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ABSTRACT

The goal of this paper is to explore the distinctions between two terms that are usually
used interchangeably to describe big, ambitious fiction: encyclopedism and maximalism.
It engages with theorizations relating to the encyclopedic mode of writing, most
notably Edward Mendelson’s, and recent definitions of maximalism as an epistemological
approach — one that values the pursuit of detail as a means of training attention (Letzler
2017; Levey 2017) or fostering empathy (Severs 2017). Encyclopedic narratives are
usually characterized by the aspiration to an all-encompassing representation of the
world. Indeed, an encyclopedia seeks to capture the privileged knowledge of the
universe as opposed to trivial information. Instead, maximalist texts embrace, if not
rely on, seemingly useless information of the worlds they describe, but not necessarily
for mimetic purposes. Attending to the possible overlaps between these two literary
forms, this article analyzes two texts that have never been studied alongside, namely
“Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” (1940) and Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969). While
reading the works of Jorge Luis Borges and Vladimir Nabokov in tandem is no novelty,
the unorthodoxy of choice in this juxtaposition will prove useful to make my point.
Ultimately, the results of my analyses demonstrate that these texts contribute to
an understanding of encyclopedism, though in different ways, while not both might
be described as maximalist writing. Furthermore, they show that whereas a neat
distinction between these two modes of writing cannot always be easily drawn, it helps
recognize their finer, oft overlooked differences and affordances.
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Introduction

The theories about hefty, ambitious fiction are, by and large, of two kinds. On
the one hand, some critics have generally celebrated the encyclopedic endeavor,
with amindset toward future possibilities (Mendelson; LeClair, The Art; Karl;
Bergholtz; Ward). On the other hand, several others have held a more cautious,
even premonitory, stance, placing human anxiety atits root (Burn, “Collapse;”
Herman and van Ewijk; Freeman; Ercolino). Whether one considers one group
of theories or the other, a shared characteristic in these theorizations is the
challenge of an all-embracing depiction of the world while simultaneously
being skeptical of the very possibility of such a representation. I believe that
thisissueis a key factor in exploring the distinctions between two terms that are
usually used interchangeably to describe big, ambitious fiction: encyclopedism
and maximalism." Indeed, I argue that encyclopedic narratives are usually char-
acterized by the aspiration to an all-encompassing representation of the world
while maximalist texts embrace, if not rely on, seemingly useless information
about the worlds they describe, but not strictly for mimetic ends.

Engaging with theorizations relating to the encyclopedic mode of writing,
most notably Edward Mendelson’s, and recent definitions of maximalism as an
epistemological approach — one that values the pursuit of detail as a means of
training attention (Letzler 2017; Levey 2017) or fostering empathy (Severs 2017)

' Forinstance, Vesa Kyllénen seems to equate Mendelson’s use of the encyclopedic novel

with “Tom LeClair’s ‘systems novel,” Frederick Karl’s ‘mega-novel,” Stephen J. Burn’s
‘encyclopedic novel” and Stefano Ercolino’s ‘maximalist novel’” (32). Likewise, Jonathan
R. Clark places all types of big, ambitious fiction, “the maximalist novel [...] the ‘systems
novel’ or the ‘Mega-Novel,”” in the same category.
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— I'will analyze two texts that have never been studied alongside: “Tlén, Ugbar,
Orbis Tertius” (1940) and Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969). While
reading the works of Jorge Luis Borges and Vladimir Nabokov in tandem is no
novelty, the unorthodoxy of choice in this juxtaposition will prove useful to
make my point.” Ultimately, the results of my analyses demonstrate that these
texts contribute to an understanding of encyclopedism, though in different
ways, while not both may be described as maximalist writing.

In 1976, Edward Mendelson famously used the term “encyclopedic narra-
tive” to refer to works of fiction in the Western tradition which “render the
full range of knowledge [...] of a national culture” (162). In establishing a
series of criteria, Mendelson pays homage to the extraordinary making of these
narratives. In1987, Tom LeClair introduced the category of the “systems novel”
and argued that the erudite works of the “systems novelists” (xii) “master the
time, the methods of fiction, and the reader” (1).

While other theories emerging in the second half of the twentieth century
might be mentioned, there is a younger generation in the new millennium that
has followed a similar path. Most recently, Benjamin Bergholtz has reframed
analysis of the maximalist form around the process of globalization. Suggesting
that maximalist novels formally replicate the very problems they represent, he
has posited that the way such fiction engages readers is “dialectical” rather
than “difficult” (s). In other words, although readers feel “trapped” (Wallace,
Infinite Jest 389) in the complexity and scope of represented systems beyond
their control, maximalist narratives challenge and ultimately encourage them
to stand against the unpredictability of convoluted global structures.

Similarly, Kiron Ward has argued that the concept of totality in encyclopedic
novels, as an approach rather than an object of representation, allows readers
to appreciate “the value of the work that it takes to aspire towards totality”
(171). Drawing on Diderot’s and d’Alembert’s respective visions of totality as a

*  For a set of rationales for addressing the works of Borges and Nabokov jointly, see

Kovalev.
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“school for philosophers [...] creat[ing] new knowledge” (Anderson 925) and
“the total stock of human knowledge” (913), he observes that the encyclopedic
discourse is concerned with implementing an aspiration toward totality rather
than delineating its plenitude.

Other critics consider large-scale novels representative of human vulnera-
bility. Stephen Burn understands them as marked by an intrinsic constraint,
indicating “the fragility of the human enterprise” (qtd. in Davenport2o1s) due
to the mass of data that exceeds the “encyclopedic grasp” (Burn, “Collapse” 59).
Identifying the encyclopedic project as “an impossible framework” (168), Luc
Herman and Petrus van Ewijk have criticized it for the “illusion” of represent-
ing totalizing knowledge (167). Others, such as James Wood, have contended
that the length of these novels manages to hide that “they are without life” (43).
This idea resonates with John Freeman’s comment on “the end of the ‘systems
novel’” as a result of the 9/11 attacks, which, however, was “not such a bad
thing.”

Across both strands of theorization, there exists a representational tension
between the totalizing impulse and a competing desire for endlessness. Cu-
riously, this tendency is common to Borges’s short stories where the reader
stumbles onto alternative universes thatattempt, against the odds, to represent
the knowledge of the world. Such is the case with “T16n” in which the narrator
tries to uncover the reality of an eponymous universe invented by a mysterious
society. Nonetheless, consulting various volumes of an encyclopedia produced
by this conspiratorial group does not bring about the unearthing of the secret
information about the world of TI6n. In effect, in the end, the “terror” of
the unknown planet’s idealist doctrine threatens to obliterate the world by
inserting itself into our own (20).

If Borges is famous for his “fondness for encyclopaedias” (Novillo-Corvaldn
180) and “creations of lands, world, and planets” to refer to ideas willed into our
world (Fishburn 64), Nabokov too is a master of exploring new universes in
his fiction where he “sketch[es] worlds of meaning beyond the text” (Bozovic
181). One need only think of his 1952 lectures on Don Quixote as a visitor
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at Harvard where he described the novel as “a veritable encyclopedia” (s52),
followed by another set of talks on the works of such writers as Flaubert and
Tolstoy. With that in mind, the protagonist of Nabokov’s Ada or Ardor
studies the imaginary world of Terra, with a history and geography similar to
our Earth. In a salient section, he even writes a book called The Texture of
Time seeking to “examine the essence of Time” or his “own notion of Time”
(467). Nevertheless, his treatise evinces not only the desire to understand the
texture of time — to grasp the otherwise fleeting temporal data of an imagined
world - but also the failure that inevitably accompanies it. Along these lines,
Will Norman has observed that Nabokov’s autobiography and fiction reveal
both a craving “to achieve the texture of time” and a threatening “presence
of history which frustrates that dream” by infiltrating the novelist’s personal
understanding of time (2.8).

Significantly, Borges’s and Nabokov’s stories signal the tendency in discus-
sions of encyclopedic fiction that mainly argue either for or against the possi-
bility of representing the full information of large-scale systems. This dynamic
is a seminal elementin distinguishing between encyclopedism and maximalism
as two distinct but related modes of writing, which are commonly conflated.
Thus, a fundamental question to address here is: representing what?

For Mendelson, the answer is the authors’ treatment of the knowledge
of their culture comprehensively. Burn’s use of the term “the encyclopedic
novel” (“Collapse” so) throws into relief the anxiety of depicting a society’s
total information insofar as the encyclopedic desire stems from a culture’s
cognizance of its own limitation. Even for Ward, who suggests the framework
of “totality-as-method” as opposed to “totality-as-object,” to better apprehend
encyclopedism (16), the focus remains on how to interpret totality.

Conversely, maximalist novels mostly focus on delineating the detailed data
of such systems while not essentially concerned with the issue of totality. They
might, or might not, include massive amounts of information of or about the
worlds they portray, but that, in and of itself, is not their main interest as
much as the rendition of the worlds’ details is. If encyclopedic fiction is largely
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concerned with full-scale depictions of worlds, maximalist writing primarily
foregrounds, if not relies on, seemingly insignificant details, though chiefly in
the service of rendering every aspect of the texts.

Nick Levey defines maximalism as a style of writing that prioritizes “the
pursuit of detail, specificity, and comprehensiveness” above anything else (2).
It endeavors to contain the descriptive details of the world but, contrary to
the encyclopedic form, “not necessarily for mimetic purposes” (2). This un-
derstanding bears resemblance to what David Letzler has described as “cruft”
(3) to refer to the pointless excess of information in “mega-novels” (Karl). The
value of cruft is in helping improve the ability “to modulate attention when
processing information” (Letzler 16). In a similar vein, Jeffrey Severs’s explo-
ration of David Foster Wallace’s fiction challenges the assumption in studies
of maximalist literature that the contemporary condition undercuts human
agency. Wallace’s late work showed that training selective attention would lead
to experiencing the details of a tedious supermarket as “not only meaningful,
but sacred” (Wallace, This is Water 93).2

Before moving on to my analyses of the works of Borges and Nabokov, a
caveat should be noted from the outset: the provisional distinction between
encyclopedism and maximalism is not meant to offer any strict generic or for-
mal demarcation lines between the two forms. Rather, it should be considered
a heuristic instrument or approach for enabling a more nuanced hermeneutic
engagement with the texts, allowing readers to appreciate their varied cognitive,
ethical, global, and historical affordances.*

> Thavenotincluded Ercolino’s definition of the maximalist novel because he considers

the encyclopedic mode (2 la Mendelson and Burn) as one of its constitutive elements.

*  Burn has made a similar distinction between two different strands of encyclopedic
fiction: the “novelistic encyclopedia” and the “skeletal encyclopedia” (“Encyclopedic Fic-
tions” 1x).
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On Encyclopedism: “This Brave New World”

Borges’s “T16n” begins in the real world of Buenos Aires with a first-person
narrator who discovers a fictional region, called Uqgbar, in a rogue copy of an
encyclopedia. As the narrator-protagonist and his friend set on learning about
that imaginary land, in a volume of a subsequent encyclopedia, they come to
know about the inhabitants of Ugbar’s belief in the exitance of Tlén — an
invented planet by a secret society. One feature of Tlonian thought s that it is
congenitally idealist, meaning objects there depend upon being perceived so, in
areductio ad absurdum of idealism. From a narrative perspective, a significant
illustration of this notion is offered through the poetics of worldmaking: if
the idealists’ speculations were indeed true, what would a world based on such
hypotheses look like?

In fact, within the span of a few pages, Borges explores the possibility of
including the ideal information of a world in an encyclopedia about it. The
beginning of the short story brings to focus “the conjunction of a mirror and
an encyclopedia” (“T16n”17), perhaps to intimate that they both reflect reality.
Nevertheless, the mirror is personified as “something monstrous” (17). Does
this alignment imply that encyclopedias, too, have a monstrous quality about
them? To begin with, The Anglo-American Cyclopaedia the two men become
interested in is described as “fallacious,” which emphasizes its illegitimacy as a
pirated copy of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. But it also reminds the reader
of Mendelson’s observation that “encyclopedias are monstrous” (165) and en-
cyclopedic narratives are works of “positive illegality” (174). Considering the
Latin meaning of monstra, Mendelson explains that encyclopedias provide no
sense of completion but only metastasize the gigantism of their own scale.
Interestingly, in a different volume of the same encyclopedia in Borges’s story,
mirrors are referred to as “abominable” because they “multiply” the visible
universe that is “an illusion” (“Tlén” 18). By the same token of parallelism
between mirrors and encyclopedias, the short story puts forth the question
whether the optimal data of a world might be included in an encyclopedia.
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In the postscript, such an idea is subverted as the imaginary planet of Tlon
invades reality: “How could one do other than submit to T16n, to the minute
and vast evidence of an orderly planet?” (30). Nonetheless, T16n offers only
“a semblance of order,” whose evidence comes from a “delinquent reprint” of
an encyclopedia (17). In fact, Tlon’s orderly feature is “devised by men” (30)
and, as such, it is a manufactured labyrinth that would lead to no fully-fledged
rendition of the world. If anything, in the end, the imposition of order on a
disorderly system, i.e. reality, has “disintegrated this world” (30).

But apart from adumbrating the failure of any attempt at an overreaching
depiction of the universe, the short story lays out a host of stylistic techniques
through which Borges engages with the encyclopedic mode of writing. Per-
haps, the best place to look for those strategies is the writer’s own declarations.
Borges once stated that the basic instruments of all fantastic literature are four:
“the work within the work, the contamination of reality by dream, the voyage
in time, and the double” (qtd. in Irby 12). Albeit fantastic literature is not
synonymous with encyclopedic fiction, the statement still informs some of the
narrative devices employed in “Tlén.”

The short story relates that the protagonist and his collaborator were dis-
cussing the composition of a novel whose first-person narrator, just as the
story’s, would distort reality. It is then revealed that few readers were able
to understand the reality the novel depicted. This can be understood as a
metafictional element that recalls the fictional structure of the story within
the story, about Tl6n, to be unfolded. At the same time, the protagonist, in
a parodical manner, tells us that the reality of the novel is “banal” but also
“atrocious” (Borges, “T16n” 17). In effect, by the end, the reader knows that
the elaborated invention of T16n in about three hundred volumes of the First
Encyclopedia of T16n has caused the narrator’s own world to be “wiped out”
(30).

If the imaginary worlds of the novel and Tl6n show two realities within
the universe of Borges’s story, the fictional land of Ugbar adds a third layer of
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complexity. Significantly, Ugbar solely exists in a different copy of The Anglo-
American Cyclopaedia, with four additional pages about it. The narrator is
startled to find out about this copy and that even the cartographicindices make
no mention of this place. But of course, Borges knows that the map is not the
territory — a notion heralded by the “fundamental vagueness” in the language
of the encyclopedia’s four-page article, and a metaphorical feature that makes
the references to the boundaries of Ugbar “nebulous” (18).

This multilayered narrative structure becomes even more convoluted as the
narrator comes into the possession of 4 First Encyclopaedia of Tlon left behind
by an enigmaticacquaintance. The first words the protagonist comes across are
“Orbis Tertius” (20), which is the secret society that appears to have invented
Tlén. The reader is told that this information is “coherent, with no visible
doctrinal intent or tone of parody” (20). Yet, the narrator mentions that Tlon
is a land of “theological and metaphysical controversy” (20), thereby casting
doubt on the reliability of an encyclopedia, found on the table of a deceased
friend who “suffered from unreality” (19).

Whether or not one takes the narrator’s comment at face value, the story
provides that which the protagonist of The Crying of Lot 49 calls an “extended
capacity for convolution” (Pynchon 19). As in Pynchon’s novel, here too,
there is an embedded narrative structure which becomes denser with every
paragraph, leaving the reader with an uncomfortable feeling of the world’s
unknowability. Such a stratified architecture of depicting the story’s content
is complicated and reflected by the encyclopedia of Tl6n in Borges’s story as
an anomalous object that “has not yet been possible to decipher” (“Tlon”
26). This portrayal calls to mind what Frederick Karl understands as the
necessary “incompleteness” of large-scale novels (160) through the narrative
tool of “layering” (159). Even though “Tlén” is a few pages, it still entails the
kind of complexity associated with encyclopedic writing. In this respect, there
is a nested narration of compressed information, regarding the problematics
connected with the form, through the employment of synecdoche.

If the creation of imaginary worlds is an effective instrument for Borges
to address the issue of all-encompassing representation, Nabokov, too, has
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benefited from that literary device. As Monica Manolescu has contended,
Nabokov “proves his familiarity with the here and now, with history and [...]
geography” because he knows well how to explore “this world and all of the
new worlds that emerge in his fiction” (358). Nowhere is perhaps such an
application more evident than when he deals with the theme of time in his
oeuvre. Itis no accident thatin 4da or Ardor the protagonist Van Veen works
onanovellaconceived as “a treatise on the Texture of Time,” which blends into
the text of the novel itself (490). Lest we forget, the plot revolves around Van
who relates his love story with the co-protagonist, and his own sister, Ada. In
the form of a fictional memoir, Van, in his nineties, recounts the various stages
of their affair as well as the realization that they are siblings.

The setting of the novel is a planet called Demonia or Antiterra in the late
nineteenth century — a world with a geography largely identical to that of
Earth, with occasional differences. Oddly enough, there is an author, named
“Falknermann” (327), whose collection of works ends up in Van’s possession.
This allusion is intriguing insomuch as Faulkner’s imaginary Yoknapatawpha
County cannot provide a comprehensive representation of his own Lafayette
County’ The reference sheds light on a common belief in the world of
Nabokov’s novel: according to some “sick minds” on Antiterra, the dubious
“notion of “Terra’” (26) is associated with the existence of an eponymous
planet that is confused with both the “Next World” and the “Real World” (29),
though for the scientific community such a belief is only “a fad or a fantom”
(27). Whatever the case, Nabokov’s creation of these parallel worlds indicates
a desire to depict the information of a world, though Terra is depicted only
in dreams and art. A significant way to represent that universe is through its
peculiar conception of time:

a more complicated and even more preposterous discrepancy arose in regard to
time - not only because the history of each part of the amalgam did not quite

$ For a more complete engagement with Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, see Deh-

darirad s4-ss.
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match the history of each counterpart in its discrete condition, but because a gap
of up to a hundred years one way or another existed between the two earths. (26)

These two worlds are organized by different temporal rules and are incom-
mensurable with one another. At first blush, Terra’s alternative temporality
appears to have a marginal impact on the development of Ada or Ardor’s plot.
Nonetheless, it helps the novelist as a formal tool to engage with a large-scale
representation of the novel’s world(s) on multiple strata. Although it is the
unravelling of the love story that takes the balk of the plot, the protagonist’s
attempt to piece together his past is a salient issue in the narrative’s
complexity” (LeClair, The Art 8).

The numerous unreliable assumptions about Terra — Antiterra’s philosoph-

organized

ical divide over the existence of “a distortive glass of our distorted glebe”
(Nabokov, Ada or Ardor 27) - function as an epistemological palimpsest that
foreshadows Van’s struggle, as a psychologist, to reconstruct his past. In the
wake of this “twisted clue” (Nabokov, Strong Opinions 174), Van’s psycho-
philosophical forays into the nature of time are anticipated by the unusual
perception of time on Terra. Indeed, in the protagonist’s The Texture of Time,
the book within a book, time is “free of content, context” (Nabokov, Ada or
Ardor 469) with no relation to “Universal Time” (467).

Van believes that the details of one’s childhood could be later treated as
“juxtapositions that revived the part while vivifying the whole” (37). Trying
to cognitively map the past, it is as though one were to move in two directions
simultaneously: one that concerns analyticity, or domains of knowledge strain-
ing outward, and the other syntheticity, namely integration by selecting from
fragments. Thisbrings to mind Mendelson’s suggestion that “the encyclopedic
impulse is both analytic and synthetic” (165).

Later in the text, we have a similar depiction shown through Ada’s thoughts.
The narrator describes her world of philosophy in terms of the classification
of an individual’s life: first, “real things” or precious things, then, “things” or
routine stuff, and finally “ghost things” or bad ones (Nabokov, .4da or Ardor
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74). Metaphorically, in Ada’s system, if a few things happened simultaneously,
they would form a “tower” (74). When “real towers,” or the joys of life, took
place in a series, the individual would experience “supreme rapture” (74-75).

At the same time, the “discrepancies in gappy chronographies” (104) of
the nonagenarian protagonist’s endeavor to establish the evolution of the past
reveal that a succession of occurrences in a teleological order “never happened”
(75). In this regard, Nabokov “creates inexplicably porous borders between
various realms [...] past and present” (Scherr 112). Considering Ada’s philo-
sophical model, the reader must make sense of a simultaneous intermixture of
“the joy and the joyless” (Nabokov, A4da or Ardor 7s), i.e. the fragmented
elements striving, despite the odds, to make an organic whole. However
interpreted, the embedding of “wholes-within-wholes” (LeClair, The Art 23)
isanarrative device to synecdochically render the masses of data, resembling an
encyclopedia’s “indicative” rather than “exhaustive” information (O’Donnell,
Burn, and Larkin liv). Indeed, the big, ambitious texts have “associations
with allegory and fable” (Karl 251), which is, all the same, also the case with a
short story like “T16n.” As Burn has posited, an encyclopedia’s techniques for
including packed intellectual data highlight thatlength is the “most misleading,
index for conceptualizing the form” (“Encyclopedic Fictions” 114).

Interestingly, in section four, Van, now a professor and a writer, observes
that the past is not an “orderly alternation of linked events” but rather “a
generous chaos” (Nabokov, Ada or Ardor 47s5) — a conception reflecting
the protagonist’s idea that “the direction of Time” (469) is simultaneously a
source of meaning as well as illusion. Even though Ada does not believe in the
possibility of rebuilding a story “going from past to present” (490), Van holds
that time is “a sense of continuous becoming” (487).

The main characters’ rearrangement of the past shows time as a chaotic
entity governed by a logic that recalls Borges’s idea of Tlonian order: “it was
believed that T16n was a mere chaos [...] now it is known that it is a cosmos”
with its rules (21). The encyclopedia of Tlén inside Borges’s own encyclopedic
short story reveals that “a book which does not contain its counterbook is
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considered incomplete” (26). Ada or Ardor’s The Texture of Time, just as
the planet of T16n, involves disorder “within a great sense of order” — one
that appears “haphazard” but is “composed” (Karl 256). Incompleteness, as a
common feature of large, ambitious fiction, hints at the failure of any totalizing
urge. Nevertheless, it also shows the peculiar orderly characteristic of reality

» <«

which, according to the narrator of “T16n,” “we never quite grasp” (30).

This is reminiscent of another of Borges’s short stories, entitled “The Li-
brary of Babel,” in which the narrator offers a solution to the mystery of
“the universe (which others call the Library)” (s8). Composed of an “infinite
number of hexagonal galleries” (58), the narrator believes that the library is
“unlimited and cyclical” (64). Put differently, any investigation of its space
would lead to the same “disorder” which, repeated in time, would turn into
“an order: the Order” (64). Alluding to “The Library of Babel,” Bradley J. Fest
has described “the megatext” as a massive work that “prevents its own reading”
(256) inasmuch as any attempt by a single individual to fully experience it is
inevitably frustrated. Yet, it is a text that is purposefully made and “coherent”
(255). Although Fest cites only a few lines of Borges’s story as an epigraph,
the effect produced by “The Library of Babel” is quite similar to that of a
megatext: a finite, coherent text that all the same does not lend itself to any
orderly reading.

Notably, “T16n” too addresses the notion of reconstruction by trying to
rebuild “the many and weighty tomes” (21) of an encyclopedia constituting
the history of that planet. Similar to Nabokov’s novel, here we have a world
composed of a “heterogeneous series of independent acts” (22) developing in
time, in one’s mind, not in space. The connection to Van’s project becomes
stronger when considering that the culture of Tlén comprises “only one disci-
pline: psychology” (22). For the schools of T16n, there are alternative theories
about time, including one reasoning “that the future has no reality [...] the
past has no reality” (23). Notwithstanding the attempts to decipher T16n’
shaping elements in an encyclopedia, no single theory is adequate to represent
that world.
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These imitations of an unknown planet’s history in the style of an ency-
clopedia, which is nonetheless pirated, are pastiches that do not provide the
reader with access to any underlying knowledge. Indeed, Tl6nian idealism has
led to the production of an endless number of copies of a supposedly existing
original knowledge of the world. Such a cyclical understanding of time points
to the impossibility of reconstructing or representing the universe insofar as
reality is incrementally modified by its copies. According to the encyclopedia
of T16n, fabricating copies of real objects, called brdnir, has made possible “the
modification of the past,” so much so that in a brénir of the eleventh degree
“there is a purity of line not found in the original” (Borges, “T16n” 27). The
multiplication of the hrdnir layered within one another, “as a series of mental
processes” (22), is a nested framework that algorithmically stands for the bigger
structure of the worlds within worlds of the short story itself. As one critic has
put it, brénir is “the central conceit” in the story which designates Tl6nian
“ideas [...] projected as solid poetic objects onto the world” (Fishburn 216).
Returning to Borges’s declaration about his use of literary techniques, here we
can discern a metafictional strategy, or the text and its “double,” in the form
of parallel realities, resembling the critical commentary about time graded into
the text of Nabokov’s novel.

What the above analyses amount to is my argument that “T16n” is written
in the encyclopedic mode because conceptually it contains a variety of complex
issues embedded within a sort of detective plot in search of an encyclope-
dia. Simultaneously, the thematic complexity is rendered through formal and
stylistic techniques that Borges himself spoke of, including the creation of a
stratified framework of worlds inside worlds. Thus, while a few pages long, it
aspires to contain the universe, calling to mind the comment by the narrator of
“The Aleph” about it: “in the Aleph I saw the earth and in the earth the Aleph
[...] my eyes had seen [...] the unimaginable universe” (Borges, The Aleph 14).
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These last three words remind the reader of Flaubert’s Bouvard and
Pécuchet, which eventually remained unfinished. Keeping that in mind, the
available fragments show that the book’ format might, in all probability, have
been unworkable as it would have risked crumbling beneath the burden of
its own erudite complexity. The attempt by the narrator of “T16n” to pin
down the location of Ugbar and find out about that invented planet in an
encyclopedic fashion results in no ultimate resolution. Quite the contrary,
there is the suggestion of destruction as T1on, out of the pages of a fabricated
encyclopedia, takes over our world: “The world will be Tlon” (Borges, “T1on”
30).

However, in Borges’s story, the encyclopedic mode resides in experimenting
with the cumbersome task of gathering the privileged information of the world.
As van Ewijk has argued, the notion of “totality” has been understood as the
seminal feature of encyclopedic narratives (205). Yet, he observes that from the
Enlightenment onward, encyclopedias have been characterized by a “tension
between totalization and open-endedness” in delineating the “boundaries of
text, data, and knowledge” (206). Indeed, in “T16n” the encyclopedic form
materializes as every paragraph, nay every line, unravels, metaphorically, synec-
dochically, or algorithmically, a new layer of data. As it has been noted, for
Borges “the form is more important than the content” (Maurois 8). Thus,
somewhat similar to Flaubert’s ambition of writing “a book about nothing,”
which would survive by the merit of its own style (213), in the short story the
notion of an encyclopedic model of writing unfolds through stylistic devices of
representing informational compression rather than providing the comprehen-
sive data of an encyclopedia. To use Patricia Novillo-Corvaldn’s words, Borges’s
form of writing is one in which “the notion of infinity is bound in a nutshell”
(180).

Interestingly, Nabokov uses several similar strategies in depicting the world
of the novel’s protagonists. But instead of merely recounting a chronological
story, the novelist shows an interest in representing the worlds of the text.
He famously expressed his concern with matters of style: it “constitutes an
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intrinsic component or characteristic of the author’s personality” (Lectures
59). Nowhere is such a tendency more obvious than in chapter four, where
Nabokov moves beyond a traditional way of writing stories. Here, too, an
important feature is that of world building as alternative perceptions of tem-
porality on Antiterra and Terra allow the author to depict tensions between
an all-encompassing impulse toward completeness and a centripetal desire for
endless “becoming” (Nabokov, Ada or Ardor 487). As the last chapter shows,
the hermeneutic game on the names of the main characters heralds the book’s
ambition of encyclopedic representation through nesting the names of the
protagonists: “Ada. Van. Ada. Vaniada. Nobody. [...] Dava or Vada, Anda
or Vanda” (506-07). As much as it aspires to fully depict the protagonists’
realities, the linguistic game ultimately remains a playful pun on their names
that reflects the unattainable desire to represent totality.

On Maximalism: “Details That Shine through or Shade
through”

If “T16n” and Ada or Ardor show different examples of the encyclopedic
mode of writing, can they be considered as maximalist fiction as well? Here, a
crucial clue comes from Van’s declared purpose in writing The Texture of Time.
He claims that his goal is “to examine the essence of time” (Nabokox, Ada or
Ardor 467), namely his personal understanding of time, “Pure Time” (469),
or a subjective ideal evoked in aesthetic terms. To provide an answer, he delves
into considerable detail, which upon initial appraisal seems to have little use-
fulness for the development of either the plot or the characters. Consider this
elaborate explanation of the elusive nature of time, which draws on quotidian
references while intermeshing them with historical and philosophical ideas:

Why is it so difficult [...] to bring the notion of Time into mental focus [...J?
[...] It is like rummaging with one hand in the glove compartment for the road
map - fishing out Montenegro, the Dolomites, paper money, a telegram - [...]
while trying to take advantage of a red light in the coal black, with the wipers
functioning metronomically [...]: the blind finger of space poking and tearing the
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texture of time. And Aurelius Augustinus, too[...] experienced [...] the shchekotiki
(tickles) of approximation [...] but he, at least, could replenish his brain with God
dispensed energy. (467-68)

What should readers make of this swirling proliferation of interwoven every-
day, culeural, historical, and geographical information, overloaded with literal
and metaphorical specificities? It is perhaps such representations of detail that
have led some critics in their descriptions of hefty, ambitious tomes to use
words such as “overfull” (Greif 27) and “without life” (Wood 43). These char-
acterizations recall Raymond Federman’s comment about the “unreadability”
of such novels, which, nevertheless, he would have considered as their most
valuable characteristic (70). But if these texts appear to “require a reader’s
masochism” (LeClair, The Art 31), how is unreadability a valuable attribute?

It has been suggested that the significance of overly detailed writing lies in
cultivating the ability to manage “complex and excessive information” (Levey
i). Levey defines maximalism as an epistemological approach, whose most
recognizable feature is a large amount of detail associated with tedious “excess”
(4). However, he believes that this sort of apparently boring detailedness can
be “a form of value” and a source of “enjoyment” (4). Peculiarly, the too many
details within a maximalist novel do not merely, or even particularly, focus on
“what is being represented” (3). Instead, they contribute to a style of writing
that, contrary to an encyclopedia’s interest in the established facts of the world,
does not overlook its own obsession with mundane or trivial knowledge, so
much so that it becomes a dominant staple of such fiction. Put otherwise, the
maximalist novel is not “a mimetic object” but “a textin which the presentation
of specificity gains meaning and effect as an activity” (23).

From this perspective, one can interpret Nabokov’s Ada or Ardor as a
maximalist book. But apart from chapter four, which somewhat stands as
an independent narrative strand, the rest of the novel abounds in detail that
more immediately relates to the crescendo of the love story. One such scene
takes place in chapter one where Ada and Van, as children, come across a glued
flower album. Ada explains:
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the paper flower [...] is a perfectly recognizable reproduction of an early-spring
sanicle that I saw [...] in coastal California last February. Dr. Krolik, our local
naturalist, to whom you, Van, have referred, as Jane Austen might have phrased it,
for the sake of rapid narrative information (you recall Brown, don’t you, Smith?),
has determined the example I brought back from Sacramento to Ardis, as the
Bear-Foot, B,E,A,R, my love, not my foot or yours, or the Stabian flower girl’s -
an allusion, which your father [...] would understand like this (18-19).

Here, the childish game of surmising the particulars of a glued flower functions
as a narrative technique to unravel seemingly learned thoughts intertwined
with trivial data. Ada makes botanical deductions, invoking Dr. Krolik and
his scientific opinion, as well as providing less important local information. At
the same time, there are also cultural references to Jane Austen and the Stabian
girl. As a result, high and low registers become enmeshed, followed by an
ensuing play of shifting focalization between the children’s playful attitude, the
apparent authority of historical and scientific knowledge, and later the voice of
an unreliable narrator.

Interwoven with the evolution of the love relationship across the narrative
are secondary, at times banal, details that at first glance appear to be “meaning-
less” (Letzler 4s5). Yet, as Letzler has argued, the importance of such details lies
in a challenge of “attentional modulation” when “sorting relevant from useless
information” (18). As the above excerpt from Ada or Ardor demonstrates,
maximalism as an approach emphasizes what Wood has pejoratively referred to
as “irrelevant intensity” (30). But the relevance of the seemingly “loose abun-
dance” derives from an exercise in cognitive exclusion (30), which a Vollmann
character describes as “wad[ing] through the crap” (267). Ultimately, “pars-
ing” (Goldsmith 75) a detail-driven tome, with a cognitively discerning eye,
would help “mitigate solipsism” and develop a “greater sense of compassion”
(Severs 298).

The above analyses show that Nabokov’s novel could be considered both as
a maximalist and an encyclopedic text, based on the most common interpreta-
tions of these terms. Bearing that in mind, I shall now tackle a passage from
Borges’s story to answer the question at the beginning of this section:
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Hume noted for all time that Berkeley’s arguments did not admit the slightest
refutation nor did they cause the slightest conviction. This dictum is entirely
correct in its application to the earth, but entirely false in Tlén. The nations of
this planet are congenitally idealist [...] The world for them is not a concourse of
objects in space; it is a heterogeneous series of independent acts. It is successive
and temporal, not spatial. (“T16n” 20-1)

The first thing that strikes the reader in a passage like this is narrative com-
plexity, which leaves almost no space for the kind of quotidian or tedious
specifics that one runs into in maximalist writing. The paragraph draws upon
the idealist metaphysics of George Berkeley to playfully experiment with the
representation of the imaginary universe of T16n within the story. This makes
sense when one considers the writer’s self-characterization asa man “who turns
his own perplexities and [...] system of philosophy into the forms of literature”
(Christ ixx). The excerpt makes a reference to David Hume as well. On
that note, T16n embodies the disintegrated, anonymous realm shown through
Hume’s examination of sense-experience beyond the boundaries delineated in
his Treatise.

The passage also deals with the salient Borgesian trope of time. The nar-
rator’s depiction resembles a later explanation of “a world made of time” in
“A New Refutation of Time”: “A world of evanescent impressions” (194). If
for Ada or Ardor’s protagonist it is difficult to “bring the notion of Time
into mental focus” (467), Tlonian psychology conceives the universe as “a
series of mental processes which [...] develop [...] in time” (22). As it has been
propounded, the words of Borges’s story echo other voices and times: “they
evoke the Upanishads’ ancient belief that views the universe as 74ya, a mental
construct [...] Borges connects Mahayana’s absolute idealism to Berkeley and
Schopenhauer” (Martin 161). In effect, in the above excerpt, there is an indirect
reference to Schopenhauer. Though mentioned only once in the story, the
“lucid Schopenhauer” (Borges, “T1én” 25) seems, perhaps ironically, to offer
a similar justification for the victory of idealist pantheism, in his Parerga und
Paralipomena, as the one provided in the encyclopedia of Tlon. To arrive at
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this possible, though skeptical, Schopenhauerian solution, Borges first has to
engage with “the dialectics of Berkeley and Hume” (204), addressed in “A New

2]

Refutation of Time.” If the narrator of “T16n” describes it as a labyrinth,
Borges’s own story is a network of infinite allusions and reflections, which
registers the philosophical discussions and historical events of an intertwined
universe.

One can surmise that “T1on” seems more compatible with the character-
istics of the encyclopedic, rather than the maximalist, mode of writing. As
the brief analytical engagement with the selected passage from the short story
heralds, the author’s meticulous employment of words results in a kind of
knowledge concentration where nearly every lexical choice is charged with
metaphorical, allusive, or synecdochic significance. Thus, the story presents
painstakingly chosen information, reminding readers of the encyclopedia’s
ambition of representing the relevant data of the world.

To bring my discussion to an end, the tentative distinction between ency-
clopedism and maximalism elaborated here aims to address a significant, yet
vexing, issue: the oft-conflated use of these two modes of writing. While
encyclopedic narratives are commonly characterized by the aspiration to a full-
scale representation of the world, maximalist texts are interested in, if not de-
pendent on, apparently banal information of the worlds they describe, though
not strictly for purposes of mimesis.

In this respect, the analyses of Ada or Ardor and “T16n” pave the way
for further discussion of other possible ways of distinguishing between these
two terms. Offering a flexible framework that prioritizes the value of the
literary text over strict formal categorization, this essay has endeavored to show
that Nabokov’s novel falls under the umbrella of both encyclopedism and
maximalism.® At the same time, based on their most prevalent definitions,

For an insightful model of the encyclopedic novel genre, see Hoffman’s essay in this
special issue, and her 2022 discussion of scale in Wallace’s The Pale King.
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Borges’s short story presents the reader with a text that might be considered
more encyclopedic than maximalist.

AUTHOR'S BIONOTE

Ali Dehdarirad is the author of From Faraway California: Thomas Pynchon’s Aesthetics
of Space in the California Trilogy (Sapienza UP 2023). He currently teaches American
Literature and Culture at Sapienza University of Rome, where he obtained his Ph.D.
He has published a number of essays on Thomas Pynchon, Don Delillo, William T.
Vollmann, Cormac McCarthy, Paul Auster, Stephen Markley, Vladimir Nabokov, John
Steinbeck, Jorge Luis Borges, and John Edward Williams. He is presently editing a special
issue of Orbit: A Journal of American Literature, “The Systems Novel in the Twenty-First
Century,” and co-editing the volume Fictions of Truth: Literature, Culture, Power after the
Postmodern Moment (Sapienza UP).

WOoRks CITED

Anderson, Wilda. “Encyclopedic Topologies.” MLN 101 (1986): 912-29.

Bergholtz, Benjamin. Swallowing a World: Globalization and the Maximalist
Novel. U of Nebraska P, 2024.

Borges, Jorge L. “A New Refutation of Time.” Labyrinths: Selected Stories &5
Other Writings. Eds. Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby. New Directions,
1964. 190-205.

—. The Aleph and Other Stories: 1933-1969. Bantam Books, 1971.

—. “The Library of Babel.” Labyrinths: Selected Stories €5 Other Writings. Eds.
Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby. New Directions, 1964. 58-64.

—. “Tlén, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius.” Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings.
Eds. Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby. New Directions, 1964. 17-30.

Bozovic, Marijeta. “Nabokov’s Visual Imagination.” Viadimir Nabokov in Con-
text. Eds. David M. Bethea and Siggy Frank. Cambridge UP, 2018. 174-81.

Burn, Stephen J. “Encyclopedic Fictions.” American Literature in Transition, 1990-
2000. Ed. Stephen J. Burn. Cambridge UP, 2018. 107-23.



154 ALI DEHDARIRAD

—. “The Collapse of Everything.” Paper Empire: William Gaddis and the World
System. Eds. Joseph Tabbi and Rone Shavers. The U of Alabama P, 2007.
46-62.

Christ, Ronald. “Foreword.” The Narrow Act: Borges’ Art of Allusion. New York
UP, 1969. ix-x.

Clark, Jonathan R. “Does the Maximalist Novel Still Matter?” Esquire 9 Aug2022.

<https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/books/a40828532/adam-levin-m
ount-chicago-maximalist-novel/>.

Davenport, Andrew M. “Stephen ] Burn.” Full Stop 31 Mar 2015. <https://www.
full-stop.net/2015/03/31/interviews/andrew-mitchell-davenport/stephen-j-b
urn/>.

Dehdarirad, Ali. “From Faraway California” Thomas Pynchon’s Aesthetics of
Space in the California Trilogy. Sapienza UP, 2023.

Fest, Bradley J. “Toward a Theory of the Megatext.” Scale in Literature and
Culture. Eds. Michael. T. Clarke and David Wittenberg. Palgrave Macmillan,
2017. 253-380.

Federman, Raymond. Critifiction: Postmodern Essays. State U of New York P,
1993.

Fishburn, Evelyn. “Jewish, Christian, and Gnostic Themes.” The Cambridge
Companion to Jorge Luis Borges. Ed. Edwin Williamson. Cambridge UP, 2013.
56-67.

Flaubert, Gustave. The Letters of Gustave Flanbert. Trans. Francis Steegmuller.
Picador, 2001.

Freeman, John. “Rise from the Ashes.” The Sunday Morning Herald 10 Sep 2011.
<https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/rise-from-the-ashes-20110
909-1kidf html>.

Goldsmith, Kenneth. Uncreative Writing: Poetry by Other Means in the New
Century. Columbia UP, 2011.

Greif, Mark. “ “The Death of the Novel’ and Its Afterlives.” Boundaryz 36 (2009):

11-30.


https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/books/a40828532/adam-levin-mount-chicago-maximalist-novel/
https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/books/a40828532/adam-levin-mount-chicago-maximalist-novel/
https://www.full-stop.net/2015/03/31/interviews/andrew-mitchell-davenport/stephen-j-burn/
https://www.full-stop.net/2015/03/31/interviews/andrew-mitchell-davenport/stephen-j-burn/
https://www.full-stop.net/2015/03/31/interviews/andrew-mitchell-davenport/stephen-j-burn/
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/rise-from-the-ashes-20110909-1k1df.html
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/rise-from-the-ashes-20110909-1k1df.html

“A Family Chronicle” 155

Herman, Luc and Petrus van Ewijk. “Gravity’s Encyclopedia Revisited: The Illu-
sion of a Totalizing System in Gravity’s Rainbow.” English Studies 90 (2009):
167-79.

Hoffman, Yonina. “A Scalar Model for Rhythm in Narratives.” Fictions 21 (2022):
43-58.

Irby, James E. “Introduction.” Labyrinths: Selected Stories €5 Other Writings. Eds.
Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby. New Directions, 1964, 9-17.

Karl, Frederick R. American Fictions: 1980-2000. Xlibris, 2001.

Kovalev, Boris V. “Nabokov and Borges: (Ir)Retrievable Past and (In)Imitable
Self.” Lecture. 13 Sep 2024. <https://english.spbu.ru/news-events/cale
ndar/nabokov-and-borges-irretrievable-past-and-inimitable-self>.

Kyllonen, Vesa. “Information and the Illusion of Totality: Reading the Contem-
porary Encyclopedic Novel.” Reading Today. Eds. Heta Pyrhdnen and Janna
Kantola. UCL P, 2018. 31-44.

LeClair, Tom. In the Loop: Don DelLillo and the Systems Novel. U of Illinois P,
1987.

—. The Art of Excess: Mastery in Contemporary American Fiction. U of Illinois
P, 1989.

Letzler, David. The Cruft of Fiction: Mega-Novels and the Science of Paying
Attention. U of Nebraska P, 2o017.

Levey, Nick. Maximalism in Contemporary American Literature. Routledge,
2017.

Martin, Marina. “Borges and the Dialectics of Idealism.” Jorge Luis Borges in
Context. Ed. Robin Fiddian. Cambridge UP, 2020. 158-65.

Manolescu, Monica. Jeux de mondes. Luailleurs chez Viadimir Nabokov. Presses
Universitaires de Bordeaux, 2010.

Maurois, André. “Preface.” Labyrinths: Selected Stories €5 Other Writings. Eds.
Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby. New Directions, 1964. 5-9.

Mendelson, Edward. “Gravity’s Encyclopedia.” Mindful Pleasures: Essays on
Thomas Pynchon. Eds. George Levine and David Leverenz. Little, Brown,
1976. 161-94.


https://english.spbu.ru/news-events/calendar/nabokov-and-borges-irretrievable-past-and-inimitable-self
https://english.spbu.ru/news-events/calendar/nabokov-and-borges-irretrievable-past-and-inimitable-self

156 ALI DEHDARIRAD

Nabokov, Vladimir. Ada or Ardor: A Family Chronicle. Vintage, 1969.

—. Lectures on Don Quixote. Ed. Fredson Bowers. Harcourt B. Jovanovich, 1983.
—. Lectures on Literature. Ed. Fredson Bowers. Harcourt B. Jovanovich, 1980.
—. Strong Opinions. Vintage, 1990.

Novillo-Corvaldn, Patricia. “Borges and James Joyce.” Jorge Luis Borges in Context.
Ed. Robin Fiddian. Cambridge UP, 2020. 180-87.

O’Donnell, Patrick, Stephen J. Burn and Lesley Larkin. “Introduction.” The
Encyclopedia of Contemporary American Fiction. Eds. Patrick O’Donnell,
Stephen J. Burn and Lesley Larkin. Wiley-Blackwell, 2022. liii-Ivi.

Norman, Will. Nabokov, History and the Texture of Time. Routledge, 2012.
Pynchon, Thomas. The Crying of Lot 49. Vintage, 1966.

Severs, Jeffrey. “Cutting Consciousness Down to Size.” Scale in Literature and
Culture. Eds. Michael T. Clarke and David Wittenberg. Palgrave Macmillan,
2017. 281-303.

Scherr, Barry. “Nabokov as Poet.” The Cambridge Companion to Nabokov. Ed.
Julian W. Connolly. Cambridge UP, 200s. 103-18.

van Ewijk, Petrus. “Encyclopedia, Network, Hypertext, Database: The Continu-
ing Relevance of Encyclopedic Narrative and Encyclopedic Novel as Generic
Designations.” Genre 44 (2011): 205-22.

Vollmann, William T. The Lucky Star. Viking, 2020.

Wallace, David F. Infinite Jest. Little, Brown, 1996.

—. This Is Water. Some Thoughts, Delivered on a Significant Occasion, about Living
a Compassionate Life. Little, Brown, 2009.

Ward, Kiron. Encyclopaedism and Totality in Contemporary Fiction. Bloomsbury,
2025.

Wood, James. “Human, All Too Inhuman: On the Formation of a New Genre:
Hysterical Realism.” The New Republic 24 Jul 2000. <https://newrepublic.
com/article/61361/human-inhuman>.


https://newrepublic.com/article/61361/human-inhuman
https://newrepublic.com/article/61361/human-inhuman

	Ali Dehdarirad

