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In Robert Lazzarini’s new media installation, Skulls, participants enter a room with three-dimensional skulls displayed on the surrounding walls.  What initially appears to be an exhibit of minimalist art slowly materializes as a macabre yet playful exploration of perceptual and cognitive suspense: the skulls slowly become skewed, changing shape in relation to the participant’s location in the room. These objects, though affixed to the wall, seem to warp and transform. Skulls combines the perceptual affects of digital media and physical anamorphosis, a technique that flourished in early modern Europe,
 to create a physically stationary object that appears to be static in one instance, transforming in the next.  Lazzarini begins by digitally scanning images of anamorphic skulls, thereby preserving the skewed representation of the image, and then re-constitutes the images as three-dimensional sculptures of resin and bone. The material, sensorial, and somatic confusion evoked by Lazzarini’s installation serves as an experiential critique of mediated affect and perception. 

Skulls is an interactive performance that also embodies what Bryan Reynolds has called “subjunctive space,” a “multidimensional,” hypothetical timespace of “as if” and “what if.”
 This imaginative and active space, a version of “transversal movement,” allows one to “hypothesize scenarios and experiences.”
  Lazzarini’s exhibit creates a space for embodied interaction with the unstable temporality of the subjunctive, creating an experience where both the imagination and the perceptual sensorium of the participant are engaged with the present and future tense. That is, Skulls produces a mode of perceptual suspense that invokes affective states of the present and future tense simultaneously. A first glance reveals a stable object on the wall, while a second look is “tricked” into seeing the object as a virtual image, seeming to move and change form.  In a description resonant with Reynolds’ characterization of the subjunctive, the Bitstream exhibition narrative describes Skulls as a “paradoxical space,” a “place of intensity” made possible by the fact the skulls “linger somewhere in between an object and image.”
 This “somewhere” is an experience and emplacement that emerges, literally, in time and in situ. 

My focus in what follows is on how the kind of  “intensity” evoked by Lazzarini’s exhibit (which would seem to imply, literally, an arching inward) elicits a subjective experience at once localized with immediacy in and on the body and yet productive of a proleptic image of  “what’s to come.”  This experience can be described as a mode of subjunctivity that is perceptual and autonomic, as well as cognitively imagistic. I explore this figure of the “perceptual subjunctive” as a model for affective mediation in Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year (1722) and within the contemporary science of mirror neurons to re-consider the relationship between the mediated image, temporality, and subjunctive consciousness. Our digital moment offers up new forms of the perceptual subjunctive. Indeed, we are able to “see” for the first time the interactive relationship between subjunctive space, somatic and cognitive response, and perceptual technics through the use of advanced fMRI (functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scans: images that track changes in the brain’s neural activity in response to perceptual and cognitive activities. In what follows, I blend contemporary neuron science, the transversal subjunctive, and the perceptual and autonomic explorations in Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year to experiment with a theory of mediated perception that negotiates the space between cultural artifacts and “aggregates of mind.”
 My theoretical explorations here play with the potential of the subjunctive for re-imagining mediated perception across the literature and science divide, and within an early modern context that challenges our assumptions about the synchrony of embodied temporality and the diachronic pulse of historical time. Our images of mediated perception in the contemporary moment are specters of past theories of mediation, apparitions that have been cast as “new,” but which are uncanny returns of the past  (in the present and future tense).
Empathic Technoscience

Empathy is chemistry – in part.  New developments in neurobiology (discoveries made possible by brain imaging media) demonstrate that we are coded chemically and biologically for subjunctive feeling.
  Recent research on “mirror neurons,” neurons that fire in the brain both when an action is performed and when that action is observed, are challenging long held beliefs about how a theory of mind develops in animals and humans, as well as how feeling, language, and imitation are connected to our biological substrate.
  The discovery of mirror neurons generates a bioscientific narrative for how and why we are able to “feel with” others: our perceptions function not as affirmations or contestations of empirically-derived “truths,” but as formations of consciousness that emanate out of the flows between the “states” of subjects and objects, and as events of becoming that operate, as Barbara Stafford has phrased it, as affective “echoes” rather than mimetic forms.
 That is, mirror neurons offer evidence of how consciousness is based literally in the mediated exchange of images – it is not material information that our perceptions represent back to us in constructing consciousness, but the traces of the very process of the exchange of these time-images. Thus mirror neurons represent how consciousness emerges out of the procedures of mediation. As such, mirror neurons serve as biological reflections of the way in which physiological feelings and image-feelings can be virtually indistinguishable. In this sense, we could argue, becoming conscious is becoming-media.
 Perhaps even more significantly, these findings in neuroscience further validate the role of subjunctivity in how shifts in consciousness take place.  

In Proust Was a Neuroscientist, Jonah Lehrer summarizes Antonio Damasio’s insights on the immediacy of the interactive relationship between body and mind. By examining a range of literary genres in light of recent neuroscience, Lehrer shows how the transfer of information between the mind and body operates on the principle of image transmission: “In fact, even when the body does not literally change, the mind creates a feeling by hallucinating a bodily change.” 
 As Lehrer highlights, Damasio refers to this affective image (a virtual “hallucination” that impacts consciousness and physiology) as the “as-if body loop, since the brain acts as if the body were experiencing a real physical event.”
 The implications of this are striking: our body’s physical and cognitive response network functions not like a machine or circuit but as an image theatre and subjunctive time-space.  

This essay re-visits the emergence of science, mediated images, and affective space in early modern England to explore how seventeenth-century science and literature formed its own conjunction in response to new technologies of perception amid theories of body and mind. This commerce between technology and literature made possible by explorations into the nature of the mediated image inflects the discourse of contemporary neuroscience.  This conjunction also challenges the still majoritarian view that early modern technoscience signaled the ascent of a world picture based in a version of empiricism that saw subjective space and time as singularities and unmediated states.
  

Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year is a complex critique of the majority views surrounding early modern empiricism. Defoe’s text explores the intersection of images and perception as subjunctive space, as events of becoming-media that re-figure notions of space, and, most significantly, of subjective temporality.  Combining the influences of early modern views on the techno-mediated image with the poetics and science of Lucretius’ De rerum natura (“On the Nature of Things”), an early Roman work of philosophical poetry tremendously popular throughout the mid-1600s in England, The Journal of the Plague Year sets forth a theory of embodied consciousness as becoming-media. The early modern fascination with Lucretian philosophy provides us with a space for re-imagining a genealogy to mediated perception. The second half of this essay, then, argues for a theory of mediated perception conversant with the transversal subjunctive.  
Within transversal theory, subjunctive space is conjured out of the virtual and the actual, and within doubled “time-images” that promote hypothetical and empathic responses formed at the intersection of “what if” and “as if.” I focus here on the temporal dimensions of subjunctivity and its evocation of the creative instability of mediated perception. Samuel Weber has explored media and mediated events as turning points between consciousness, history, and theory.  Weber’s mediaura, a re-working of Walter Benjamin’s lost aura in the age of mechanical reproduction, invokes the figure of the une passante, a profoundly moving but flowing, fleeting brush with a passer-by.
  In my reading, the transversal subjunctive extends the potential of such figures as temporal disjunctions to the immediacy of cognition and the mediated image’s ghostly “echo” across time. Transversal media unfold a creative power in reading Lucretian image-flows, mirror neurons, and Defoe’s “speaking sights” as fellow ghosts of the subjunctive – past and present-future time-images we feel with and through.

Early Modern Mediation: Lucretius and Perception
Lucretian epicureanism has been read as a pre-cursor to the mechanical and materialist philosophies that would come to inform empirical science.
 As a result, on the one hand, Restoration critics have tended to focus almost exclusively on Lucretius’ concern with atomism and how such discourse influenced and anticipated the development of early modern empirical science. On the other, the linkages developed between atomism and Enlightenment liberalism have absorbed Lucretius’ influence into political theories of emergent individualism. As a result, much of Lucretius’ theories and poetics of perception located between more familiar concepts of temporality, spatiality, and subjectivity have been obscured or neglected. It is in book iv, a part of the De rerum natura that has received less attention than the earlier books, where Lucretius maps out perception as the main impetus for the “eternall motion” of “nature.”
 Lucretius’ particular version of epicurean doctrine argues for a perceptual heterodoxy to the world, with perception varying in degree and intensity relative to the affects of simulacra (Lucy Hutchinson translates this word as “images,” “species,” or “bodies,” interchangeably). Lucretius views all perception as a result of the movement of simulacra through the air and between animate and inanimate objects.  A radical nominalism is implied in Lucretius’ theory of the simulacra, in that perception of the world is highly contingent upon images re-working their affect on bodies – images are never universal in their essence.  The discrete “bodies” that constitute a specific image cause variations in the simulacra affect.  That is, perception is an affect of simulacra, images that are continually re-generated as different forms by the elementa, or “seeds,” that make up these images.  “Seeds” are the fundamental unit to Lucretius’ atomism, but their discrete affects are determined by the “flowes” of images and the continually shifting nature of such “visible skins” as they move between bodies “cast[ing] off which their owne semblance beare.”
  

The reproductive image evoked by the casting-off of “semblance” is made even more explicit in Lucretius’ first extended metaphor in book iv for the character of images, when he likens the progress and affect of simulacra to “bodies” that “send much out” like the “skins of new fallne calves.”
  This birthing metaphor used to explain the nature of mediated images returns throughout the De rerum natura and is the primary figure for ascribing a kind of willful autonomy to images; a “desire” they possess both to give and receive “impressions” from the bodies they interact with.  The “desiring” nature of the simulacra creates sympathetic perception between inanimate and animate agents: even “stones” when they send forth their images produce “strong impressions” of a “sence” of “one whole body” shared between object and observer.

As Lucretius progresses through book iv, he considers how the procreative power of sense images and sensory impressions are byproducts of the “comingl’ng” of virtual and material forms, as “every kind of nature doth containe a mixed seed.”
 Such mixing becomes the basis to a theory of  “phantom” images that come to us in dreams and fantasies:



Whence Centaurs, Scylla, threefaced Cerberus,



Are oftentimes presented unto us,



Together with the images of those 



Dead men, whose drie bones sepulchers enclose;



Because the images are carried every where,



Part, of their owne accord, formd in the ayre,



Part falling off, from severall kinds of things.

At this point in Lucretius’ reflections on the affected/affective observer, there is a swerve toward the plenitude and desire inherent to both bodies and atoms.  His vision of plenitude connotes a kind of baroque sensibility of the virtual.  That is, simulacra and elementa are unrestricted in their desire and power to bring together the “monsters” from the imagination with sensory impressions of the “real”: images spatially “conjoyne” things made of both “natural subtiltie” and “thinn webs” that in “Nature never [were].” While these baroque surfaces, or “webs,” imply a multi-dimensional experience to simulation, they also weave an intricate  “texture” of desire in constructing real objects around us. Indeed, corporeal desire as such becomes a matter of  “conjoining” the “agitated flowes” of “desiring simulacra.” Lucretius thus finds a remainder to the mediated image that disrupts the fixity of objective and subjective states.   Image-bodies – both as simulacra and as “conjoyn’d” male and female forms – continually produce new forms and flows.  This trans-reproductive energy, understood as a process that occurs between images and objects, is envisioned as a form of collective memory as well: these “lost objects” that exist between forms are described as memories of forgotten desires and their former or potential corporeal states.
  

Lucretius’ “visible skins” are floating images that make material form a consequence of temporal disjunction – literally: it is the “casting off” that becomes the determinate action in how images affect us, and thus, the mediating power of images is a temporal power of the virtual, situated between the casting off and bearing forth of “semblance.”  We find echoes of this form of temporality and the mediated image in contemporary mirror neurons.  Mirror neurons, like Lucretius’ image “skins,” are affective surfaces that require temporal disjunction and dissolution in order to re-form the material of cognitive and physiological response.  Damasio’s “as if body loop” argues for a model of our biological substrate as a corporeal image in a state of perpetual becoming.  Physiological change and cognitive impressions are never in stasis.  The body and mind operate together as a theatre of proleptic images that are never separate from the emergent material form and function of physiology and cognition.  Moreover, the exchange of “cast off” images that are also “hallucinated” as consciousness and somatic experience posit a temporality that is in between past-present-future tense.  This model of subjunctive temporality has tremendous implications for a theory of media and cultural memory, past and present. Moving across scientific and literary expressions of mediated perception illuminates traces of the interactive commerce between the macro-structures of cultural meaning making and the microstructures of affect and perception.  This play with mediated images as phantasms that “re-tissue” both historical time and embodied temporality skirts both the over-determinedness of the conceptual machinery of history and material culture, on the one hand; and the fixity and isolation of subjective interiorities, on the other.
Defoe’s Visible Skins and Speaking Sights

Perception is the world in Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year.  At once aspiring to be a chronicle of the actual plague of London in 1665 and a spectacular novel of choice and action in the face of disaster, the Journal is in many senses an attempt at understanding a catastrophic historical event as a flow of mediated and perceived images:  the images of diseased bodies; the images of death and loss calibrated graphically, taxonomically, and narratively; and the hallucinated images of those mentally and physically affected. Like many of Defoe’s works, the Journal also slyly enacts an ironic critique of the social, religious, and philosophical machinery of the time.  
Published in 1722, a moment when the scientific and philosophical institutions of Enlightenment empirical science were becoming well instantiated, Defoe’s fictional chronicle invokes a historical context fifty-seven years prior.  The Restoration period that Defoe’s text describes is a London still at the threshold of the emergence of modern technoscience.  Defoe had already explicitly expressed his worry over the emergence of a more mechanized “Projecting Age,” replete with “inventions” and new instruments for the “art of war.”
 However, the Journal creatively sets forth an alternative to the mechanization of mind and body that still today is made synonymous with early western theories of embodiment. Defoe’s interest in Lucretius goes well beyond the latter’s influence on the development of the verse essay that scholars have noted.
  Indeed, throughout the Journal the narrator, H.F., re-counts multiple encounters with the perceptions of those afflicted by the plague disease (physical, mental, social).  The perceptions of the people H.F. encounters or reports on are as significant, if not more so, than the “facts” offered up concerning the manifestation of the disease.  In one of the many passages where the narrator re-animates how perceptions become both a sign of those infected by the physical disease and those suffering the plague’s virtual social contagion of “terror,” he talks of how “air” and “vapor” become the principal mediums for the most affecting images:
Some heard Voices…Others saw Apparitions in the Air…but the Imagination of the People was really turn’d wayward and possess’d: And no Wonder, if they, who were poreing continually at the Clouds saw Shapes and Figure, Representations and Appearances, which had nothing in them but Air and Vapour.  Here they told us, they saw a Flaming-Sword held in a Hand, coming out of a Cloud...There they saw Herses, and Coffins in the Air…Heaps of dead Bodies lying unburied, and the like; just as the Imagination of the poor terrify’d People furnish’d them with Matter to work upon.

We can think of this as a kind of image double for Lucretius’s observations on how mythical figures join up with images of dead men in our dreams.  Like Lucretius’ images that are “carried every where,” both of “their owne accord” and  “formd in the ayre,” the perceptual images of those affected by the plague are a confused mix of the “actual” and the “virtual” (“Heaps of dead Bodies lying unburied” and a “Flaming-Sword held in Hand”).  The emphasis here is not on discerning those images that represent the empirical reality of the plague’s affects, but on the movement between images that represent the physical realities of the plague, and images that surface as “airy” emblems and allegories, re-animated as a virtual collective memory (floating coffins carrying the elect heavenward; or an emblem for the end of days seen in a flaming sword and hand).

Moreover, H.F. offers us a kind of empathic rationale for this “conjoyning” of virtual and actual images in referring to the “matter” that emerges out of them.  The “matter” of these images is their real affect on the constitution of collective and individual experience of the plague, but it is also the media/medium through which conjurers, soothsayers, wardens, and scoffers “worked” the perceptions and responsiveness of the “poor people.” That is, the matter that emerges from these perceptual images is the mediation and re-meditation of social and individual consciousness and their potential literally to be re-formed over and again. Defoe follows this account by quoting himself via a bit of philosophical poetics on perception that seems almost a direct imitation of the De rerum natura:


So Hypocondriac Fancy's represent 

Skips, Armies, Battles, in the Firmament; 

Till steady Eyes, the Exhalations solve, 

And all to its first Matter, Cloud, resolve.

It is not clear what constitutes such “hypochondria” in the Journal. In contemporary terms, a hypochondrium is a “somatoform” disease; that is, a disease that mimics physiological response through images conjured out of fear of disease.  However, fear of disease in this context can be understood simply as fear of the material body itself – a terror of the body as a medium. In this sense, the “matter” of the poem is both the proliferation of multiple perceptions and affects of the plague and its signs and meanings, but also the “first matter” that is mediation itself: the matter that is “worked upon” by and through embodied and imagined actualizations of the plague’s affects; as well as the “first matter” of airy exhalations that allow for such actualizations to take form, to appear or disappear.  Defoe re-produces here a Lucretian theory of mediated perception where images materialize in “part falling off, from severall kinds of things,” and “part, of their owne accord, formd in the ayre.”


Samuel Weber might detect in Defoe the anticipation of a Hegelian critique of mediation, articulated by Weber as “an infinite process of becoming other in order to become the same.” This model of mediality is a procedure invested in the “safeguarding” of “finitude from an alterity.”
 That is, it could be argued that Defoe’s version of becoming-media relies on an appeal to a “first matter” that offers up neither a distinct “medium” nor the proliferation of real difference.  This “first matter,” in light of Hegel’s notion of “medium qua mediation” -- a “media theology” that aspires to a kind of creatio ex nihilo -- privileges the idea of a substantive matter out of which real differentiation occurs, but which in the end only reifies the idea of universal “oneness.”
   Weber elaborates on this dialectical process by pointing out that despite its implied context for the potential of mediation and the emergence of new forms, the temporality inherent to this model of mediation is “something that will always already have taken place, in the future perfect of the concept.”
  Yet, as I’ll explore in the second half of this essay, there is something else at play here in Defoe’s approach to the plague’s images in terms of Lucretian perception and mediation.  The temporality of mediation in Defoe’s Journal is neither dialectical future perfect nor (historically or subjectively) present, but subjunctive.  Defoe’s subjunctive tense for perceptual images, like the mirror neurons that now haunt our understanding of how images work the matter of the body, operates at the threshold of the as of “as if” and the what of “what if.” 

Ghosts and Skins: Seeing “as if”/“as if” Seeing


Ghosts and skins appear, disappear, and re-appear in the Journal. Skin is discussed by H.F. as the single most legible sign of the plague. The only reliable indicator of who has been fully infected are the “boils” and marks that cover the bodies of those afflicted.  Such signs are needed, as other signs of the disease, such as fits, agues, or delusions, are attributable to the contagion of fear and distress.  The skins and ghosts in Defoe’s text take on a kind of metonymic function, standing in, respectively, for the material surface of the plague, and for the virtual images of the plague.  When describing the horrible devastation wrought by contagion, H.F. focuses on how the disease progresses to the surface of the body. In one instance a woman is “frighted” to death by the discovery of signs of the plague on her daughter’s skin:  “She looking upon her body with a candle, immediately discovered the fatal tokens on the Inside of her Thighs.”
  The discovery of these “fatal tokens” launches the woman into such a terror that the “Fright…seiz’d her Spirits” and she fainted, dying soon after.  These “fatal tokens” or “spots” that appear on the surface of the skin become the principal image for the materiality of the outbreak.  In one sense, then, the image of spots on the skin operates as a kind of actualization and grounding for the virtual spread of the plague’s terrors (via images) and its various contagions. 


Yet, such actualized images are never far away from the virtual in the journal, and, indeed, even seem to call forth virtual representations. This is no more apparent than in the recurring references to ghosts in the poem.  As often as we see attempts to describe the “realness” of the plague’s affects in terms of “fatal tokens” on the skin, we see the narrator’s invocation of the disease’s virtual powers in terms of the appearance and disappearance of ghostly apparitions.  These ghosts take up some of the most detailed scenes in the Journal, and are almost always associated with both material form, as in the case of the “fatal tokens,” and a motion that defies stasis:

…seeing a Crowd of People in the Street, I join'd with them to satisfy my Curosity, and found them all staring up into the Air, to see what a Woman told them appeared plain to her, which was an Angel cloth'd in white, with a fiery Sword in his Hand, waving it, or brandishing it over his Head. She describ­ed every Part of the Figure to the Life; shew'd them the Motion and the Form; and the poor People came into it so eagerly, and with so much Readiness; YES, I see it all plainly, says one. There's the Sword as plain as can be. Another saw the Angel

What the crowd is seeing here is certainly “real” in the sense that they are affected and moved; but these images take on their real power as virtual emergences that manifest both “Motion” and “Form.”
  The emphasis on both registers is strikingly consistent throughout the Journal.  In another instance, H.F. describes a man drawing a crowd to him as he stares into the “burying place” “pointing” and “affirming” a ghost walking:



…he described the Shape, Posture, and the Movement of it so exactly….

On a sudden he would cry, There it is: Now it comes this Way: Then, ‘Tis turn’d back; till at length he persuaded the People into so firm a Belief of it, that one fancied he saw it, and another fancied he saw it.

In every case where H.F. narrates the appearance of ghostly images he stresses the motion, form, and affective power of such images on the crowd.  In many senses these virtual scenes come to stand in for a vaguely familiar notion of “media” in the contemporary sense, as events that emerge as virtual images but with very discrete and persuasive actualizations.  The moving images conjure up a crowd that is “moved.”  The “air” that produces these scenes serves as a medium, an “element ‘in’ and ‘through’ which the data of sense pass on the way to their addresses,” and which is seemingly caught up in a “telos of virtuality as actualization.”
  


Yet, the actual and virtual appear less as two models of meaning making in H.F.’s account than they do mirrors of one another in every possible sense of the word.  The “fatal tokens” that appear on the skins of plague sufferers are the surface material that argue for the “real” affects of the disease. Yet the images of ghosts are “skins” as well, both in terms of their function as dopplegangers for the physical skins that show their “marks” and then fade from sight, and in terms of the apparition’s affects on the collective body of the crowd. Indeed, this body becomes that “matter” that is “worked” and re-made throughout the text.  We have in this case something again closer to a Lucretian theory of mediated perception, where the images of the plague viewed collectively come into view in between the “casting off” and “bearing forth” of “semblance.”  Of importance here is the fact that this model is less spatial than it is temporal.  The images appear and disappear as a product of the in between trans-port of the “casting off” and “bearing forth” of sense data – as a remainder to both the actualized “tokens” on the skin, and the virtual “form and motion” of images in air.  


The emergence of ghostly apparitions in particular signals a material that is both skin and not-skin, an image that simultaneously evokes that which “came before” and that which “came after.” Thus, the plague’s ghosts are a medium in every sense possible and every possible sense.  As such, the Journal’s images are traces of a different incarnation of the virtual in time. This re-conjured relationship between temporality and materiality points to a subjunctive subjectivity, and is wholly dependent upon the notion that images and actions are (can be), in the most literal sense, the same thing.  However, it would be a mistake here to argue for the actual and the virtual as precisely one and the same.  Indeed, what distinguishes subjunctive subjectivity in relation to mediation in this instance is the way in which approximation, understood in the temporal sense, becomes decisive in determining perceived reality. Approximation is the only way to describe an affective image that is caught in suspense between states of “as if” (“casting off” semblance) and  “what if” (“bearing forth”).  Two crucial aspects to images formed as such is their ability to remain temporally open and yet to manifest on/as “skins.” Mirror neurons, which I return to below, are contemporary ghosts of this form of Lucretian perception.

A “Visible Call”: Mediated Images as Echoes


Mirror neurons, it turns out, are not all the same.  While it is true that brain images point to a direct relationship between the images produced when witnessing an action and the affects of such actions, such affects cannot be mapped as a simple cause and effect relationship.  More specifically, research indicates that there are competing scenarios for how mirror neurons function.  In a minority of cases, these mirror neurons are activated by an entirely mimetic relationship between actions seen and actions performed. That is, in a smaller number of cases, the action seen is exactly similar to the action performed by the observer.  In a greater proportion of the instances in which the same neurons fire when observing or performing an act, however, the acts in question are only approximate to one another.
  For example, it might be the case that observing someone reaching out to grab someone by the arms fires the same brain neuron system that is activated when the observer reaches out to embrace someone.  In this case, there is an approximation between the somatic and cognitive feelings generated and internal hypotheses or understandings about intentionality and outcome. The somatic and cognitive mapping of the images of actions observed and performed actions creates a physiological and cognitive sense of the relatedness between the actions of others and our own. Yet, this mapping also creates an opening around or ambiguity about the intentions or outcomes of such actions. The implications of this point to how we are not just learning through “feeling with” others around mirrored actions, but how we are encountering potential for shifts in the conceptual, affective, and cognitive meanings of such actions.  Moreover, the images of such actions are caught up simultaneously in the immediacy of things felt or experienced “in the moment,” and the proleptic potential for new meanings and affective states to emerge from these image feelings. Mirror neurons imply that images are both virtual and actual, at once “here and now” in the autonomic sense, and in the process of becoming something else entirely.


The most arresting image of Lucretian perception in Defoe’s Journal is the burial pit at the center of the city.  The description of this  “dismal object” and its emergent role in representing a model of mediated perception has much in common with contemporary theories of mirror neuron systems.  The pit becomes a kind of nucleus of Defoe’s text.  H.F.’s narratives seem to orbit repeatedly around this space and the bodies contained within it.  The burial pit becomes an exploration of how mediated images transform not only subjective and collective perception, but also the physical and temporal spaces of the city.  Plague victims who have been retrieved on “dead-carts” from homes and churches by day are transported at night to the large burial pit at the center of London.  H.F. exhibits an almost obsessive fascination with the physical dimensions of the pit: “40 feet in length and about 15 or 16 Foot abroad; the first time I looked at it, about nine feet deep.”
  He initially focuses his observations on the shape and form of the pit, but then moves into a descriptive pathos of how the image of the pit affects him.  He is particularly stunned at one point by the visible grief and trauma of a man who follows to the “gulph” of the pit the dead-cart carrying the bodies of his wife and children.
  H.F’s fascination with seeing into the pit is tempered by a warning from a pit-yard guard who warns H.F. that the pit is a “speaking sight,” one that “has a voice with it, and a loud one.”
  


The “speaking sight” of the pit is the most vocal and visible image in the Journal.  It is a space, as Carol Houlihan Flynn has observed, that is “always changing shape” yet a “matter that is impossible to transcend, impossible to ignore.”
Yet the pit is not a stable image in either the actual or virtual sense.  The man who follows his family to the burial pit watches the bodies be interred and then, “looked into the pit again as he went away…[finds] the buriers had covered them so immediately with throwing in earth…nothing could be seen.”
 Like the ghostly apparitions described earlier, this burial scene is referred to as a “visible call,” an image-sound that calls forth recognition of both the permanence and changeability of images of such terror.  The “call” that is sent out by the pit would seem to imply a kind of interpellation.
  That is, the pit appears to stand in as a combined image for all the institutional, religious, and social ideologies that define the plague as an event.  These forces might seem to coalesce in the image of the pit, to produce a Foucaultian subject that is over-determined by the discipline and terror that the plague mediates.  Yet, from the standpoint of both Lucretian perception and mirror neurons, this site is both actualized as an image of corporeal stasis and virtually re-animated as a different kind of “call”: an echo image that sounds off across the present and future tense.  The bodies go into the pit, becoming discrete images of death, much like the “fatal tokens” that appear on the skins of the afflicted.  But once in the pit, with seeming immediacy, bodies are transformed into an image of disappearance, as vanishing apparitions. 


This “pit,” where things appear with material and figural immediacy while simultaneously becoming an image for alternative future “states,” surfaces again in contemporary representations of mirror neurons in brain science. The pit in Defoe’s chronicle becomes a center to the text, a media object that re-casts a theory of mediation itself. In the Journal, the pit is a figure for Lucretian perception. The “evidence” of mirror neuron theories is of course an image construct as well.  Though they speak to a form of meaning making that creatively and transversally dislodges certain structural assumptions derived from the humanities about images as signs and symbols, mirror neurons are no less circumscribed by representation.  Images generated by functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) and popular reproductions of these scans render forth an image of the mirror neuron that seems an uncanny re-appearance of Defoe’s pit  (Figures 3 and 4).
  Figure 3 seems an almost “historical” version of the mirror neuron, as an antiquated drawing that fuses together scientifically realistic detail with an anticipation of what’s to come (represented with the dark center, but evocative of the “black holes” that signify potential transformation, transience, and hypothetical suspension across the discourses of science and science fiction). Figure 4 is representative of a futuristic art rendering of the mirror neuron image, and within a future tense, it too highlights the real and phantasmic registers of mirror neuron science.

What is so striking about both Defoe’s epicurean images and the oft-produced contemporary images of mirror neurons is how they inhabit a space/time of “experimental” indeterminacy and openness.  These images are evoked not as evidentiary logics that reveal a contact between the distinct epistemologies of science and literature, but as figures that experiment with the approximate limits of each – not a performance of science imitating art (or vice versa) but a critique of imitation itself across science, literature, and across the distinctions between “virtual” and “actual” materiality.
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Figure 3: Mirror Neuron (from “Blog about Science”)
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Figure 4: Mirror neuron image (from Slog, “Visual Art: The Future of Criticism”)


At the center of the mirror neuron is a “hole” where nothing can be seen.  In part, as I have said, this representation speaks to an exciting and productive confusion surrounding mirror neuron science at the moment.  Recently, the discourse of mirror neurons has been embraced in popular and professional contexts.  The fascination with mirror neuron bioscience extends across literature, science, art, primatology, anthropology, childhood studies, and performance theory. Moreover, the frames and context for mirror neuron research often invoke a kind of futuristic nostalgia for the power of science to offer us “evidence” of our sentimental and empathic tendencies.
 
To this end, one of the most popular demonstrations of the function of mirror neuron bioscience is the example of primates learning to understand the motives of one another. This discourse is caught-up not just in a privileging of the logos of scientific explanation for questions conventionally regarded as humanistic in nature, it is also entangled in the desire for empirical procedures that define and conceptualize the increasing confusion of the heterological boundaries of what “makes us human.”
 Thus the romance with the narrative of brain chemicals and pulses that is popularized as a device to allow us to “mirror” one another has obvious appeal in the contemporary moment.  However, it is this popular idea of a natural empathy within us that, to my mind, has obscured the more challenging possibilities associated with the actual science of mirror neurons.  Indeed, mirror neurons argue less for how we all have the capacity to “just get along” if we could let “nature” prevail, than they do for a new way of thinking about images, bodies, and mediated consciousness.  The hole at the center of both Defoe’s text and the mirror neuron (like Lazzarini’s skulls described in the opening to this essay) re-forms the relationship between temporality and consciousness.  Rather than sites that point to the limits of the virtual and actual as absences, as a dialectic of lack, the mediated images within Defoe’s epicureanism and aspects of mirror neuron science evoke thresholds of rematerialization. Such space-time images rely on temporal difference – images actualizing and “casting off” in the present tense, while virtually “bearing forth” other possible future states, meanings, and material forms. We are only at the edges of a conversation between the humanities, science, and technology that would argue for a present that actually and virtually informs the past and the future.  

The transversal subjunctive pushes us to the edge of such a conversation.  The transversal subjunctive is an experiment in the mediating affects of images at several levels simultaneously.  That is, rather than crossing over to see what the empirical “facts” of bioscience can tell us about our fictional and phantasmic “imitations” within the humanities and arts, the transversal subjunctive is a crossing through the givenness of such categories in the premodern, modern, and postmodern contexts.  This is at once an historical problem, in that a text like Defoe’s does not fully recognize the contemporary demarcation of literature and science; and it is also a theoretical intervention to the extent that transversality takes up the challenge of hypothetical suspension (“as if” and “what if”) as critique – moving across the sacral limits of hard/soft (science and fiction) and virtual/actual (metaphysical and material). 

Modernity (again): “casting off” or “setting off”?


Michelle Brandwein has argued that Defoe’s Journal is literally a “formative” work to the extent that it proves a new model of social and individual consciousness coming into relief.  Brandwein wishes to demonstrate how the Journal re-enacts the way in which  “a human being turns him- or herself into a subject” (becoming then an object) amid the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’ “veritable technological take-off in the productivity of power.”
 To this end, the conscious and unconscious images contained within the narrative are examples of a conflict between a time when individualism was “pre-emergent” (1665) and individualism was “emergent” (1722).  Brandwein attempts to capture in this a sense of subjective temporality that is still traceable in the text, a condition of becoming caught between the representation of subjective time and historical time.  Yet, we are still left in the end with a model for how Defoe’s text represents a kind of pre- and over-determined history, albeit as it “is happening” in the context of the moment.
Samuel Weber’s mediaura, a re-working of Benjamin’s lost aura in the age of mechanical reproduction, invokes the figure of the une passante, a profoundly moving but flowing, fleeting brush with a passer-by as a figure for mediation and modern subjectivity.
  This figure of the une passante – an allegorical image drawn from a poem by Charles Baudelaire – becomes in Weber’s reading an image of the modern urban “mass.” Modern subjectivity, Weber argues, takes the form of an interior consciousness that is itself a product of mediation.  In this reading, the observer imagines a brief encounter with a passer-by as a moment out of which consciousness of the self surfaces as a mediated experience with a “ghostly crowd” – “ghostly because, like the apparition of the passante in Baudelaire’s poem, they only come to be in passing away….What is comes to pass as nothing…but a certain aura.”
  Weber expands here on how this allegory of mediation can be read as a construction of the self as a “setting itself off” from the crowd that simultaneously reveals its affinity “with everything pedestrian”: “It is the affinity of an apparition.  The passante appears only to disappear, almost instantaneously.”
 
What Weber is in part after here in his re-reading of Benjamin’s aura is a theory for how we can re-animate the concept of mediation as an allegory for consciousness itself.  Significantly, this re-casting of mediation requires an understanding of the movement between language and images as performativity.  In other words, as Weber discusses, we have slipped into complacency about subjects and objects (again).  “New media” and “the media” have become signposts for a brave new world – digitized, phantasmic, and emergent.  In the end, however, we find floating in the digital ether some familiar apparitions: subjects that are “set off” from the historical and ideological conditions that define them, on the one hand; and “self-contained and detached ‘objects’ of study,” on the other.  Despite its “calls” to newness, “digital culture” often employs “new media” to re-conjure some old Aristotelian and Platonic ghosts.  I quote at length here Weber’s re-counting of how re-imagining Benjamin’s aura offers a different version of mediation as movement between:

…Benjamin’s concept of history knows neither goal nor “global integration” but at best, an “end.” But this end does not come “at the end,”

but rather is always actual, always now.  The actuality of this “now,” however, is never self-contained, integrated, simply present: rather it is a divider, a dividing-line or point, producing a “cut” that is never in-between but always outside of that it divides.  History emerges, for Benjamin, only insofar as the “here and now” imparts itself as a “there and then,” encountering its innermost division outside of itself”: “before” itself, in a past that opens-imparts itself – to the future.

Subjunctive subjectivity is perceptual approximation, an approximation that is neither wholly actual nor virtual. This perceptual approximation is not just an abstract phantasm of emergent potential, but a time-image that requires us to re-think the affect of temporality vis-à-vis mediation.  Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year is transversally subjunctive in that it resists the casting of time as a “setting-off” of a historically contained individualism that Brandwein sees as central to the text.  Defoe employs Lucretian perception to perform mediation as an “open-impart[ing]” that is a “casting off” leaning toward a “bearing forth.”  

Transversal theory has talked about the idea of “paused consciousness” as an opening onto the powerfully “affective presences” that can emerge from transversal readings and performances – forces that can “inspire emotional, conceptual, and/or material deviations from the established norms for any variables, whether individuated or forming a group.”
  Paused consciousness is a “cut” with the subjectively familiar and opens up the potential for new movements and conceptual or emotional formations.  Significantly, this method requires that we look past the “quagmires” of progressive and conservative ideologies in investigating new ways to read, perform, and create.
   To this end, I want to suggest that bringing mirror neurons into dialogue with Defoe’s early modern chronicle of disaster and terror is not just an exercise that forces science into the discourse of literature and vice versa.  Indeed, a careful treatment of both discourses reveals a potential for finding new models for not just how we “do history,” but how we think of the affective presence of time and the materiality of mediation (new and old).  

In his discussion of the spectacle of war in the wake of 9/11, Samuel Weber echoes the frustrations at present with the seeming over-determined nature of mediated images.  As he laments, “theatricalization seems to constitute one of the essential components of war.”
  The successful spectacle of war and terror, Weber argues, is conducted through “exacerbate[d] anxieties of all sorts by providing images to which they can be attached, ostensibly comprehended, and, above all, removed.” The image of death and threat is “schematically” re-figured as both a material image; but also as a kind of procedure that re-affirms the “setting-off” (to use an earlier term) of the self: the “viewer is encouraged to ‘move forward’ and simultaneously to forget the past.”

The reading I have offered here of Defoe and neuron science points to another way of thinking about the affective temporality of the “past” and the “future” in terms of the mediated image.  Re-imagining Defoe’s mediated images in the Journal as artifacts of Lucretian perception challenge our understanding of a crucial moment in what Weber calls, the “Western dream of self identity.”
  Defoe’s images of terror are projections that point to the fixity and corporeality of the mediated image, and forward to the potential for new time-images to emerge, creating shifts in collective and individual consciousness.  This model of mediation and perception is finding new life in neuron science as well. Reading transversally, and thus reading Defoe in light of mirror neuron science, reveals how attempting to “move forward,” in Weber’s words, requires us to be in the past.  The ghosts and “visible skins” of Defoe’s early modern chronicle and mirror neurons are apparitions that are casting off and bearing forth at this moment:



A dreadful Plague in London was,




In the year sixty five,



Which swept an Hundred Thousand Soul




Away; yet I alive!
All these ghosts: fellow fugitives.  “There it is: Now it comes this Way….”

� Anamorphosis is a perceptual affect that relies on the juxtaposition of two perspective planes within one viewing space. The impact of anamorphosis depends on the inscription of two images or portraits within a single viewing area.  Typically, a viewer would be required to shift their position physically in order to see an alternate image within the portrait or scene, usually rendered along a second perspective geometrical plane. The perceptual doubling of anamorphosis produces a rupture in the viewer’s gaze and the stability of the object under view. For some further examples of anamorphosis as a literary and figural device throughout early modern literature, see also Lyle Massey, “Anamorphosis Through Descartes or Anamorphosis Gone Awry” Renaissance Quarterly 50.4 (1997): 1148-89, and Alison Thorne, Vision and Rhetoric in Shakespeare (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000).
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� Though I will be focusing in this essay on theorizing affect, perception, and (new) media, my “blending” of the images of brain science with literary representations of virtual and actualized images shares approaches with the contributions in this volume by F. Elizabeth Hart and Amy Cook.  I will be making references throughout this essay to connections with Hart’s and Cook’s more thoroughgoing treatments of cognitive literary studies. See in this volume, F. Elizabeth Hart, “A Paltry ‘Hoop of Gold’: Semantics and Systematicity in Early Modern Studies” for her thoughts on systems, “aggregates of mind,” and culture. 


� As I will discuss below, one of the unfortunate consequences of the recent interest in mirror neurons in disciplines outside of the sciences is the way in which the specifics of how mirror neurons actually perform are reduced to a simple cause and effect relationship. The actual research surrounding mirror neurons points to a more complex and diverse set of conditions for their activation.  I hope to make productive use of these distinctions later in this essay.


� For a survey of the important developments in mirror neuron research see, Maskin I. Stamenov and Vittorio Gallese, eds., Mirror Neurons and the Evolution of Brain and Language (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2002); Stein Braten, ed., On Being Moved: From Mirror Neurons to Empathy (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2007); and V.S. Ramachandran and Sandra Blakeslee, Phantoms in the Brain: Probing the Mysteries of the Human Mind (New York, Quill, 1998). 


� Barbara Stafford, Echo Objects: The Cognitive Work of Images (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).


� My coinage of this term is a play on the multiple performative and material “becomings” of Reynolds’ transversal poetics and the further adaptations of the two models of “becoming” in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari; A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (St Paul: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). Becoming-media is also an idea in conversation with F. Elizabeth Hart’s “bottom-up dynamics” for thinking the “linked media of cognition and culture.” A recent project that re-contextualizes philosophy via systems theory and affectivity is, John Protevi’s Political Affect: Connecting the Social and the Somatic (St Paul: University of Minnesota Press, 2009).
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� Samuel Weber, Mediauras: form, technics, media, ed. Alan Cholodenko (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1996), 94.


� See, Richard Kargon, Atomism in England from Hariot to Newton (London: Clarendon Press, 1966), and Richard W.F. Kroll, The Material Word: Literate Culture in the Restoration and Early Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). For a recent and powerful re-imagining of Lucretius in both contemporary theory and Renaissance culture see, Jonathan Goldberg, The Seeds of Things: Theorizing Sexuality and Materiality in Renaissance Representations (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009).


� As I am interested in the appropriation of Lucretian ideas in a seventeenth-century context, the majority of the passages quoted throughout this section are taken from Lucy Hutchinson’s manuscript translation of De rerum natura, Lucy Hutchinson’s Translation of Lucretius: De rerum natura [c. 1656], ed. Hugh de Quehen (London: Duckworth, 1996). I have also consulted and refer to terms from the Latin version of the De rerum natura (Titus Carus Lucretius, T. Lucreti Cari Poetae Philosophici antiquissimi De rerum natura natura liber primus [-sextus] (Impressum Venetis, 1495); Hutchinson, iv, 79.
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