to UFOs [or at least the
fabrication of UFQs], in that the maker must
produce the appearance of something that must
by definition remain unidentifiable. A UFO
cannot resemble anything [even other UFOs],
and yet it must also be recognisable [as a
UFO]. In a sense, then, a UFO is precisely

the relationship between it and itself —a UFO
is only a shapeless blot, resembling nothing,
and it is this shapeless blot recognisable in

its very unrecognisability. This is why in
photographs of UFOs [which are their only
proof], it is a matter not so much of the
equivalence of the index and the icon as of
their exchangeability. As Colless writes: ‘Is the
iconic form of the UFO simply equivalent to
its photographic index [the incidental imprint
of an indefinite patch of light]? This is a
tempting thought, since it puts the UFO into
that category of miraculous image created by
mere contact, such as Veronica’s veil. But such
an identity between the icon and index would
deny the indefinite condition of the UFO'.1®
And the same goes for God [or at least St
Anselm’s famous ontological proof of Him].

In saying that God is that being greater than
which nothing else can be thought, St Anselm
is not saying that there is nothing greater than
God [for even in thinking Himself, God would
necessarily be greater than Himself], only that
whatever is greater than [or whoever thinks]
God effectively is God. Again here, God is

not so much anything in Himself as the very
relationship between Him and Himself: ‘What
does Anselm’s God think of Himself: “I am that
than which nothing greater can be thought...
except by me, of course™ In which case, He is,
by reflecting upon Himself, necessarily less than
Himself’.® But, needless to say, insofar as He
is less than Himself, He is also greater than
Himself; insofar as He is not God. He is

also necessarily God.

What is all of this to say, finally? I could give
any number of other examples of this logic

of the remix in Colless’ writings, as well as
evidence of a long running and persistent
interest in that peculiar logical paradox
explored in Plato’s Phaedrus. But more

than this [to return to the theme of this
conference] | would say that, against any
attempt to draw an opposition between the
cover version and the remix, and despite
Colless at times seeming to do this himself,
no such opposition can ever be made. As we
have seen in those instances | have provided,
the remix does not form a separate principle
in itself, but rather consists of a particular
inflection or tendency within the cover version.
The remix is not distinguished from the cover
version, but is only the perpetual folding over
of its principle onto itself. We only have
criticality, the difference between the original
and the copy that allows their resemblance,

broadsheet 21

but this implies a certain infinite regress that
at once makes it possible and is impossible to
grasp. That is, we only have the cover version,
but this only because of the remix. And in this
sense the remix, for all of the way that it might
appear as the most up-to-date description of
our contemporary world, is nothing empirical,
but instead a kind of radical hypothesis or
speculation. It is never to be seen as such,

but once stated it cannot be refuted or denied,
explains the world in its very absence. And,

of course, in this regard — and this should

not surprise us — the hypothesis of the remix
operates in the same way as the remix itself
would, as a kind of rumour, hype or Chinese
whisper, existing only in distorted or
exaggerated forms, but not lost by these
because it is this loss and exaggeration. It is
never to be grasped as such because it functions
only in relation to another, but it is also what
comes about in this always failed attempt to
explain it, no matter what is actually said.
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