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Michael Betancourt

WHERE DO I BEGIN?

Language is a thing-in-the-world, but unlike the objects we can easily 
and empirically measure, it mostly resides in the minds of the people in-
teracting with it, and we consider it not only by its physicality, but from its 
capacity to communicate—semiosis describes this process of recognition, 
recalling past encounters and playing upon established knowledge and ex-
pertise (fluency). But what might appear to be a simple process is not. Nei-
ther is it obvious. When we look at one word, obviously we are not looking 
at another, different word, and this assumption of stability1 allows us the fan-
tasy that language fixes meaning upon the page or screen; that we are reading 
what is really there to be read, and what we think we receive as information 
from that encounter approximates someone else’s encounter at a different 
place and time2. Usually these assumptions are valid, but not always. The 
convergence between these questions about writing or language and quan-
tum physics’ models for the physical world shape the approach to asemic 
poetry employed by Federico Federici, producing the present volume whose 
discursive continually circles this relationship, drawing attention to how the 
problem of semantic form and semiosis is a question about our place in and 
understanding of the universe itself.

Academic debates over semiotics—the division of the sign into two or 
three parts, the potential for indexicality, the expansion of these dynamics 
beyond language—require assumptions about order and intention that rare-
ly need to be considered, or even mentioned3. But in Federici’s work these 
nominally axiomatic roles for expression and communication are investigat-
ed and explored with clarity and purpose: the sign is the enigma of language. 
What might easily be purely academic questions are not. What meaning is, 
and where it comes from are vital—these poetics address the foundations 
of expressiveness, but in place of the familiar, rational orders of grammar 
and the signification expected of communication, the elementary parts of 
language explode, and we are left to observe the residues of artifice, trying 
to discern their relationships to what they once explained: «if asemic writing 
is addressed in linguistic terms, it represents the idiomatic aspect that cannot 
be translated» (page 67); this search informs these poetics.

Federici suspends meaning in a superposition between resolution and 
ambivalence that creates unresolvable paradoxes. These continually shifting 
interpretations revel in the contingency of each alternative, one at a time, 
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that emerges from their asemic organization; it is unclear how to connect 
these signs to any signified, instead drawing attention to their circulation 
and capacity to invite an unending semiosis. These parallels between poetics 
and quantum physics emerge because they are both derived from paradoxes 
of interpretation4, where, as physicist David Bohm explains, understanding 
depends on a measured bet:

The laws of quantum mechanics are statistical and do not de-
termine individual future events uniquely and precisely. This 
is, of course, different from classical laws, which do in princi-
ple determine these events5.

Bohm’s «statistical» predictions of what an outcome may be require an 
observation to determine the specific result: this decision is what identifies 
the potential signs of asemic poetry, but having done so, one cannot attach 
a specific or particular meaning to them. Converging scientific and poetic 
responses to paradoxes6 shape contemporary understandings of semiotics: 
signs produce meaning only through an activity (or complex of activities) 
that only integrate with each other in a particular set of circumstances7. 
Meaning is not «real» but an imposition8. These relational and unstable pro-
tocols depend on the arrangements of their parts and the relationships im-
posed on them by their audience—meaning shifts as these organizational 
frameworks shift9. Expressiveness depends on the ‘intentional function’ to 
assign them an interpretive status as-encoded10, but only produces meaning 
when that identification is matched, a second time, with its particular decod-
ing framework—a system that is either absent or unknown when confronting 
asemic poetry. Instead of being expressive modulations of individual subjec-
tivity (the poet’s), the asemic poem opens these relationships to include the 
ordering and comprehending mind of its audience: this introduction places 
the organization of marks–into–signs into a state of flux which Federici sys-
tematically explores and describes in this collection of poems and discursive 
texts.

Within this framework of shifting recognitions guided by a combination 
of enculturation and semiotics11, the asemic poem is never «illegible.» The 
convergence of semiotic approaches and quantum physics in Federici’s po-
etics emerges from how these models have convergent interests. It is the 
potentiality of legibility itself that is being held in superposition by asem-
ic poeisis: the viewer must define the relationships and connections of the 
various elements arrayed across the page to begin the puzzle of significa-
tion. This poetic12 engagement proceeds as simultaneously conscious and 
yet completely autonomous «bets,»13 a superposed-yet -collapsed ambiguity 
arising recursively from discursive reasoning modulating perception and 
re-articulating apperception into meaningful order14. These are poetics that 
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invite a direct question whose simplicity masks a much more complex prob-
lem: Where does meaning reside?

Poetics and philosophy and physics converge on questions about the na-
ture of the world we live in, and our role in understanding that world; they 
differ in their approaches and methods employed in asking and engaging 
these questions15. The audience’s knowledge is a reciprocal connection be-
tween immanence and remembrance that defines their capacity to interpret, 
or fluency16. Meaning, what semiotics considers through the frameworks of 
signification, is not internal to the objects being considered, but is instead 
an emergent property that is often imagined to be an inherent quality of the 
things themselves17; the twentieth century finally laid this fallacy to rest18, 
creating a great dislocation where meaning resides in the human audience19, 
an invention in response to specific semantic cues that provide a physical 
foundation for the imaginary realms invented through signification20. This 
great «disenchantment»21 of the world has drawn attention to exactly those 
processes that create meaning, but instead of being a loss, it offers the human 
imagination as a replacement for what were historically the actions of met-
aphysical, supernatural beings and processes. Scientific empiricism which 
grasps hold of the physical world informs the poetics Federici gives to us: 
these poems are physically produced using mechanical type, the textures of 
paper, pens and ink, but concern the metaphysical transformations of hu-
man consciousness. They visualize a semiotic process of investigation and 
exploration where the decomposition of texts into words, letters and shapes 
documents a search for foundational elements whose composition and ar-
rangement becomes poetic; yet it is the search itself that is the subject of 
these poems. 

The investigation is explicit from the beginning: page 1 announces this 
project of semiotical poeisis, an «INVESTIGATION OF EMPIRICAL TEN-
DENCIES,» inviting the reader to participate in the explorations and their 
process of discovery whose comprehension relies on contingencies: as semi-
otician Roy Harris noted, «activity or complex of activities is to be integrated 
with another in a particular set of circumstances»22 because «signification 
and contextualization are not two independent elements but facets of the 
same creative activity»23. The formal protocols of Federici’s poetics offer a 
mechanism to isolate and identify the fundamental elements of signification, 
drawing attention to the organizational frameworks of language and pres-
entation as pieces that are as important to signification as the specific signs 
they contain, illustrating semiotician Paul Grice’s ‘cooperative principle’ 
that accounts for the connections of semiosis based on their relevance for 
consideration24. These decisions guide the poetics which address the sem-
ic process in a parallel to the procedures of quantum physics, as Federici 
explains, «When deciphering an asemic glyph, your perspective shapes the 
context and influences the meaning derived. Similarly, measuring a quantum 
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observable inherently alters the particle’s state.» These are an asemic poetics 
whose focus is the interpretive act, that determinative role played by the de-
cisions to identify and relate the glyph to something that is, at least potential-
ly, meaningful. Federici instrumentalises human perception and engagement 
to bring the shifting and mobile articulation that semiotician Roland Barthes 
describes into consciousness as the poetic act itself:

Distance and proximity are promoters of meaning. Is this not 
the great secret of every vital semantics? Everything proceeds 
from a spacing out or staggering of articulations. Meaning 
is born from a combination of non-signifying elements (pho-
nemes, lines); but it does not suffice to combine these elements 
to a first degree in order to exhaust the creation of meaning: 
what has been combined forms aggregates which can combine 
again among themselves a second, a third time25.

These combinatory and recombinatory poems exploit the ambiguous na-
ture of semic organization on a foundational level to introduce its mobility 
as an explicitly poetic term, a way of seeing language that does not require 
conscious comprehension of the glyphs themselves to understand they are 
meaningful. Presentation alone also serves as an expressive vehicle for se-
mantic order in a multidimensional, nodal «space»26. Federici recognizes this 
contingency, how «by removing signification, the process of writing elimi-
nates a sort of gravitation, which had originally determined the absurdity of 
signifying» (page 49). These poetics are not about rendering a text illegible 
(asemic) but developing the graphic dimensions of this order – the visual 
order which identifies «text»—without engaging in lexicality. ‘Words with-
out reading’ produce their meaning by how they remain familiar, but un-
known; texts without words convey the assumptions of order, allowing that 
process of seeing–into–text to become the subject. This ambivalent process 
of organization shuffles the cues that separate articulations, inviting their 
reorganization into new forms, but in the process elevates the organizational 
dimensions to the level of explicit axioms for comprehension. Federici’s ase-
mic poetics converts this semantic order into the site of expressive encounter, 
drawing the reader/viewer into the role of ‚poet’ rather than audience: these 
are an interactive aesthetic that, as Barthes explained, requires the viewer to 
complete it27.

Making semic order into a source of poetics opens a realm of expressive 
potentials that are not typically considered, but which is definitional for ase-
mic poetry. The question of legibility is not simply a matter of how complete 
or incomplete the letterforms are, nor of whether the words are a familiar 
language, but incorporates the articulation of its elemental parts as discrete 
units28, and their constellation into recognizable and familiar arrangements29. 
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When these types of ordering breakdown, the legibility of a text collapses—
even if the letters and words remain recognizable30. What happens in Fede-
rici’s asemic poems involves blurring out the signification of the individual 
words without eliminating their organizational and propositional identifica-
tion as-words. His poems reveal their lexical structure is an expressive unit 
in itself, implicated in the meaning of the words, but also separate from it. It 
is not a question of destroying letters, but of moving beyond them to the forc-
es and attractions that create meaning from and through them: an elementary 
semantics where language demonstrates how its operative processes are all 
based in a hallucinatory poetics imposed by the reader, and held together by 
a segmentation that scales up from words to lines, paragraphs, and pages. 

The «ionic metaphor» that informs this collection of poems is entirely 
appropriate for these scaling and transformative orders. Expressive parallels 
between ionic bonds and the conceptual linkages that create meaning are 
evident in Federici’s poetic explorations: they shape how the asemic struc-
tures emerge and operate on these pages. The present, but invisible forces of 
attraction that group and link the disparate elements on the page into coher-
ent and stabile forms cause the spontaneous emergence of order from their 
connections and associations: attractions of elements that are not otherwise 
linked, but whose association is unquestionable: this is the «staggering of 
articulations» that creates meaning from coherent ordering, but which cannot 
escape the essential role of human consciousness. His asemic poetry brings 
the role of human agency—the mind responsible for linking the elements—
back into discourse to dispute the rational ordering normally assumed for hu-
man consciousness31, offering instead a model where rationality will always 
fail because the linkages and associations rely on metaphysical and emotion-
al resonances as much as directed and normative connections. Introducing 
this irrationality into semiotics brings the fantastic and hallucinatory aspects 
of asemic poetics where the recognition of language begets something other 
than meaning into focus as the foundational moment of ordering before the 
invention of signs or their linkage to signification—an instability that Federi-
ci connects to the indeterminacy of quantum physics. 

How the audience connects the various pieces together is neither fixed 
nor an a priori certainty, despite Federici invoking familiar organizational 
structures in these poems. This question, articulation, remains in a state of 
superposition where multiple and not necessarily converging ways of see-
ing these pages offer distinct potentials, but it is not the resolution of these 
ambiguities, but their maintenance that guides reading for this collection: 
a theoretically inflected mode of reading where the investigation becomes 
the poetic expression, rather than the permutation and deflection of signs in 
familiar, lexical poetics.
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