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ABSTRACT

The term “encyclopedic” describes unusually large-scale works of fiction that emulate
the scope and structure of an encyclopedia, incorporating a broad range of knowledge,
disciplines and cultural references to attempt a comprehensive portrait of a particular
“world” or era. Unsurprisingly, and in line with dominant ideas about rationality and
intellectual authority, since the 1970s scholars have largely identified fictional encyclo-
pedism with the work of white male writers, overlooking the ways women and writers
of color have engaged with it. This paper examines four novels by women — Leslie M.
Silko’s Gardens in the Dunes (1999), C.E. Morgan’s The Sport of Kings (2016), Marisha
Pessl’s Special Topics in Calamity Physics (2006) and Lucy Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport
(2019) — that challenge conventional definitions and expectations about encyclopedic
fiction in that, while they engage deeply with the history and practice of encyclopedic
thought in the US at the level of content, this engagement generally concentrates on
a single topic or area of knowledge and shapes their form only marginally, if at all.
Collectively, these novels hold a mirror to encyclopedism from liminal positions to
which women, along with other minorities, have long been relegated within US society.
The resulting images of US history and culture highlight the link of encyclopedism
to colonial practices (Silko), expose its role in laying and upholding the country’s
patriarchal foundations (Morgan), trace its legacy in educational institutions whose
structure and curricula still reproduce imperial hierarchies (Pessl), and reclaim it as a
feminist aesthetic that confronts ongoing discrimination and oppression against women
in the contemporary age (Ellmann). | use father-daughter dynamics — around which
encyclopedism manifests in each novel — to anchor my analysis of how encyclopedic
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writing can expose and challenge the ways patriarchy and colonialism have suppressed
non-dominant knowledge forms and constrained women’s intellectual life, undermining
their confidence and autonomy.
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Encyclopedic Fiction, Women and Knowledge, Patriarchal Authority, Coloniality of
Knowledge, Contemporary US Novel

The term “encyclopedic novel” commonly refers to large-scale works of fiction
that emulate the scope and structure of an encyclopedia by incorporating a
broad range of knowledge, narrative styles, disciplines and cultural references
to attempt a comprehensive portrait of a particular historical period or cultural
whole. The critical understanding of this form has been shaped above all by
Edward Mendelson, whose influential essay on encyclopedic narratives empha-
sized the epic ambitions of such works and linked them to Western models of
historical progress and national development. Subsequent scholars, including
Frederick R. Karl, Tom LeClair, and Stefano Ercolino helped consolidate the
association of the encyclopedic mode with the expansive scope, ambition to
encompass multiple disciplines, and large ensembles of characters and plotlines
found in “big” postmodern novels such as Gravity’s Rainbow, Infinite Jest
and Underworld! In doing so, this body of scholarship has contributed to
cementing the idea that encyclopedic writing is inherently masculine and a
product of the highest literary ambition within the US postwar socio-cultural
context. As Hilary Clark argues, this pattern reflects both the historical associ-
ation of encyclopedic knowledge with intellectual authority and the gendered

' Franco Moretti’s theory of modern epic/world texts contributed to the theoretical

understanding of encyclopedic or totalizing fiction in Western literature, too. However,
it intersects with US literature only marginally, through its discussion of Moby-Dick (18sr).
For this reason, I draw on Moretti’s work only in the section on Ducks, Newburyport,
where his reading of Joyce offers useful insights for exploring Ellmann’s engagement with
fictional encyclopedism.
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structures governing access to cultural prestige (Encyclopaedia 27). Yet the
encyclopedic novel is not limited to producing national portraits resonating
with dominant narratives or prevailing ideas of cultural prestige. I argue that
the form shows its distinctive critical potential also, if not especially, when
fictional encyclopedism is deployed in more unorthodox, “less pervasive” ways
and from non-dominant perspectives.

This essay examines four novels by US women writers — Leslie M. Silko’s
Gardens in the Dunes (1999), C.E. Morgan’s The Sport of Kings (2016), Marisha
Pessl’s Special Topics in Calamity Physics (2006) and Lucy Ellmann’s Ducks,
Newburyport (2019). In these works, engagement with the history and practice
of encyclopedic thought is central to the narrative and the authors’ critical
inquiries, yetit does not reflect the totalizing ambition typically associated with
canonical (male) encyclopedic novels or the conventional strategies through
which such texts construct the illusion of a synecdochic relationship with the
real world. Instead, these novels tend to focus on a single domain of knowl-
edge, which then serves as a lens for exploring broader cultural, historical, or
epistemological questions. Their engagement with the encyclopedic tradition
functions less as an overarching formal strategy than as a method for revealing
the ideological frameworks through which knowledge is produced. It also
shapes their aesthetic only marginally, if atall.* Rather than disqualifying nov-
els from the category of encyclopedic fiction, I argue that this unconventional
deployment of the mode draws attention to the existence of alternative, non-
dominant ways of knowing and related forms of encyclopedic practice, which

*  Thecopresence of encyclopedic inquiry and aesthetic impact is central to Kiron Ward’s

proposal for restoring critical precision to the term “encyclopedic” in literary studies,
which he argues has often been applied vaguely to justify a novel’s relation to the encyclope-
dia or used in a way that disregards historical specificity (9; 13). However, this approach still
occasionally risks excluding texts that, perhaps intentionally, reject canonical encyclopedic
aesthetics and could for this reason provide significant insight into the evolution of the
form.
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are crucial for a deeper understanding of the ongoing significance and critical
potential of the encyclopedic novel in the US (and beyond).

In their novels, Silko, Morgan, Pessl and Ellmann organize their encyclope-
dic inquiries around some form of paternal or patriarchal dynamic - ranging
from explicit father-daughter relationships to broader structures of paternal
authority such as the figure of the white colonial patriarch in Silko’s novel.
I use these dynamics as a guiding thread to highlight how they are not only
a recurring feature across the texts but also central to their representation of
women’s encounters with systems of knowledge historically tied to colonial
and national forms of power. As “the primary initial socialization agent, acting
as a microcosm of society,” the family plays a crucial role not only in regulating
access to education and knowledge but also in sustaining the “production and
reproduction of polarized gender values” (Adams and Coltrane 233). It thus
becomes a key site where individuals are taught from a very early age “who is
‘licensed’ to discourse encyclopedically, and how one comes to this position
[...] which audiences are ‘entitled’ to participate in or assume the power of this
discourse on knowledge” (Clark, “Discourse” 108n3) — a particularly relevant
point for exploring the relationship between women and fictional encyclope-
dism.

In the following sections, I illustrate how, despite differences in style, nar-
rative structure, and historical setting, the selected novels use encyclopedic
writing to expose and challenge the suppression of non-dominant knowledge
forms, the marginalization of women within dominant Western epistemolog-
ical systems, and, implicitly, the gendered notions of literary greatness asso-
ciated with the encyclopedic novel. In Gardens in the Dunes, encyclopedic
discourse emerges through the colonial systems of botanical classification and
imperial science accompanying European expansion. The Sport of Kings ex-
plores the persistence of these hierarchies within genealogical and racial logics
structuring American patriarchal lineages. Special Topics in Calamity Physics
shifts to contemporary educational institutions, showing how academic cul-
ture and the literary canon continue to reproduce forms of epistemological
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authority rooted in colonial hierarchies. Finally, Ducks, Newburyport moves
beyond the direct presence of a paternal figure to explore the internalization of
patriarchal structures within language and everyday life. At the same time, at
the level of literary form, Ellmann’s novel performs a parallel shift: through its
radical use of interior monologue and stream of consciousness — approached
here via Hélene Cixous’s concept of écriture féminine — it reclaims encyclopedic
writing from a distinctly feminine perspective, incorporating domains tradi-
tionally dismissed as domestic or insufficiently “important” for encyclopedic
representation into a mode conventionally interpreted as masculine.

The White Guardian: Indigo and Edward Palmer in Silko’s
Gardens in the Dunes

Set at the turn of the twentieth century, Gardens in the Dunes captures
Western modern systems of knowledge at a moment close to their historical
consolidation within the context of colonial exploration. Through the story
of eleven-year-old Indigo of the fictional Sand Lizard people — who runs away
from an Indian boarding school and is found hiding on Hattie and Edward
Palmer’s estate in Riverside, California — the novel stages an encounter between
indigenous epistemologies and the scientific, imperial forms of knowledge that
accompanied European colonialism. Unable to immediately return Indigo to
school, the Palmers decide to fulfil their “duty” of contributing to the civiliza-
tion of Native Americans by “adopting” the girl for the summer and bringing
her along on their transatlantic journey. Hattie, who is genuinely fond of
Indigo, takes up a maternal role by instructing her in geography, reading,
writing in English, while Edward poses as a stern and emotionally uninvolved
patriarch absorbed in his work as plant collector.

Silko explores the emergence of colonial encyclopedic practices primarily
through botany, a field that, both within and beyond the novel, functions as
a synecdoche for the broader epistemological system established in the West
since the early modern period. As Banu Subramaniam argues, the advent of
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European settler colonialism ushered in “a more systematic and systematized
knowledge of plants. Explorers roamed the colonies discovering a plethora
of ‘new’ and interesting plants” for which they needed a universally accepted
name (2). Carl Linnaeus’s system of classification and nomenclature satisfied
this need but, being a “sexual system” that “organized plants and flowers
around an anthropomorphic imagery and in sexual binaries — male and fe-
male,” it risked exposing the numerous women active in the field to “immoral
influences” (25 85). This encouraged the gradual transformation of botany
into a male enclave, fueling “an extractive economy through the objectifica-
tion and commodification of the colonized world and the destruction of local
infrastructures and knowledges” (46). In this sense, botany provided an early
model for the modern Western organization of knowledge: a classificatory
system that separated scientific authority from everyday practices and displaced
earlier engagements with plants as sources of food, medicine, and communal
knowledge.

In Silko’s novel, Edward represents this global imperial and scientific order,
as well as its imbrication with the individual and the domestic (Tillett 190). As
a botanist and a capitalist, he travels to Brazil, the Keys and the Caribbean Sea
to collect “samples of local and regional agriculture [...] with commercial po-
tential” and purchase “archeological artifacts and curiosities” (Silko 85). While
attempting to settle his debts after a disastrous expedition to the Para River,
he agrees to go to Corsica to steal citron cuttings, covering the enterprise as a
family journey. Temporarily imprisoned by the local authorities for smuggling
rare orchids that he hopes to hybridize for the global horticultural markets, his
unshakeable faith in scientific progress drives him to join a (fraudulent) meteor
mining enterprise, only to dissipate Hattie’s family money and die at the hands
of his treacherous business partner.

Colonial, resource-driven views of the natural world contrast with Indigo’s
indigenous knowledge of plants and crops. In their secret desert gardens, her
grandmother used to grow edible flowers, fruit and vegetables, collecting seeds
to increase biodiversity and consuming according to horizontal hierarchies.
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Indigo knows plants by “pet names,” such as “Bushy, Fatty, Skinny, Shorty,
Mother, and Baby” (Silko 17), which contrast with the austerity of the often
eponymous, male-centered Latin plant names of Western botany and testify
to the Sand Lizards’ engagement in what Glen Sean Coulthard calls “grounded
normativity”: practices “deeply informed by what the land as a system of recip-
rocal relations and obligations can teach us about living [ ...] in nondominating
and nonexploitative terms” (13, original emphasis).

Through(out) her transatlantic journey, Indigo discovers and exposes links
between these practices and worldviews and those of some radical European
women. In Bath, she meets Hattie’s aunt Bronwyn, whose gardens have no
commercial or social purpose (unlike Edward’s glasshouses in Riverside and his
sister’s Victorian gardens in Oyster Bay, regularly transplanted to showcase her
social status). Along fruit and vegetables, Bronwyn grows herbs and medicinal
plants, both indigenous and foreign, highlighting how England depends on her
colonial expansion for much of her food supply. Profeéssoressa Laura, in the hills
around Lucca, subjects her gardens to minimal maintenance to not disturb the
spontaneous growth of what, to Hattie, looks like a “primordial forest” (Silko

«c

288). These luscious gardens are an instance of harmonious “ ‘partnership’
between human and other-than-human” (Tillett 202) that challenges both
capitalist interests and colonial epistemic apparatuses like the museum. In
fact, Laura’s wild gardens also host ancient artifacts from across Europe that
resonate with the spiritual traditions of the indigenous Americas — a decision
that Edward criticizes by commenting that “artifacts of the early millennia
[belong] in the hands of scientists and scholars” (Silko 293).

Edward is similarly irritated by Laura’s “generous gifts of packets of seeds
and corms” to Indigo, thinking that it seems “a bit ludicrous for [her] to
pretend the Indian child would ever plant [them], much less perform the
pollination process for hybrids, even if she did take notes on all the necessary
steps” (Silko 303). Unwilling to engage in any knowledge exchange with his
ward, Edward remains convinced of her people’s inability to master nature in

a profitable manner that would allow them to “survive in the white man’s
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world” (309). In his detached self-appointed role as guardian and represen-
tative of a global patriarchal colonial order, he is blind to Indigo’s profound
understanding of and spiritual relation to nature, which she cultivates by
gathering seeds and drawings throughout her journey. Indigo embodies the
forms of knowledge that pre-existed colonial systems of oppression and that,
although ostracized or erased, still enact forms of “lived resistance” (Tillett 191)
to dominant exploitative practices often preserved by women and indigenous
communities worldwide.?

The Encyclopedia of the Family Tree: Henrietta and
Henry Forge in Morgan’s The Sport of Kings

If Silko’s novel exposes the colonial epistemological foundations of Western
knowledge systems, Morgan’s The Sport of Kings examines how those classifi-
catory logics persist within the genealogical and racial structures of patriarchy
inlate-twentieth-century US. Here the entanglement of family education with
the systemic racism sustaining the settler-colonial order becomes even more
explicit. Morgan’s encyclopedic drive mobilizes evolutionary theory to frame
both horse breeding and the Forge family tree as symbols of the South’s (a
proxy for the broader United States) obsession with origins, identity, status,
and especially purity.

Henry and his daughter Henrietta are descendants of one of Kentucky’s ear-
liest settlers and representative of a sociocultural system designed to reproduce
itself through a linear heteropatriarchal model of knowledge transmission.
Through them, Morgan raises a central question: “How far away from your
father can you run?” (3). Her novel suggests that “[w]e live our lives within
doubled constraints — the mystery of human nature operating within us, all

3 Itis worth noticing that the Sand Lizards are Silko’s fictional response to and rectifi-

cation of the poor historical records available, produced according to a distinctly European
viewpoint, on the Hia C-ed O’odham (Sand People), a band of the Tohono O’odham people
that the Spaniards forced out of their traditional lands in the Sonora desert (Tillett 191-92).
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of history bearing down upon us” (Schulz 66). These constraints ultimately
claim Henrietta’s life, illustrating the difficulty of effecting meaningful change
from a marginalized position.

Although Henry turned cornfields into breeding grounds for racehorses in
rebellion against his tyrannical father (John Henry, after whom both he and
Henrietta are named), he ultimately perpetuates the same reactionary belief
that the (white) man is the master of all things and must continually reproduce
himself to remain so. This patriarchal system conceives of education as a
means for “keep[ing] you on the established path” and of tradition as “learning
collected. [...] There is no need for improvement [...], only adherence to a
line that has never altered, because it’s never proven unsound” (Morgan so-st).
Henrietta represents a threat to the continuation of the Forges” exceptional
lineage — a force so irresistible that it becomes a proper character, referred
to with a capitalized “It.” But her encyclopedic homeschooling in biology,
botany, and above all genetics and horse breeding — which peppers the nar-
rative with lists and excerpts from scientific treaties — does not quench her
desire to discover what lies beyond her family heritage (like her mother did
after divorcing Henry). “I am as trapped as any Thoroughbred” (313), she
comments, showing awareness that, in her father’s/keeper’s world, she shares
value and purpose with his animal property.

Indeed, Henry embodies a patriarchal knowledge system that relegates
women to the natural kingdom and considers them as resources to exploit.
Throughout the novel, woman and horse are conflated, especially after Henry
manages to obtain an extraordinary filly, Hellsmouth. To assimilate these “fe-
male heirs” into the Forges” mythical destiny for greatness, Henry lets himself
be guided by his conviction that “evolution is a ladder to perfection” (Morgan
73) and the horse an evolutionary gem. “Evolution” gave him a winning filly
— this “fine example of controlled usage, of taking great chances with breed-
ing” (362); he therefore feels entitled to use the same “control mechanism” to
ensure that Henrietta, too, advances the Forges’ bloodline towards perfection,
recurring to incest with the same resolve with which he practices inbreeding
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on his racehorses. That he recites his own ancestry using the same phrasing
normally used to describe a horse’s genealogy — “by” for the sire/father, the ac-
tive shaper, and “out of” for the dam/mother, the molded matter — emphasizes
women’s passive role in maintaining patriarchal lineages. Within this system,
Henrietta is integrated into a long line of male Forges, like Hellsmouth’s talent
is reclaimed by her legendary progenitor, Secretariat — the horse from which
every horse in the real 2025 Kentucky Derby descends (Taranto).

However, this does not prevent Henrietta from questioning the ethical
grounds of her father’s teachings. Turning to sexual promiscuity as the only
means to achieve a semblance of freedom from masculine laws (Lapointe 19),
she starts an affair with Allmon, Hellsmouth’s Black ex inmate stable hand, and
gets pregnant with his child. Just before giving birth, the Forges’ veterinary
reveals to her that, in evolutionary terms, the horse is not perfection, but
failure: “Equidae was an empire — a huge family - in the animal kingdom,
but most of its branches disappeared and its descendants died out until all
that was left was equus” (Morgan 488). Freed from her father’s lies, she hopes
that her non-white child will introduce a subversive branch in her family tree.
While in labor, Henrietta mockingly tells her father that “[e]very animal knows
more than we do” (390), implying that natural change is unstoppable and that
the Forges have already reached the decadent “stage of equus.” However, her
death by childbirth shows how power imbalances undermine attempts to effect
change even when dominant frameworks are eroding.

Much like Henry’s distorted understanding of the theory of evolution sup-
ported his worldview and vested interests, Henrietta’s eulogy illustrates how
women’s lives are systematically re-signified to uphold patriarchal narratives:
the pastor interprets Henrietta’s last words — “Quick. Quick!” (390), a request
to the nurse to extract the child so that the pain would stop — as a sign that she
willingly forfeited her life for her child’s. The pastor presents his reconstruc-
tion of the events as the community’s moral obligation to “let go of the facts” -
according to which Henrietta died of cardiac failure — and “rewrite [her] story
to tell the truth” (401). This truth frames women as resources in the sphere
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of social reproduction, willing to be disposed of once they have fulfilled their
duty. Analogously, Henry is confronted with a child of “the wrong color but
[with] the right blood” (423) and, to him, blood breeds true. Showing a mild
understanding that Henrietta’s legacy is the power of change, he decides to
stop contributing sacrifices (horses) to the altar (sport) “of kings” (patriarchy).
But the difficulty of eradicating the system of oppression that he was taught to
perpetuate is implicit in the fact that, while his grandchild is not white, he is
still male, and his being named Samuel is not a rupture of family traditions but
rather a cyclical return to the family’s very origin — to the Samuel Forge who
first reached Kentucky. Still, Henrietta and this new Samuel can be read as
alternative knowledge systems rising within dominant “encyclopedias” as they
slowly but steadily offer hope of destabilizing them into new worldviews.

Empowered Young Women and Institutions of
(Un)learning: Blue and Garreth Van Meer in Pessl’s
Special Topics in Calamity Physics

While The Sport of Kings foregrounds the connection between encyclopedic
logics and patriarchal family structures, showing how systems of knowledge
reproduce themselves within the domestic sphere, Pessl’s Special Topics in
Calamity Physics shifts the focus to the interaction between homeschooling
and one of the main institutions through which such systems continue to be
reproduced beyond it: education. Set largely on an American college campus,
the novel follows sixteen-year-old Blue, the brilliant daughter of the charis-
matic political science professor Garreth Van Meer. Like Henry for Henrietta,
Garreth is Blue’s primary teacher and mentor. Yet the astonishingly in-depth
education this widowed father provides focuses on the humanities and aims to
equip Blue with the tools to become an independent thinker — “thus, when
you’re ultimately set loose upon the world [...] I suspect you’ll have no choice
but to go down in history” (Pessl 24). Blue also attends schools — approx-
imately twenty-four between the ages of six and sixteen — but this formal
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education remains secondary to the encyclopedicapproach to learning that her
father passes on to her while moving across the country from one teaching post
to the next. However, unlike Henrietta’s conservative homeschooling, Gar-
reth’s pedagogy explicitly aims to train Blue to question institutional authority.
Although she is sometimes as afraid of disappointing her father as of turning
into him, Blue believes she enjoys unlimited access to knowledge — atleast until,
while investigating the apparent suicide of a high-school teacher, she realizes
that the one thing she knows nothing about is precisely her “stirring example
of Paternity: handsome, devoted, wearing tweed” Garreth (314).

Pessl’s use of fictional encyclopedism to explore the relationship between
women and knowledge in the contemporary age can be approached through
Mark McGurl’s notion of “campus novel” (47), a distinctive post-World War
ITUS literary form that responds to the proliferation of creative writing college
programs and shares roots in the Cold War era with the scholarly debates on the
cultural role of encyclopedic fiction, inaugurated by Mendelson’s essay. Special
Topics in Calamity Physics fits this definition not only for its college setting
but also for its ironic yet probing exploration of the institutions where the
wide range of knowledge displayed in encyclopedic fiction is often acquired
and legitimized. Blue’s encyclopedic approach to learning manifests in the
“academic aesthetics” that Pessl fashions for her retrospective account of the
investigation: digressions, reflections and redundant descriptive details, quota-
tions and claims supported with parenthetical references to real and invented
works of (non)fiction. Most significantly, Blue organizes her story into chap-
ters named after texts from a canonical literature curriculum. Asshe explainsin
theintroduction, she writes to process the traumatic events of the previous year
and therefore needs a “[s]caffolding to which [she] may cling” - something
that, as her father taught her, only the curriculum’s “celestial, sweet set of
instructions,” “deadlines” and “structure” (Pessl 11-12) can provide: “Even if
it is arbitrary, without it, we’re lost” (12, original emphasis).

The prominence of academic practices and the literary canon in Pessl’s
ironic, engagement with encyclopedism invites reflection on the influence of
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institutions of learning — and the intellectual élites they sustain — on free
thinking, especially among women. By embodying two authority figures (pro-
fessor and father), Garreth highlights and criticizes the belonging of family and
school to the same patriarchal, capitalist system of oppression (McGurl xii),
encapsulated in his definition of high-brow academia as a “tight-knit circle of
incest” (Pessl 22): this pun highlights the similarly elitist principles of organized
knowledge production shared by academia and the encyclopedia, as evident
from the latter’s etymology (“circle of leaning”). On the one hand, Garreth
views the professor as “the only person on earth with the power to put a
veritable frame around life — [he] organizes the unorganizable” (11). This claim
might clash with the current tendency to belittle the work of teachers and
scholars but reminds us of the institutional authority embedded in academic
knowledge. On the other hand, Blue eventually discovers that his refusal
of a tenured position is not only a means of preserving intellectual indepen-
dence but also his cover for recruiting new members for an anti-capitalist
underground organization. Unassuming behind his academic title (a sardonic
reminder thatintellectuals are often perceived as harmless and their subversion
confined to theory), Garreth is the mind behind their “shift in strategy [...]

’»

‘Rebellion in the Information Age’” (487), which replaces overt attacks with
covert knowledge collection aimed at keeping their violence invisible. In this
sense, the novel introduces a crucial variation on the paternal transmission of
encyclopedic knowledge examined so far: Garreth does not simply reproduce
dominant epistemic structures but teaches his daughter how to manipulate
and potentially subvert them.

Garreth seems to genuinely use his potentially patronizing “framing power”
to make Blue capable of fighting for “[her] truth, not someone else’s,” and
finding the most suitable “tempo” and “narrative structure” (314; 71; 72) for
recounting her own story. Consequently, when he understands that Blue is his
intellectual equal and close to unmasking his relationship with the murdered
teacher, he is impressed but flees overnight, certain that Blue can fend for
herself. The curriculum-like organization of her writing shows Blue’s ability to
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critically process her father’s teachings. While Garreth mistrusts online sources,
the internet proves crucial to her investigation. Inaloose replication ofhis dou-
ble identity as diligent father/professor and underground revolutionist, Blue
challenges patriarchal knowledge forms by reappropriating and repurposing
literary texts that, whether intentionally or not, still contribute to upholding
a culture oppressive to women. She symbolically begins doing this when she
confronts Garreth by bombarding him with her findings (verbally) and the
Western canon (by throwing classics at him), before recognizing that she is “in-
flicting more harm on [herself] than [him]” (462). Hence her decision to write
first an irrefutable account of her investigation to the police and, one year later,
her semi-serious epic work of fiction with chapters titled after canonical texts
whose themes and tropes she revises at her discretion to generate resonance
with her story.

Blue’s awareness of the role of education and the canon in preserving the
status quo is also clear from her description of classrooms as “relatively well-
developed nations” (Pessl 26), a parallel that she reverses to frame as empow-
ering the unruly sexuality of two female classmates — a form of uprising in
“still developing nations” (150) — and her own reaction to bullying — “I had
to show them they were not dealing with a wounded, fearful nation, but an
awakened giant” (424). The gendered composition of her reading list, which
includes only four white women and one male writer of color out of a total of
thirty-six texts, acknowledges the struggle to reform centuries-old institutions
whose foundations lie in serving and preserving men’s authority. However,
Blue’s choice to name chapter 30 (in which she takes her first major step as
a detective) after a non-existent book deploys the irony typical of campus
narratives to expose the ephemerality of such male intellectual dominance -
gaps that women can begin to turn to their advantage by identifying and filling
them.
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A Mother’s World: Linguistic Creativity against Phallogo-
centrism in Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport

Where Silko, Morgan, and Pessl foreground controlling patriarchs regulating
women’s access to knowledge, Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport portrays the in-
ner world of a narrator and main character — an unnamed white lower-middle-
class Ohioan woman in her forties, overwhelmed by anxiety for juggling four
children and a precarious job as a home baker — who barely mentions her
father and revolves almost entirely around her relationship with her mother.
Far from depicting the disappearance of patriarchy, this focus on womanhood
and motherhood in contemporary US life examines its internalization and
ongoing power, shaping women’s thoughts and behavior, while also reveal-
ing strategies to resist it. The narrator’s mother’s premature death prevented
her from becoming “a person, or [at least] the person [she] might’ve been”
(Ellmann 728), contributing to a pervasive sense of inadequacy as a citizen, a
woman and a mother that Ellmann presents as the hallmark of contemporary
US.# Ellmann addresses this pressure by elevating her narrator’s domestic and
personal anxieties as the subject matter of encyclopedic fiction.

The novel’s encyclopedic dimension emerges primarily through its radi-
cal formal experimentation, combining interior monologue with stream-of-
consciousness narration over almost 1,000 pages. As Franco Moretti notes in
his discussion of Ulysses, this combination functions as a “motor of literary
evolution” (19), allowing writers to connect the minutiae of everyday life to
larger historical and cultural phenomena. By exploiting this amplifying po-
tential, Ellmann incorporates an extraordinary breadth of references into one
woman’s consciousness: politics, the environmental crisis, gun violence and
femicide, the dismantling of Obamacare, and much more. These thoughts

*  See Warner (33-37; 44-45; 196) for an explanation of how child-mother relationships

have been “weaponized” to reassert patriarchal control on women following the second
wave of feminist movements, by shifting attention in social narratives from women’s lives
and bodies to their children.
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alternate with lists of additives in food, cake recipes and domestic appliances,
and with references to US history and culture triggered either by memories
or real-time input (song lyrics, film titles and plots, Smartphone notifications
and online searches, to name buta few). In doing so, Ellmann transforms what
might appear as ordinary anxiety into a literary lens capable of surveying the
contemporary US, linking individual experience to broader social structures.
Additionally, Ducks, Newburyport deploys interior monologue and stream
of consciousness as “technique[s] of possibility as such, irrespective of its real-
ization” (Moretti 143), to challenge gendered notions of cultural relevance that
often frame encyclopedic fiction as overdetailed life writing when written by
women and focusing on women’s everyday experience (Letzler 93-121). Build-
ing on this insight, David Letzler describes a similar dynamic with reference to
the role of these techniques in Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage (1915-67) and
Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook (1962): they expand the conscious efforts
of female protagonists that “cannot rely on conventional or habitual patterns
of behavior to guide [them]” and must consequently “discover new possible
paths within the world” (116). Ellmann pursues a similar goal: while staging the
tension between internalized and external patriarchal forces, her narrator’s en-
cyclopedicinterior monologue ultimately becomes a form of écriture féminine,
which Hélene Cixous defines as writing that embodies women’s overflowing
creativity, insisting that “[w]riting is for you, you are for you; your body is
yours” (876). Through this lens, Ellmann reasserts female authority in and
through encyclopedic fiction, showing how feminine creativity can push back
against phallogocentric structures and reclaim cultural and epistemic space for
women. More specifically, Ellmann shows how literature — and the encyclope-
dic novel - can not only speak of and for women, but above all come to their
rescue: if her fictional character overflows with torrential desires, dreams and
rhymes but the pressure of the contemporary world is such that her creativity
remains relegated to an interior monologue, in her capacity as author, Ellmann
overcomes this limitation, partly making up for her narrator’s and numberless
other real-life women’s lack of time and strength to undertake the liberating
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act of writing themselves back into existence against the sense of inferiority
enforced on them by a patriarchal culture and society.

Another area in which Ellmann styles her écriture féminine as interior
monologue to attempt to amplify women’s fight against phallogocentrism is
its ability to reproduce the feeling of going crazy that characterizes mother-
hood in twenty-first century US. Judith Warner conceptualizes this feeling as
the “mommy mystique”: “a new kind of soul-draining perfectionism” (13), a
“caught-by-the-throat feeling [...] of #lways doing something wrong” (3, orig-
inal emphasis), caused by a cultural mix of “promise with politics, feminism
with ‘family values,’ science and sound bites and religion and, above all, fear
into a combustible combination that is nothing less than perfect madness” (8,
original emphasis). The mechanisms underlying the mommy mystique are so
all-encompassing that they are invisible — like the women affected by them
- and even difficult to name. Through her anonymous narrator, Ellmann
exposes this issue and deploys interior monologue in women’s writing to en-
hance mothers’ attempts to restore, through semantic creativity, a grammar
that would help them “[think] their way out of the culture of motherhood that
so fatigues them” (32). Challenging the drive toward totality of conventional
male encyclopedic projects, Ellmann’s mother-oriented interior monologue
resembles more a playful, open-ended thesaurus than an encyclopedia and,
through a recursive, non-linear narrative, often explores non-dominant ways
of knowing and learning, for example by speculating on animal behavior and
Native Americans’ respect for the other-than-human.

By proxy, Ducks, Newburyport challenges the intrinsic maleness of the en-
cyclopedic novel conveyed (mostly but not exclusively) by earlier descriptions
of the form by exposing the category’s reliance on the patriarchal cultural
conventions that shape our understanding of literary genius — and that are
particularly evident in reviews that credited the novel’s formal ingenuity more
to Joyce’s enduring presence than to Ellmann’s originality. While hints to
Ulysses and Molly’s eight-sentence interior monologue are undeniable, these
critical responses testify to an enduring difficulty on the part of most literary
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critics to acknowledge and describe “female greatness.” In this way, Ducks,
Newburyport not only expands the formal and thematic scope of the encyclo-
pedic novel, but also models how literature can recuperate women’s creativity
within traditions historically dominated by male authority.

Conclusion

The contemporary encyclopedic novel has revealed its critical potential
through a broader range of perspectives than the relatively narrow set of white
male-authored texts that have traditionally been used to define this category.
The authors considered here share a contemporary standpoint in (or on) US
culture and society (Ellmann moved to the UK at a young age but writes
extensively about her native country) and focus on female protagonists whose
relationship to knowledge is mediated and shaped by both individual paternal
or patriarchal figures and the pervasive influence of patriarchal social institu-
tions. As Tom LeClair (29-30) and Nick Levey (152) note, gendered socializa-
tion affects how men and women value and narrate their experiences, which in
turn shapes literary production. By engaging with fictional encyclopedism in
unconventional ways, Silko, Morgan, Pessl and Ellmann highlight the Western
patriarchal family as an early site of socialization, where gender roles are both
enforced and contested.

Levey further observes that the gender disparity in encyclopedic discourse
is reinforced by men’s greater access to fields of knowledge that provide much
of the material for traditional encyclopedic novels, such as science and tech-
nology (28). The novels in this study show women navigating these and
other domains — botany, genetics and horse breeding, academia, and, naturally,
the encyclopedic novel itself — thereby exposing the gendered structures that
historically underwrite access to authority. Rather than using encyclopedic
writing to capture the rise of a national or international order, as Mendelson
describes (1267-68), these women authors redirect its potential to explorations
of the US’ historical and contemporary entanglements with settler colonialism,
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patriarchy, and capitalism. They demonstrate that encyclopedic practices do
not merely reflect cultural prestige or intellectual authority but can also illu-
minate the ways such authority has contributed to systemic gender and racial
inequalities.

Ultimately, these novels show that the encyclopedic form need not be the
exclusive domain of male ambition: through unconventional thematic focus,
non-dominant perspectives, and inventive formal strategies, women and writ-
ers from other marginalized groups can use encyclopedic fiction to reclaim
authority, amplify overlooked knowledge, and offer creative interventions into
the cultural and epistemic structures that shape everyday life. In this sense,
fictional encyclopedism not only retains formal significance but also enhances
its ethical and political potential.
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