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About the book

Dive headfirst into the enigmatic tapestry of the early 20th century with Tom

McCarthy's electrifying novel, "C." This work is not simply a story; it's a

labyrinth of ideas, intertwining reality and technology with an almost

electric hum. At the heart of this narrative is Serge Carrefax, a figure who

perceives the world through the faintest signals and the subtlest frequencies

— a metaphorical receiver of life's invisible waves. As Serge navigates the

tremors of a world transforming through war, radio, and the unexplored

depths of consciousness, McCarthy challenges readers to reconsider the very

fabric of communication, perception, and human connection. Enter a world

where each page crackles with the unpredictable currents of innovation and

realize that the simplest pulse might hold the universe's secrets. Make ready

your decoder rings and open yourself to a story where every signal echoes

with hidden meaning.
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About the author

Tom McCarthy, an English novelist born in 1969, has established himself as

a thought-provoking and avant-garde voice in contemporary literature. With

a background in art history from New College, Oxford, McCarthy's work

consistently blurs the boundaries between art, technology, and human

consciousness, drawing comparisons with literary greats such as James

Joyce and Pynchon. His debut novel, "Remainder," won the prestigious

Believer Book Award, and he further cemented his reputation with "C,"

which was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize. McCarthy's fascination

with themes of repetition, encryption, and networks reflects his formative

experiences within the avant-garde arts collective, the International

Necronautical Society. Through his incisive storytelling and profound

explorations of modernity, McCarthy has crafted a unique literary landscape

that challenges and enthralls readers.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Recessional—Or, the Time of the
Hammer

This detailed analysis examines the concept of time and its suspension

 through various literary works. Starting with Thomas Pynchon's "Gravity’s

Rainbow," the focus is on the protagonist Slothrop's mission to rescue "The

Radiant Hour"—a metaphorical representation of time being held captive.

Pynchon’s fictional setting, "Raketen-Stadt," represents a dystopian

conurbation where technology and capital are intertwined with time.

The essay transitions to Thomas Mann’s "The Magic Mountain," which

similarly explores time's manipulation. Hans Castorp, the protagonist, gets

trapped in a sanatorium, representing a suspended temporal state that blends

elements of mortality and pleasure. Mann weaves discussions of time into

the fabric of his narrative, creating a tension between the narrative’s elapsed

time and the psychological depth experienced by its characters.

Joseph Conrad’s "The Nigger of the Narcissus" parallels this by portraying a

ship journey that acts as a microcosm of society. The character James Wait

embodies the concept of a suspended existence—his chronic illness turns

him into a focal point of time, affecting the ship's crew. Wait symbolizes a

hiatus in the operational rhythms of the ship, challenging the crew’s

perceptions of reality and time.
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Meanwhile, references to pop culture, such as MC Hammer's "U Can’t

Touch This," underscore the thematic recurrence of untouchable time or

moments. The essay further delves into the philosophical and literary

inquiries of Maurice Blanchot and Mallarmé, tying these ideas with the

notion of recess or pause in time and how they manifest in literature as an

exploration of the negative and the ineffable.

Faulkner's "As I Lay Dying" is another exploration of time’s recessional

nature. Addie Bundren’s presence looms even after her death, as her journey

to burial is fraught with delays that disrupt the linear progression of time.

Her monologue, post-mortem, provides a meta-commentary on the narrative

itself, examining how language fails to encompass experience fully.

This scholarly discourse concludes by acknowledging the modernist period's

pivotal role in reshaping narrative forms to critique industrialization and its

associated ideologies. The essay posits that authors like Mallarmé and

Derrida conceptualize a literary pause or interregnum as fundamental to

understanding both the poetic and existential dimensions of time.

Overall, the exploration centers on how these authors use narrative,

metaphor, and philosophical musings to ponder time's elusive nature,

ultimately suggesting that fiction, much like the intervals or pauses they

describe, exists in a liminal space that challenges traditional temporal

constructs.



Key Themes
Literary
Works &
Concepts

Details

Time
Suspension

Thomas
Pynchon's
"Gravity’s
Rainbow"

Protagonist Slothrop seeks "The Radiant Hour," time
trapped in the dystopian Raketen-Stadt, where
technology intertwines with time.

Temporal
Manipulation

Thomas
Mann’s "The
Magic
Mountain"

Hans Castorp's sanatorium experience symbolizes a
suspended temporal state, merging mortality with
pleasure, questioning narrative time vs. psychological
depth.

Suspended
Existence

Joseph
Conrad’s
"The Nigger
of the
Narcissus"

Character James Wait's illness creates a time hiatus
aboard the ship, challenging perceptions of reality
and rhythms.

Pop Culture
References

MC
Hammer's "U
Can’t Touch
This"

Highlights untouchable moments paralleling the
literary exploration of time.

Philosophical
& Literary
Inquiries

Works by
Maurice
Blanchot and
Mallarmé

Explores time’s recess or pause in literature as a lens
on the ineffable.

Time’s
Recessional
Nature

Faulkner's
"As I Lay
Dying"

Addie Bundren's delayed burial disrupts linear time,
with a post-mortem monologue critiquing narrative
and language.

Modernist
Critique

Concepts by
Mallarmé and
Derrida

Narrative pauses and interregnums critique
industrialization, highlighting existential time
dimensions.

Liminal
Space of
Fiction

Overall
Exploration

Challenges traditional temporal constructs, positing
fiction in a space that questions time’s nature.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Time's Suspension as an Opportunity for Reflection

Critical Interpretation: The chapter highlights the profound concept of

suspended time through literary examples, urging you to reconsider

how you perceive the flow of time in your own life. Just as characters

in 'The Magic Mountain' and 'The Nigger of the Narcissus' reflect on

their existence when time seemingly stands still, you too can find

immense value in life's pauses, whether they occur during daily

routines or significant life events. Recognize these moments not as

disruptions but as pivotal opportunities for personal and philosophical

reflection. In the fast-paced rhythm of modern society, allowing

yourself these pauses can lead to deeper self-awareness and a greater

appreciation for the nuance of your experiences.
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Chapter 2 Summary: “Obsessed with buffering”.
Questions to Tom McCarthy

In this dialogue between Tom McCarthy and an audience, the nature of

 suspended time, narrative interruptions, and the intertwining of political and

aesthetic themes are explored through literary and cultural lenses. The

conversation opens with an audience member comparing McCarthy's themes

to "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" by Coleridge, a Romantic poem

where time is suspended following a sinful act. McCarthy acknowledges this

connection, drawing parallels with the ship Demeter in "Dracula" and adding

a modern layer by referencing September 11th. The discussion then evolves

into the differences between Romanticism and Modernism. While

Romanticism thrives on allegory and consequences for actions, Modernism

often involves suspension and the perpetual deferral of events, akin to

Beckett's work, where redemption is elusive.

The conversation further delves into "Frankenstein" by Mary Shelley, where

time and narrative are shaped by confinement and waiting, paralleling

McCarthy's notion of incest as a metaphorical undercurrent in machine

culture. Here, Byron's defense of Luddites serves as a backdrop to

Frankenstein's suppressed horrors. McCarthy and the audience explore how

narrative and time are manipulated in literature, drawing connections to high

Modernist techniques.
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McCarthy also introduces themes of buffering, both in technology and

narrative, where the anticipation of data acts as a metaphor for existential

waiting. This is mirrored in his novel "Remainder," where buffering

becomes a narrative element, exploring the tension between experience and

consciousness. The discussion suggests parallels to the works of Hamlet and

Don Quixote, where characters seek meaning through cultural references and

narratives, often encountering disconnects and interruptions.

The subject of writing as interruption emerges, suggesting that the act of

writing itself is both a creative and destructive force, akin to the ideas of

Mallarmé and Blanchot. Interruption, thus, becomes a significant element in

crafting narratives, representing both existential and thematic pauses.

Political and temporal themes intertwine as McCarthy reflects on Conrad's

"The Secret Agent" and the symbolic significance of targeting time, such as

the attack on the Greenwich Observatory, indicative of challenging arbitrary

constructs of order. This reflects early forms of symbolic terrorism, aiming

not to replace but to disrupt prevailing fictions.

Throughout the dialogue, McCarthy addresses how art and literature grapple

with the representation of disaster, suggesting that crucial moments often

elude easy depiction, resonating with Freud's and Blanchot's ideas. The

conversation also touches on the existential limbo in Beckett's works, where

time is an interminable pause, contrasting with literature where recessional
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spaces eventually resolve back into reality, however bleak.

Ultimately, McCarthy asserts that interruptions, like buffering, hold both

disruptive potential and the risk of capitalist recuperation, underscoring a

complex dynamic between political, narrative, and existential themes and

questioning the nature of events, deferral, and the imminence of change in

both life and literature. This reflection leads back to the overarching theme

of examining the interplay between political moments, aesthetic expressions,

and their reverberations in contemporary culture, revealing how literary and

historical narratives inform our understanding of time and being.
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Chapter 3 Summary: “Something that is not nothing”.
Zurich seminar

The text titled "Something that is not nothing" presents a conversation

 exploring the interplay of theory, fiction, literature, and materiality,

featuring author Tom McCarthy at a seminar in Zurich, guided by Elisabeth

Bronfen. McCarthy discusses the fluid boundaries between theory and

fiction, exemplified by philosophical texts like Derrida's "The Post Card,"

which straddle literary and analytical realms. He admires Lévi-Strauss's

"Tristes Tropiques," which melds poetic description and theoretical

commentary, challenging the traditional separation between narrative and

scholarly writing.

In his novel "Satin Island," McCarthy crafts a protagonist, U, an

anthropologist who serves as a writer surrogate. U navigates the

complexities of modern life, acknowledging that creative autonomy is a

myth because all creation is enmeshed in socio-political dynamics.

McCarthy emphasizes how theory, fiction, and capitalism form a slippery,

messy triangle central to the novel's thematic core.

The discussion delves into the concept of "buffering," both literally and

metaphorically, outlining how perception and narration constantly lag in

representing reality. McCarthy relates this to the impossibility of narrating

one’s own death, drawing on Blanchot and similar motifs found in works
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like Cervantes’ "Don Quixote." The segmentation of experience and the

slippage between lived moments and their narrative portrayal become focal

points in the text.

U's journey emphasizes the reality of operating within societal grids,

rejecting the idea of standing outside or transcending systemic constraints.

This engagement with the system reflects broader themes present in

historical texts like the "Oresteia," which, according to McCarthy, describe

communication grids and networks presaging modern data landscapes.

McCarthy critiques postmodernism's dismissal of grand narratives,

suggesting that modernism has always contained self-interrupting

tendencies.

Emotion and authenticity emerge as themes in McCarthy's novels. In

"Remainder," the protagonist's search for genuineness spirals into

simulations and staged reenactments, revealing authenticity as a constructed

illusion rather than a tangible objective. McCarthy considers moments of

rupture—glitches and interruptions—as spaces where the raw or "real" can

unexpectedly surface, though often couched in violence or disruption, akin

to Bataille's concept of "base matter."

In concluding the discussion, parallels are drawn between McCarthy’s

narratives and the pursuit of an unattainable "Gesamtkunstwerk" or total

artwork—something ever approached but never fully realized, much like
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Mallarmé’s visionary "Book." McCarthy relates this to the notion of "Satin

Island" in his work, where material and immaterial boundaries constantly

blur, emphasizing the messiness of reality and storytelling.

Ultimately, McCarthy's dialogue with Bronfen and the audience underscores

literature's role in exploring unresolved zones of thought and existence.

These discussions frame McCarthy’s work as deeply entrenched in the

modern condition of perpetual flux, challenge, and the relentless pursuit of

understanding that remain productive, if incomplete, ventures.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Myth of Creative Autonomy

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 3, you are invited to peer into the

complex reality of creative and intellectual endeavors, realizing how

the myth of creative autonomy dissolves upon closer inspection.

McCarthy emphasizes that whether through fiction, theory, or daily

life, every creation we construct is enmeshed within intricate

socio-political dynamics. By abandoning the notion of existing outside

these webs, you can embrace a more authentic existence,

acknowledging the inherent connections binding your work to the

world around you. This perspective further liberates you from the

burden of supposed self-sufficiency, encouraging openness to

influences, collaborations, and the messiness of shared realities.

Drawing strength from U’s navigation through life’s networks, you

can reframe challenges and 'grids' not as constraints but as conduits for

innovation and insight, continually adapting and evolving within the

dynamic interplay of societal forces.
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