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ABSTRACT

This article poses an alternative non-Anglophone starting point for twenty-first century
maximalism through the Latin American Boom and “la novela total” that is its crowning
achievement. Among such works are Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of
Solitude (1967) and Carlos Fuentes’s Terra Nostra (1975). The term’s 1960s conception
by Peruvian author Mario Vargas Llosa predates Thomas Pynchon as figurehead for
maximalist theorizing within First World academic environments that control the
conversation. Furthermore, | examine Mexican author Valeria Luiselli’s Lost Children
Archive (2019) as a case of post-Boom(er) maximalism that differs from the big novels
of the Latin American luminaries. Luiselli updates the heroic and “masculine” standards
of “la novela total” based in an Archive of New World history that is the well of its
authorial genius. Luiselli writes a first-personal account of the US-Mexico immigration
crisis and its human collateral in the form of children. This disenfranchisement of
Central American refugees peaks during the Obama era and worsens under the
Trump presidency. Her writing points beyond the celebrated Latin American Boom.
Its authors held confidence in the printed word’s ability to speak truth to power,
and produce change before US-backed dictatorships that ruled across much of Latin
America. Luiselli instead deploys a multimodal aesthetic of physical and sonorous
witnessing to get “beyond” poststructuralist critiques of writing. Her masterwork is
part of a First World academic reorientation of maximalism toward questions of history,
language, and representation. The article contends that scholars should embrace
Latin American literature for a better understanding of maximalist genealogy, yet also
argues that Lost Children Archive is a skeptical variant that expands in size precisely by
questioning the efficacy of its own literary humanitarian project. The panoramas of the
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Latin American Boom recede before Luiselli’s contemporary autofiction, which trades
in countercultural passion for a post-postmodernist return to ethics through archival
traces, global activism, and empathy.
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“La Novela Total” and the Latin American Sixties

Fifty years after its publication, Edward Mendelson’s “Encyclopedic Narrative:
From Dante to Pynchon” (1976) remains an essential guide to literary maxi-
malism. Within this configuration, Cervantes, Goethe, Melville, and other
luminaries “attempt to render the full range of knowledge and beliefs of a
national culture, while identifying the ideological perspectives from which that
culture shapes and interprets its knowledge” (1268). Such authors represent
their homelands through masterworks that headline national projects. Yet,
since the new millennium, many writers from around the world have produced
similar narratives under conditions of post-national globalization. In thatsame
article, Mendelson anticipates this shift while discussing Gravity’s Rainbow
(1973), whose author — Thomas Pynchon - “may be the encyclopedist of that
newly-forming international culture whose character his book explicitly labors
to identify” (1272). Mendelson’s next article, “Gravity’s Encyclopedia” (1976),
turned Pynchon into the sine qua non of maximalist literary theory. By the
1980s, academics were praising the genre’s insight into the complexities of
the Digital Age. They traced global capitalism’s time-space crunch, rhizome
epistemologies, and data overload in novels by Don DeLillo, Richard Powers,
David Foster Wallace, and other heirs of Pynchon. Classifications turned
unwieldy as a multiculturalist encyclopedic variant emerged with Zadie Smith’s
postcolonial bestseller White Teeth (2000).

Beginning with Frederick R. Karl’s “mega-novel” (198s) (a term Brian
McHale reuses in 2007), encyclopedic narrative takes on many names. Tom
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LeClair’s “systems novel” (1987) and “prodigious fiction” (1996), Hilary Clark’s
“encyclopedic discourse” (1992), and Franco Moretti’s “modern epic” (1996)
are some of them. James Wood uses the less flattering “big, ambitious novel”
and “hysterical realism” (2000)." Given its generic title, Stefano Ercolino’s
The Maximalist Novel (2014) stood poised to put the critical house in order
through a ten-point criteria to synthesize the variegated nomenclature. On the
first page of a treatise first written in Italian, Ercolino defines the “maximalist
novel” as a genre that “develops in the second half of the twentieth century in
the United States, then ‘emigrates’ [si diffonde] to Europe and Latin America
atthe threshold of the twenty-first” (xi). This origin story follows Karl, LeClair,
and McHale, who Americanize Mendelson’s focus upon a mostly European
canon. They accomplished this by emphasizing the shift from modern to
postmodern fiction during the postwar rise of the United States into a global
superpower. What concerns me here is how this “Americanizing” is largely
responsible for what remains the biggest blind spot in the scholarship on
literary maximalism today: Latin America.

This essay aims to counter this omission; first, by repositioning maximalism
within a Latin American Boom; and, second, by considering its transforma-
tion in Luiselli’s Lost Children Archive (2019). Ercolino’s book admits to
prioritizing US examples “in recognition of an American primacy” (xii). For
me, the “other” America — Latin America — is more primary than the author
would have us believe. Chilean author Roberto Bolafio’s novel 2666 (2004)
is, according to Ercolino, “a stateless narrative that seems to speak directly to
the world, without regard to any particular national context of belonging”
(84-8s). Yet, Hispanic encyclopedists masterminded the genre during a long
1960s era of revolutions, dictatorships, and Cold War intervention. To take the
most glaring example, Gregory Rabassa’s English translation of Gabriel Garcia

' Book-length studies from the 2000s include Barrenechea, Letzler, Levey, Bergholtz,

and Ward. For a summation of scholarship up to this time, see the 2016 special edition of
American Book Review 37 on “Big Novels,” especially the introduction by Dan Burns (4-s).
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Mirquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) became a countercultural
bestseller when published in 1970. The historical record troubles the claim
that maximalism traveled to Latin America and not the other way around.
In fact, the region developed its own tradition after 1493 in association with
the Archive of the Indies, a repository of documents dating from Columbus
through the 1820s revolutions. This is a cultural patrimony, as discussed in
Roberto Gonzalez Echevarria’s Myth and Archive: A Theory of Latin Amer-
ican Narrative (1990). According to its author, the colonial records compiled
within the Castle of Simancas and at El Escorial palace (both completed during
the reign of Phillip II) “have the allure of offering total knowledge about
American origins” (s0). As I shall discuss, the self-critical ethos of First World
activism has turned this Spanish “Archive” from a storehouse of Hispanic
heritage and - during the Boom - a platform for contesting the Columbian
legacy into “archival” skepticism.

While recent scholarship on anglophone maximalism foregrounds race and
gender critiques, the field continues to bypass “la novela total” (the total
novel).*> Capturing the political idealism and aesthetic experiments of the
1960s, the Boom rediscovered and reinvented chronicles of conquest to chal-
lenge the Spanish Archive. Its authors lambasted imperialism as an Iberian
inheritance crippling democratic ideals. The resulting literary output — the
most well-known portion of which goes by the “magical realism” label - is the
apotheosis of what the Mexican author Carlos Fuentes called “la nueva novela
hispanoamericana” (The New Hispano-American Novel) in a 1969 study by
that name. Aiming for universality, the Boom bypassed folkloric clichés and
Manichean stances on social issues from earlier documentary-based fiction.
With the postwar emergence of student readership and publishing houses
across metropolitan centers of Latin America, this counterculture literature

2

For the best example of this scholarship, see Bergholtz. The special edition “Big,
Ambitious Novels by Twenty-First Century Women” in Genre s4 (2021) set the stage for
the approach.
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radicalized language through imagination. In the most daring cases, it yielded
a formal monumentality that challenged flat representations. In past scholar-
ship, I catalogue each such novelistic giant from this grouping — Fuentes’s Terra
Nostra(1975) among them — as a “summa Americana.” Here, the history of the
Americas becomes a pre-national and hemispheric foundation for an unbound
form of the Great American Novel (Barrenechea).

A mix of avant-garde and political conscience, “la novela total” concept
comes from the late Mario Vargas Llosa, winner of the Nobel Prize in Lit-
erature in 2010. Three such projects highlight an oeuvre steered by history,
French realism, and Faulknerian techniques of montage, floating dialogue, and
temporal shifts: Conversation in The Cathedral (1969), The War of the End of
the World (1981), and The Feast of the Goat (2000). The first — a kaleidoscopic
view of his native Peru rightafter the military rule of Manuel de Odria (1948-56)
— became a staple of the Boom and a point of discussion among proponents.
Vargas Llosa first identified “el novelista total” [the total novelist] in a 1965
book review for the Lima daily Expreso. Such an author gives “la impresién
de atrapar toda la realidad, de descubrirla en sus mds recédnditas y diversas
manifestaciones” [the impression of capturing all of reality, of discovering its
most hidden and diverse manifestations]. Vargas Llosa contrasts this virtuoso
with a novelist who is “totalitario” [totalitarian], i.e. one that — standing
before the fullness of life — writes about one slice of reality while subsuming
the rest to a skewed vision he pretends is complete. It is no coincidence that
Vargas Llosa — who would go on to speak of literature as “fuego” (fire) in a
touchstone 1967 address — used incendiary diction in an age of dictatorship.
Significantly, autocracy is the result of less — not more - life mediated through
fiction. As quoted in Los nuestros (1966), a profile of the new wave, Vargas
Llosa saw literature’s tendency to go small as “una especie de decadencia” [a
type of decline], and opposed it with a “novela totalizadora” [totalizing novel]
to blaze a democratic trail. Because it “ambiciona abrazar una realidad en todas
sus fases, en todas sus manifestaciones” [aspires to embrace reality in all its
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phases, in all its manifestations], Boom maximalism turns illustrious authors
into de facto stewards of a radical inclusivity (Harrs 440).

Vargas Llosa returned to the nomenclature of “la novela total[izadora]”
throughout his career. During a lecture at Mexico’s Tecnolédgico de Monterrey
on May 12, 2000, he defined the concept right as maximalism was about to
enter its contemporary phase. Without reference to US postmodern fiction,
he celebrated what he, Julio Cortdzar, José Lezama Lima, and other Hispanic
authors had been practicing since the 1960s. While acknowledging that literary
totality is “una aspiracién més que una realidad” [more an aspiration than a
reality], he endorsed its “pequefio microcosmos del universo humano” [small
microcosm of the human universe]. He traced his idea of “la novela total” to
his reading of the Catalan chivalric romance, Tirant lo Blanch, a tome lauded
in Don Quixote (1605-15) as “el mejor libro del mundo” [the best book in the
world]. The exultation indicates the book’s impact on the titular knight, and
on Cervantes as chief encyclopedic author of the Hispanic world. For Vargas
Llosa, Tirant lo Blanch is hard to classify because it contains “todas las clases
posibles de novelas” [all possible categories of the novel], and has filaments of
medieval epic, military, folkloric, and psychological narrative. It concerns itself
with individuals in anticipation of the bourgeois novel, yet also follows the
movement of the masses. The vertigo produced by this sweeping integration is
a dizzying fullness that does not ossify into something inauthentic. “Lanovela
total” is an intensification of reality that upends the reader by adding layers
ad infinitum. Unlike lyric poetry’s measured stanzas and numbered lines, a
total novel is heterogeneous and assumes “una mirada totalizadora, que quiere
realmente abarcarlo todo” [a totalizing vision that really wants to encompass
everything]. Its exponents hone a sui generis “elemento cuantitativo” [quanti-
tative element] that expands their writings across time and space in long page
counts. The resulting literary monuments encapsulate a vision of a master
managing chaos within a single book. For Vargas Llosa, it follows that the
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“grandes novelas” [big novels] of Dostoevsky, Joyce, Tolstoy, Proust, and other

>«

giants account for many of world literature’s “novelas grandes” [great novels] .2

Acoustics, Artifacts, Analog Traces

While “la novela total” predates Mendelson’s scholarship, western academia
would reshape maximalist epistemology by the mid-2000s. Into a shifting mar-
ketplace of ideas guided by poststructuralism and its hermeneutics of suspicion
stepped a Mexican author with views antithetical to those of Vargas Llosa’s
generation. While the Peruvian was a proud reader of chivalric romance, and
penned big books, Luiselli is wary of quixotic overestimations of authorship.
She offers instead alengthy self-critical meditation on the hidden operations of
power, the ethics of representation, and empathy. Part of a contemporary wave
that oscillates between postmodern skepticism and a return to ethics under
post-postmodernism, Lost Children Archive is activist “archival fiction.” It
keeps the Spanish Archive ata distance. With the196oslong goneanditslegacy
increasingly unclear, a post-Boom(er) maximalism enters the scene.
Mexican-born Luiselli has received many awards in her young career. Her
most notable accolade is a MacArthur Fellowship, known as the “genius”
award. Luiselli was born into a diplomat family, came of age abroad, and
gained an outsider perspective on her homeland. She typifies a Latin American
class of expatriates serving political and cultural interests as letrados. Luiselli
attended school in India, South Korea, and South Africa, and became fluent
in English in the “American School” system. After returning to Mexico for

3 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IS_zCflx2vw&t=6s>. Vargas Llosa elaborates

on maximalism in Carta de batalla por Tirant lo Blanc (1991). See also Garcia Mdrquez.
See also Brody. In the early 2000s, Corral (“Novelistas”) published on “la novela total”
in Latin America. For a history of its generic development, see his “Genealogia.” For a
most recent take, see Forero Quintero. One factor contributing to the missing vocabulary
within Anglo academia is the lack of translated texts.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IS_zCflx2vw&t=6s
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college, she moved to New York City, where she completed a Ph.D. in Compar-
ative Literature at Columbia University in 2015. Her early works appeared in
English translation from the indie publisher Coffee House Books as Sidewalks
(2014), Faces in the Crowd (2014), and The Story of My Teeth (2015). Luiselli’s
signatures are roaming, existential drift, and a metafictional rummage through
public and private documents. Her writing is as conceptually exploratory
and unsettled as it is wistful and evocative. She has always had an activist
bent, even composing The Story of My Teeth in dialogue with Jumex juice
factory workers who provided feedback on her drafts. The link between quests
and questioning along Pan-American highways dates to Jack Kerouac’s On
the Road (1957) and Ernesto “Che” Guevara’s posthumous Motorcycle Diaries
(1993), but also Jacques Poulin’s Quebecois road novel Volkswagen Blues (1984),
a precursor to multimodal human rights fiction with pictures. Lost Children
Archive is a paradigmatic entry in this field.

From her experience volunteering as a translator in a federal immigration
court in New York City, Luiselli composed her two most acclaimed books to
date: Lost Children Archive and its precursor and companion piece, Tell Me
How It Ends (2016). The first appearance of Lost Children Archive was in
English through Knopf, making Luiselli a major bilingual author. Yet, the
shift in tongues raised the ire of critics who feared Luiselli had been absorbed
into an Anglo marketplace.* In the background of these books is a humani-
tarian crisis that gained steam during the Obama years (2009-17), and turned
partisan litmus test when the Trump presidency (2017-21) separated parents
and progeny for processing. Throughout this time, unaccompanied Central
American children from the Northern Triangle (El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras) left their homes on a nearly 2,000-mile trek across Mexico to the US
southern border. Parents dispatched their sons and daughters to flee poverty,
the ultimate hope being that they be reunited with family members in the
United States. Their flight followed a circuit of hemispheric crossings that

*  For language and critical reception, see Sinchez Prado, Samuelson, and Vermeulen.
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began with US destabilization of Central America as the region entered a civil
war in the late 1970s. A consequence of Cold War political meddling is that
families escaped US-backed death squads by emigrating to the Los Angeles
area, where the notorious MS-13 gang would form in the 1980s as an outlet
for marginalized Salvadoran youth. Deportation measures under Bill Clinton
(1993-2001) through the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Respon-
sibility Act (IIRIR A) sent some of these gang members — now possessed of
LA street soldier credibility — back home to Central America, thus restarting
a transnational cycle of violence and northward crossings. Between 2009 and
2016, border agents intercepted hundreds of thousands of Central American
minors escaping gang violence. Their placement in detention “cages” for
processing alerted human rights watch groups. Minors boarded a series of
trains near the Guatemala border at Chiapas, Mexico. Under custody of a
“coyote” smuggler, they crossed desert and jungle on the roof of a freight train
nicknamed “La Bestia” (The Beast). As illegal human cargo, they risked death,
starvation, crippling injuries, and abuse by drug cartels, Mexican federales, sex
traffickers, and other migrants. Derailments from poorly maintained tracks
presented a constant danger, and grisly deaths from falls were common during
weeks of freighthopping. As the refugee plight gained international attention,
passengers also encountered humanitarian groups that gave them food, medi-
cal care, and other sustenance. On the opposite end stood US nativist vigilante
units, such as the “Minuteman Project” (est. 2004), which provided unofficial
“Neighborhood Watch” patrol assistance along the southern border.

This perversion of the American Dream angered Luiselli, herself a Mexican
immigrant and mother to two children. She began planning Lost Children
Archivein 2014 as “akind of vessel for my political rage and as a kind of political
tool” (chapbook 7). By the end of 2015, however, she realized that fiction
was insufficient to match the reality, and that the refugee crisis (especially for
children) superseded her anguish as an outsider. Luiselli took a break from the
novel and considered the immigration system she had witnessed firsthand in
Manhattan. Theintake questionnaires used by the court to determine the right
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to legal representation paved her way. 7ell Me How It Ends (first published in
2016 as Los ninds perdidos, “The Lost Children”) reactivates her interviews with
asylum-seekers as an evidentiary archive. Luiselli even cites “policy reports, fact
sheets, documentaries, and newspaper articles and [ ...] email exchanges” in the
book’s appendix (109). Applicants unfamiliar with the US legal system and
poor translations from English into Spanish provide some of the problems
in an inter-American drama of families caught in limbo. Answers during
screenings must meet endangerment protocols to constitute evidence against
deportation. Where children are involved, circuitous replies are as naive as
they are ineffective before state bureaucracy. Because Luiselli volunteered on
behalf of minors who lacked mental and linguistic agency, Tell Me How It Ends
ponders storytelling as advocacy. In search of an empathetic and meaningful
approach, she describes the plight to her young daughter while worrying about
how her words will be interpreted. Her own child’s requestis behind the book’s
English title, which asks for closure, the type of settled life necessary to the
development of migrants seeking protection. A need to transmit trauma with
the adequate dignity — from one child to the next across an Anglo-Latin divide
that Luiselli describes as “our shared hemispheric history” — lies at the center
of Tell Me How It Ends (8s). This heartfelt compulsion to respond despite
a crisis of representation would yield the author’s first maximalist novel three
years later.

Lost Children Archiveis autofiction that combines the border crisis with per-
sonal history. It follows a road trip from New York City to Arizona. A sound
historian called “Pa” and “my husband” leads a family to Apacherfa, ancestral
homeland to Native Americans once led by the resistance fighter Geronimo.
The Apache was the last tribe to surrender to the US military in 1886, which the
father, an acoustemologist, embraces as a rebuttal to manifest destiny. During
the journey, he relates Apache legends to the “boy” (age 10) and “girl” (age
5), children from a blended marriage with “Ma,” a journalist and sound artist
(and auto-portrait of Luiselli). Each family member adopts a nickname in the
spirit of these stories: “Cochise” (Pa), “Lucky Arrow” (Ma), “Swift Feather”
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(boy), and “Memphis” (girl). As the marriage falls apart due to vocational
prioritizing, the son and daughter become implicated in the US-Mexico border
crisis. The husband plans to document the sonic history of the Apaches, while
his wife attempts to help Manuela, a Mexican migrant whose eight and ten-
year-old daughters have gone missing after being held in a US detention center.
The wife reads from a book called Elegies for Lost Children, which portrays a
tragic migrant crossing on a freight train. As storylines fuse, real and imagined
youth multiply (including Apache child resistance fighters). Swift Feather and
Memphis sneak off in search of Manuela’s daughters, travel atop a freight train,
get separated from each other, suffer trauma, and convene with doppelgangers
before being rescued in Echo Canyon in the Chiricahua Mountains of Arizona.
Through recopied passages, narrative loops, polyphonic effects, a twenty-page
chapter in one sentence, and music and audiobooks, Luiselli captures the reper-
cussions of history for readers willing to listen. Acoustic resonances summon
the audience’s attention and ask for reciprocal action, a political strategy David
James calls “sentimental activism.” Sound effects and syntactical patterning
are more pronounced in the Spanish edition of Lost Children Archive, aptly
named Desierto sonoro [Sonorous Desert]. Luiselli co-translated the book with
Mexican poet Daniel Saldafa for a release months later in 2019. Reflecting
transitional borderlands that Gloria Anzaldda calls “a vague and undetermined
place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary” (3), the two
books form a single reflecting, residual, and overlapping artwork in dual - if
not dueling - languages of America. Their echoes are the multilingual traces
of US-Mexico-Apacheria within a hemispheric keynote.

Lost Children Archive departs from the Boom and “Boomer” maximalism,
in order to tackle contemporary problemshead on, not from a distant authorial
perch. This places Luiselli outside the Latin American literary canon, and
closer to an anglophone Chicano and US Ethnic Studies platform where social
justice is the mission. In such work, the hemispheric American story is of
one powerful nation expanding its death grip on its neighbors. The bulk of
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Luiselli’s literary models are not, then, the Hispanic encyclopedists.’ If Lost
Children Archive is maximalist, then this is due to the curated references from
various subfields within the writer’s Columbia thesis (theory, history, fiction,
anthropology, photography, and poetry). These citations make an intertextual
constellation for thinking, writing, questioning, critiquing, and — ultimately —
archiving through an analog conceit to supplement the book’s auditory range.
Lost Children Archive is an allegory about the search for form; it is as much
about the “lost children” in its title as it is about the author’s political “com-
mitment” within a twenty-first century terrain. Luiselli aligns with the archival
humanities as promoted in, among other Foucauldian challenges to grand and
visionary narratives, Archive and Reenactment: Performing Cultural Memory
in the Americas (2003). While Boom virtuosos spoke truth to power via a
repository (the “Archive”), Luiselli embraces an “archival” craft attuned to
the politics of knowledge. She dispels the notion that literature is the wise
output of the best and brightest authors of a generation as lauded by scholars
of encyclopedism. Such demystification would include the Latin American
tradition she stands in uneasy relation to as part of a younger generation. By
design, Luiselli’s own Lost Children “Archive” questions the efficacy of its well-
meaning enterprise in a way foreign (if not anathema) to the encyclopedist
conviction in the transformative powers of imaginative literature.
Brainstorming adds plenty of bulk to Lost Children Archive. Maximalist
form does not compel the usual overwriting here; rather, it results from mul-
titiered anxieties owing to the social mission of the novel. An example of this
comes as Luiselli tries to answer questions all artists face: What to do? How

to do it? The subject weighs her down to excess. The tortured hesitancy

5 Juan Rulfo and Roberto Bolafio are two major Latin American authors she acknowl-

edges in Lost Children Archive. In the companion chapbook, Luiselli notes that the
former, a Mexican precursor to the Boom, is part of a “tradition” about “descending into
a kind of underworld” (24).
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on display becomes a window into the book-in-progress. A long citation is
apropos:

Political concern: How can a radio documentary be useful in helping more un-
documented children find asylum? Aesthetic problem: On the other hand, why
should a sound piece, or any other form of storytelling, for that matter, be a means
to a specific end? I should know, by now, that instrumentalism, applied to any
art form, is a way of guaranteeing really shitty results: light pedagogic material,
moralistic young-adult novels, boring art in general. Professional hesitance: But
then again, isn’t art for art’s sake so often an absolutely ridiculous display of
intellectual arrogance? Ethical concern: And why would I even think thatIcan or
should make art with someone else’s suffering? Pragmatic concern: Shouldn’t I
simply document, like the serious journalist I was when I first started working
in radio and sound production? Realistic concern: Maybe it is better to keep
the children’s stories as far away from the media as possible, anyway, because the
more attention a potentially controversial issue receives in the media, the more
susceptible it is to becoming politicized, and in these times, a politicized issue is
no longer a matter that urgently calls for committed debate in the public arena
but rather a bargaining chip that parties use frivolously in order to move their
own agendas forward. Constant concerns: Cultural appropriation, pissing all over
someone else’s toilet seat, who am I to tell this story, micromanaging identity
politics, heavy-handedness, am I too angry, am I mentally colonized by Western-
Saxon-white categories, what’s the correct use of personal pronouns, go light on
the adjectives, and oh, who gives a fuck how very whimsical verbs are? (79)

»

Academic takes on “[c]ultural appropriation,” “personal pronouns,” and fears
of being “mentally colonized” import an ethics-based discourse from the latest
wave of leftist activism. It is as if Luiselli places her voice inside the brain of
a Ph.D. candidate about to defend her thesis. Anxiety (“concern” appears
five times) mixes with knowledge on several fronts, all of them paralyzing:
“Aesthetic,” “Professional,” “Ethical,” Practical,” “Realistic,” and “Political.”
What the author longs for is a synthesis that the Latin American Boom took
for granted in the course of writing big masterworks. Of course, this neurosis
on the page is the modus operandi of a novel doing precisely what it claims it
cannot. Its self-consciousness confirms Hilary A. Clark’s claim that “any text
(fictional or not) that we would call encyclopedic must speculate on its own
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discursive processes of discovery and arrangement, and on the limitations of
these processes” (10s). Still, the deliberations may strike one as navel-gazing
with the weight of conscience as the subject. In this vein, Luiselli writes for
an educated circle with similar political views. Within the chilling milieu of
suspicion and “cancel culture” that followed the first Trump election, such
readers are ready tojudge her approach to an important subject. A partial result
is that its author’s struggles are ever-present as an inner monologue while the
“lost children” appear only in indirect ways.

Despite all this, Luiselli avoids the posture of the journalist who insists
on presence where absence is more befitting. The latter is a counterintuitive
approach to art that prefigures the controversy surrounding the Oprah’s Book
Club bestseller by Jeanine Cummins, American Dirt (2020).® Furthermore,
Lost Children Archive is closer in temperament to a post-dictatorship liter-
ature that blends autofiction with archival fiction, such as the blog-turned-
book Diario de una princesa montonera [Diary of a Guerilla Princess] (2012),
by Mariana Eva Perez, whose parents were “disappeared” during Argentina’s
“dirty wars.” Jordana Blejmar finds in such books a “playful, irreverent, non-
solemn and anti-monumental approach to the traumatic past” (1-2). Here,
“ambiguity, fragmentation and distrust in the referential capacity of language”
attempt to bring to light (and justice) state violence carried out to eradicate
public memory (6). As with the limits of testimony vis-a-vis the Holocaust, a
concession to absence grounds one in reality.’

Luiselli’s passage is also a throat-clearing for her embedded volume: Ele-
gies for Lost Children, appearing under the pen name of Ella Camposanto.
Through the distancing strategy of an alter ego, Luiselli imagines the story she
herself did not (and, indeed, cannot) witness. The children’s undocumented

¢ In 2020, Luiselli joined an open letter campaign pressuring the talk show host to

rescind her endorsement. Charges included the book’s “lack of complexity” and “harm”
to “marginalized people”: <https:/lithub.com/dear-oprah-winfrey-82-writers-ask-you-t
o-reconsider-american-dirt/>.

7 For more on Argentine archival autofiction, see Forné.
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status produces ghosts that must be chased to track their sounds and pinpoint
their traces. Her children’s ill-advised decision to find Manuela’s daughters on
their own provides the breakthrough. Luiselli makes the problem personal in
a maternal act of radical empathy: only after placing her children in a parallel
scene of danger can she truly feel for the children that are not hers. The
story becomes a journey of conscience, joy and strife, marriage and divorce.
Lost Children Archive negotiates between cognitive impasses, false starts, and
political obligation. Alongside her sonorous prose, Luiselli turns to “showing,”
not just “telling” the children’s tale. A process of concretion transforms her
book into the “Archive” in its title.

Lost Children Archive appeared as a signed first edition with a burnt or-
ange slipcase and (as per an included chapbook) “two wooden postcards from
Lantern Press that depict the novel’s Southwestern setting, along with a Splen-
did fountain pen” (3). It was volume 79 in Powell’s Books “Indiespensable”
series (2008-18) to promote young authors and prioritize collectable physical
media with tie-in artifacts. The partnership between Knopf, a major US
publisher, and the Portland bookseller was a response to the decline of brick-
and-mortar stores and the rise of the Amazon Kindle e-reader. While deluxe
packaging was common to all releases, the limited book club edition enhances
the art of Lost Children Archive for its hip subscribers. Reading the novel
becomes synonymous with the experience of opening a rare archive. For a
2019 interview with Guernica, Luiselli reflected on herself as author-collector
of “material things — scraps, pieces, cutouts, and photos.” This scavenging
makes maximalism into multimedia art, for “[t]here are always fingerprints of
the archive in my books — my books are both the book and an archive of the
book” (qtd. in Wang). Seven numbered “boxes” that are travel inventories for
each family member comprise the anatomy of Lost Children Archive. Luiselli
arranges them in typesetting to create a rectangular bankers box on both sides
of a leaf. Reading the novel requires handling it by removing the slipcase
“box” to access containers split into text blocks with vignettes titled “Routes
& Roots,” “Undocumented,” “Removals,” “Document,” etc. In “Box VIL,”
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Luiselli inserts images of the color Polaroids that Swift Feather uses to extra-
illustrate the red volume Elegies for Lost Children. Such personal libraries
interact with historical photos of Geronimo, hand-drawn and printed maps,
migrant mortality reports, loose notes, annotated poetry, and other analog
clippings. “Box VI” is an accumulation of echoes — from highways to insects —
collected through onomatopoeia. This assembly of “texts” is where Luiselli’s
two major innovations meet: airy sonics become concrete documentation
for the reader/listener. The archival “artifacts” nestled inside Lost Children
Archive come to matter by manifesting as matter. They occupy space, and com-
pel a sensory response. While never claiming mastery or authority, Luiselli’s
book becomes a 1.75 Ibs. storehouse, confronting readers with a physical and
thematic gravity.

Graphics, diverse fonts, and playful typography to heighten the reading ex-
perience date to Lawrence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1767). These techniques
have become a cornerstone of much of contemporary literature. As scholars
have noted within a new multimodal studies field, the popularity of comic
books and the heightened digital landscape has had the effect of pushing the
mass-produced book toward fine craft.* Drawings, cartoons, a disorienting
mise-en-page, and other extra-literary effects surpass the word-image supple-
mentation of Kurt Vonnegut, John Barth, and other US postmodernists. By
estranging and slowing down our “reading,” these books upend conventions of
textual linearity and closure inherited from the Gutenberg press. Nonetheless,
the multimodal trend does not embrace the digital domain in order to escape
the confines of the book as physical codex. Quite the contrary. As books face
digitalization in the name of a tech utopia of “access,” this literature preserves
and transmits “content” by making codices into treasure-chests that we “access”
by turning physical pages manually, one at a time.

Yet, Lost Children Archive differs significantly from multimodal landmarks,
such as Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000) and J.J. Abrams and

®  Mantzaris and Gibbons provide an excellent introduction to the field of multimodal

fiction.
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Doug Dorst’s, S. (Ship of Theseus) (2013). Luiselli avoids the formal experimen-
tation of the aforementioned “art for art’s sake” variety. Lost Children Archive
is multimodal avant-gardism that results when content and form meet on the
page to activate change. Authorial craftis — in theory, at least — subordinate to
the impact on the public consciousness. No bugs or features of the Digital Age
can substitute for documenting a humanitarian crisis hidden from so many,
and all-too-real for those involved. Its deliberative construction keeps Lost
Children Archive from turning into a clever ornamentation, which would have
made it tantamount to what Luiselli calls “an absolutely ridiculous display
of intellectual arrogance.” As Swift Feather tells Memphis in a final sound
recording that Luiselli transcribes as the chapter “Document”: “You have to
know all of this, and remember it” (349). This is not a plea to totality for
encyclopedic erudition. Rather, it is an appeal to multisensory maximalism
to register the family’s implication in a storyline that involves us all. Luiselli’s
archival compendium puts all passengers upon the inter-American trails of
those missing, and those nolonger with us.? Not doing so would mean looking
away. Of this Luiselli is certain.

Literary Maximalism and Maximal America

Lost Children Archive explores the epistemology of witnessing along the US-
Mexico border. Luiselli seeks to acknowledge and locate these migrants be-
yond the aporias of history, and the scaffolding of official records. She lo-
cates histories, tongues, and traditions at the place where maximalism and
inter-Americanism intersect, but in ways beyond the previous generations of
Hispanic authors. For Luiselli, language is insufficient and incommensurate
with the disaster. Thus, she innovates a sonic prose that resounds from her
book’s pages. These pages constitute a physical and evidentiary archive that

®  For Lost Children Archive as archival autofiction, see Cho, Montero Romén, and

Mantzaris (161-84,).
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combines the self with traumatic history. Through acoustic and imagistic
conceits, Lost Children Archive turns into a manifestation of a human ab-
sence that is ever present. Luiselli composes Literature of the Americas as a
powerful object, marking a shift from the inefficacy of words to a polymodal
documentation with traces of analog life, an approach that steers her new
collaborative multimedia project, “Echoes from the Borderlands.”™® Yet, her
big canvas detaches itself from the “total” impulse of her Latin American
forebears. Rather than returning to the encyclopedic foundations of Spanish
imperialism, she privileges global problems that succeed the Boom and its
heroic critiques. In Lost Children Archive, the conceit of the insufficiency
of literature becomes a political statement by “problematizing” its object of
study. As Luiselli writes “archival” fiction separate from an “Archive” that is
more suited to the husband (a polymath fixated on traditions of the past), she
claims a place in literary history. Their divorce effectively marks her distance
from the masculine authority of the Boom.

Given its subject matter, reviews of Lost Children Archive have pointed to
the novel’s “American” character. In an assessment for Guernica, Rob Spill-
man proclaims: “I don’t believe in “The Great American Novel,” the mostly
masculinist and reductionist idea that one big, fat book can stand in for all
of our country’s messy, contradictory experiences. The [sic] Lost Children
Archive contains multitudes, contradictions, and raises difficult questions for
which there are no easy answers. It is 2 great American novel. Itis also a great
human novel.” The reviewer gives no thought to hemispheric America here,
and readily absorbs Luiselli into “our country’s” problems in a glib US-centric
way. The Mexican author may agree with Spillman regarding “fat books,”
and the need to prioritize empathy that runs counter to large male egos. Still,
Luiselli confesses to “thinking of the American novel as not a novel of the

Luiselli is currently at work on a modular sound piece documenting borderlands

migration: <https://artlab.harvard.edu/echoes-from-the-borderland/>. I thank the
author for an email reply.
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United States of America, but of our region, of our hemisphere that includes
Central America and Mexico, too” (chapbook 24). It is worth rewriting the
reviewer’s claim to account for her sizeable ambitions. Lost Children Archive
is a great American novel of “our hemisphere,” a new “summa Americana.”
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