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ABSTRACT
In this article, I explain how Lucy Ellmann’s 2019 novel Ducks, Newburyport accepts,
rejects, and thereby reconfigures the structural and thematic conventions traditionally
associated with the encyclopedic novel. In the first of the article’s three sections,
I argue that the novel’s demanding structure and form do not allow its readers to
be distracted even in today’s hyper-connected digital age. As most of this thousand-
page-long maximalist novel comprises just one single sentence written in a relentless
stream-of-consciousness style, readers cannot ignore its breathless and cant-like quality.
Consequently, because of this singular narrative mode, the novel exemplifies as well as
critiques the contemporary ethos of digital distraction and the systemic reduction of hu-
man attention spans. In the following section of the article, I suggest that the unrelenting,
overwhelming aspect of the narrative of Ducks, Newburyport is inextricably linked to the
way the novel provides a critical, feminist gloss on the question of gender. Not only is
its narrator an unnamed, middle-class American woman but her monologic style adopts
and adapts the famous monologue of Molly Bloom in the “Penelope” Episode of James
Joyce’s Ulysses (1922). Here, I also underline that in literary historiography, novels
by female writers have historically been marginalised and hardly recognised as being
encyclopedic. In the article’s conclusion, I emphasise that the linear and omniscient
description of the lioness’s search for her cubs in Ellmann’s novel, which runs alongside
the narrator’s monologue, implies that the contemporary encyclopedic novel actively
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interrogates the Anthropocene. Ultimately, the genre goes beyond anthropocentric
and nation-oriented perspectives to imagine intricate connections among human beings
and all other biotic and abiotic entities at the planetary scale.
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Contemporary Encyclopedic Novel, Lucy Ellmann, Stream-of-Consciousness, Gender
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Introduction

In a couple of important essays written in 1976 on what he calls the “genre” of
the encyclopedic narrative, EdwardMendelson tried to identify its characteris-
tic features. According to him,

[e]ach major national culture in the west, as it becomes aware of itself as a separate
entity, produces an encyclopaedic author, one whose work attends to the whole so-
cial and linguistic range of his nation, who makes use of all the literary styles and
conventions known to his countrymen, whose dialect often becomes established
as the national language, who takes his place as national poet or national classic,
and who becomes the focus of a large and persistent exegetic and textual industry
comparable to the industry founded upon the Bible. (1268)

Going by the above quotation, there is not much to separate an epic from an
encyclopedic narrative. Mendelson is aware of the problem as he qualifies what
hemeans by an encyclopedic narrative. He states that encyclopedic authors, for
themost part, “set out to imitate epics, but, unlike epic poets, they write about
the ordinary present-day world around them instead of the heroic past” (1268).

Mendelson’s identification of the genre of the encyclopedic narrative has
been criticised primarily for overestimating its representational capacities.
Commentators have wondered whether it is even possible for a literary work,
however capacious its narrative may be, to attend “to the whole social and
linguistic range” of its national context or to make “use of all the literary styles
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and conventions” that exist in the country of its origin. Without rejecting
the usefulness of Mendelson’s characterisation of the encyclopedic narrative
altogether, they propose amendments that seek to temper the view that total
representation is its defining characteristic.

In relation to Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), Luc Herman
and Petrus van Ewijk argue, for example, that the encyclopedic novel as a genre
descriptor is less totalising than its predecessor, the “Great American Novel.”
Van Ewijk has further made the suggestion that encyclopedic narrative and
encyclopedic novel serve as relevant generic designations in the contemporary
period because the way we understand the encyclopedic has itself evolved over
time. According to him, the encyclopedic is now more of an open form rather
than one that seeks to encompass everything.1

The views of Herman and van Ewijk find resonance among two doctoral
studies on thenature and features of the encyclopedic novel. In his dissertation,
Paul A. Huggins has argued that the prevalence of system paradigms in the
sciences and humanities today reveals a complex modern world-system that
precludes anymovement towards the kind of totality imagined byMendelson.
Similarly, Matthew W. Raese suggests in his study that the contemporary
encyclopedic novel utilises different forms of irony as a means to subvert
authoritative discourses and underline the importance of marginalised ones.2

Vesa Kyllönen’s 2018 work is in consonance with the perspectives of Herman,
van Ewijk, Huggins, and Raese. Kyllönen believes that our existence in today’s
information age warrants a re-evaluation of the relevance of the encyclopedic
novel. He argues that the diversity of cultural knowledge available to us now
calls into question the primary imagination of the encyclopedic novel as “an
ideal book about everything, a form of the novel that could basically integrate
every conceivable kind of narrative material” (“Information” 31).

In light of the above discussion about the critical reception of Mendelson’s
characterisation of the encyclopedic narrative, Iwould like to suggest that Lucy

1 For details, see Herman and van Ewijk, and van Ewijk.
2 For details, see Huggins and Raese.
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Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport is a contemporary take that simultaneously
accepts and subverts the ideal. The novel, which won the Goldsmiths Prize
andwas shortlisted for the Booker Prize, runs intomore than a thousand pages,
and is mostly composed of a single sentence. The sentence begins with “[t]he
fact that” and ends with “doesn’t bear thinking about.” It contains thousands
of clauses and sub-clauses separated with commas, sometimes containing re-
ported speech, presented through quotation marks as well as italicised song
titles and lyrics enclosed within the symbol for the slanted beamed sixteenth
note (♬). The following is an excerpt that combines sections from the begin-
ning and the conclusion of the novel:

The fact that the raccoons are now banging an empty yogurt carton around
on the driveway, the fact that in the early morning stillness it sounds like
gunshots, the fact that, even in fog [...] people are already zooming around
our corner, the site of many a minor accident, the fact that a guy in a
pickup once accidentally skidded into our garage, and next time it could be
our house, or a child, Wake Up Picture Day, dicamba, Kleenex, the fact that […] (12)

[…] the fact that Leo’s agreed to join all the other “suckers” on the highway, my
way or the highway, ♬ we are poor little lambs ♬, lost barrettes, solar alignment,
obsidian, mica cut-outs [...] French fries, Nibelungs, Piketon, ♬ Vivo! ♬, maple
syrup, the fact that it is Rodolfo or Alfredo, the main guy in La boheme, the
fact that I never know, the fact that Stacy didn’t even make any objection to the
solar eclipse idea, the fact that she’s being swell about everything, the fact that I
hope all her rebelliousness hasn’t been completely quelled by trauma, or by her
new role as our saviour, big responsibility, There’s Always Tomorrow [...] the fact
that we’re going to let Gillian do the Indian Mud Run too, and [...] just to cheer
everybody up, we’re going to see the runaway lioness at the zoo this weekend, the
fact that Stacy seems to feel some kind of rapport with that woebegone creature,
the fact that whether this is because she feels fierce and free, or caged and cowed,
doesn’t bear thinking about. (997-98)

As it becomes clear from the excerpts, the novel is structured in terms of
the consciousness of a single person, an unnamed, middle-aged, “ordinary”
woman in Ohio, who bakes pies for a living. A divorcee, she is nowmarried to
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Leo. Stacy is her daughter from the first marriage. The novel is a record of her
thoughts, fears, feelings, concerns, and expectations. These sentiments span
hundreds of subjects, including loss of habitats for animals, gun violence in
theUnited States, effects of climate change, road accidents, rise of conservatism
and violence in politics, the nature of the various types of rocks, plots of old
movies, teenage angst and rebellion, freedom, the histories of Native Ameri-
cans, and the nature of empathy. The thoughts thatmake the consciousness of
the central character in Ducks, Newburyport are therefore about subjects that
veritably constitute contemporary existence in theUnited States. It is precisely
this quality of the novel’s narrative that makes it an encyclopedic work, for
it appears to present “the whole social and linguistic range” of contemporary
America to its readers.

Put differently, the narrative of Ellmann’s novel gives readers the sense that
it is a total picture of contemporary America. Helped by thousands of clauses
and sub-clauses that comprise the single, main sentence that runs through its
narrative, it is a veritable index of contemporary life in theUnited States. There
is nothing that happens in America, it appears, that has escaped the awareness
of its central narrative presence. Such breadth and variety in the thoughts of
the narrator not only indicates that the novel takes its encyclopedic function
seriously but also harks back to literary representation that is not quite the
norm in contemporary times. As van Ewijk has argued, in the first phase of the
encyclopedic project that lasted till the eighteenth century, the encyclopedia
was assumed to be an all-encompassing document that represented totality of
knowledge – the sense that it contained everything. Consequently, it feels as
though Ellmann’s text endeavours toward the same ideal: that its readers will
know everything to be known about the contemporary United States if they
go through its thousand plus pages (van Ewijk 206).

Ducks, Newburyport, however, subverts the expectations and conventions
of an encyclopedic novel as well. Its narrative makes it clear that it does not al-
ways desire to live up to the ideal of total representation and therefore resonates
with what van Ewijk has identified as the second phase of the encyclopedic
project. According to him, since the eighteenth century, the encyclopedia
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has come to be seen as a network – a network of cross-references, hyperlinks,
and intertextuality, aware that it excludes much information from its account
even as it attempts to include as much as possible. For him, the contemporary
encyclopedic novel reveals a tension between totalisation and open-endedness,
and it is precisely such tension that this article will try to articulate with respect
to Ellmann’s novel from here on.

The depiction of the consciousness of the novel’s central character is punc-
tuated by the tale of a mountain lioness who moves from Appalachia in West
Virginia and Pennsylvania to AlligatorMound in Granville, Ohio, in search of
her cubs. The description of the way the lioness takes care of the cubs, how
she loses them, and how finally she is united with them is provided to readers
in conventional, third person, and omniscient terms. The novel opens, for
instance, with the following description:

When you are all sinew, struggle and solitude, your young [...] may remind you of
prey. To be woken, biffed in the face by the paw of a sleeping kitten. The damp
furry closeness in the crowded den sometimes gave her an over-warm sensation
akin to nausea, or boredom. Snaking her long limbs [...] she longed to be out on
her winding path, ranging wide in search of deer. In her dreams [...] she sought
that first firm clasp on a stag’s neck, the swift parting of its hide, her mouth filling
at last with what was hot and wet and necessary. For all of life is really recoil and
leap, leap and recoil. (Ellmann 11)

In such passages, Ellmann’s attempt is clearly to take readers as close as possible
to what she imagines the being of a lioness is. Consequently, it makes sense to
agree with James Williams who argues that, in the novel, it is the thoughts of
the narrator that cut across the story of the lioness. Human concerns, in other
words, are the interruption and not vice-versa (85). If Williams’s suggestion
is considered in terms ofMendelson’s argument about the encyclopedic novel,
then what kind of a work is Ducks, Newburyport, in which human concerns
and feelings are configured as an interruption to the (imagined) existence of an
animal – specifically a cougar in search of her newborn cubs?

Here, it would be appropriate to refer to James Webster’s suggestion that
Ellmann’s encyclopedic novel – in that it accepts as well as rejects conventions
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associated with the genre – is better understood as a narrative written for
the Age of the Internet. Webster argues that since the 2010s, social media
has become an inalienable part of our lives. The development has led to the
inversion of the question, “how can social media be art?” to “how can art
be social media?” As a result, the relentless representation of the thoughts
of the narrator in Ducks, Newburyport feels like “an accurate, experiential
parallel” to theway peoplemove throughmodern lives – those inwhich “acute
internet poisoning” and “information overload” impact us even when we are
not looking at our screens. Webster draws attention to the fact that the novel’s
narrative is marked by the recurrence of the narrator’s thoughts. For him, this
reflects theway “the internet repeats itself, sometimes altering certain variables,
but repeating nonetheless.”

Additionally, the novel’s narrative never acquires a contemplative quality as
the narrator cannot and does not consider any question or subject at length.
Her situation resembles the way we access social media, keep scrolling through
our Facebook or Instagram feeds without pausing to consider any matter in a
sustained manner. Paradoxically, such a structure makes it possible for readers
to read through the novel as its narrative style and form do not appear to
demand continuous or rigorous attention. The journey from the screens of
our phones to the pages of the novel, in other words, is quite seamless. The
paradoxhas obvious implications for the subjects andquestions that constitute
the novel’s narrative. Because of the rapid movement from any one of these to
another, none becomes less or more important than others. As a result, the
overall situation is one in which, since nothing matters, everything matters
or, since everything matters, nothing matters. The narrative itself appears to
undercut the gravity of the multiple “facts” that the narrator considers as the
novel concludes with the suggestion that they do not “bear thinking about.”
Yet, thinking (about them) is precisely what the narrator has done in the novel,
that too for over a thousand pages in a single sentence.

We may or may not agree with Webster that Ellmann’s text works as an
internet novel because it simultaneously accepts and rejects the conventions
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associated with the encyclopedic novel. However, it is undeniable that the
structure ofDucks, Newburyport resonateswith the sociopolitical, ethical, and
aesthetic grammar of our digital age. Moreover, it would be hard to overlook
two other prominent ways in which the narrative does not quite follow the
conventions of the encyclopedic novel explainedbyMendelson. The following
two sections of this article elaborate the contention in greater detail.

Section Two

If we take another look at Mendelson’s characterisation of the encyclopedic
narrative, we realise that he only uses the masculine third-person pronouns
“he,” “him,” and “his” to present his imagination of the encyclopedic author.
It seems then that it would be difficult for him to conceive of a woman writer
being accorded the status of an encyclopedic author as thatwould entail her tak-
ing place “as national poet or national classic.” One could argue that we need
to appreciate the time during which Mendelson was writing – the mid-1970s
–when it was not uncommon for (male) critics to use masculine pronouns as
some kind of universal placeholders. Even if we were to grant Mendelson the
benefit of doubt, it is hard, if not impossible, to let go of the suspicion that
the very conception of an encyclopedic narrative and its encyclopedic author
is implicated in a thoroughly masculine discourse. Mendelson’s choices for
the seven works that constitute the genre of the encyclopedic narrative do
not include even one by a woman writer. Granted that the texts he considers
worthyof the description arewidely acknowledged as classics, the sheer absence
of women’s writings from the list is striking.

Unfortunately, the samepatternof neglect of encyclopedicworks bywomen
recurs even in the writings of those who have taken a critical view of Mendel-
son’s conception of encyclopedic narratives. Herman and van Ewijk, for in-
stance, discuss Martin Buber’s I and Thou and Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow
in their essay. Van Ewijk limits himself to the analysis of the latter work. In a
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similar spirit, Raese’s thesis takes up the writings of Pynchon (Gravity’s Rain-
bow), David Foster Wallace (Infinite Jest), Leon Forrest (Divine Days), Jorge
Luis Borges, and Roberto Bolaño for discussion. Kyllönen’s thesis scrutinises
the works of Umberto Eco (Foucault’s Pendulum), Richard Powers (The Gold
Bug Variations), Wallace (Infinite Jest), and Mark Z. Danielewski (House of
Leaves).3

In light of the above description that reveals the utter neglect of novels by
women from critical considerations of contemporary encyclopedic narratives,
it makes sense to discuss Ducks, Newburyport in detail. Such an analysis
underlines the way the novel’s narrative deliberately interrupts its own ideal
endeavour of maximalist representation of contemporary life in the United
States with the daily thoughts of a middle-aged woman in Ohio. Moreover,
it highlights the singular way in which the novel adopts and adapts the famous
monologue of Molly Bloom from the last or “Penelope” chapter of Joyce’s
Ulysses (1922) for its own purposes.

The author of Ducks, Newburyport is the daughter of the renowned Amer-
ican critic Richard Ellmann. The latter’s eponymous biography of James Joyce
published in 1959 iswidely acknowledged as a classic. Her sister is the celebrated
feminist critic Maud Ellmann who is well-known for her critical writings on
the intersections of modernist aesthetics and psychoanalysis. Notwithstand-
ing these facts about the familial antecedents of Lucy Ellmann that connect
her with modernist writings in general and Joyce’s works in particular, it
would be unfair to suggest that in her novel, she just replaces Molly in early-
twentieth-centuryDublinwith the narrator in early twenty-first centuryOhio.
Put differently, it would be incorrect to suggest that Ellmann’s achievement
in Ducks, Newburyport is just a recontextualization of the so-called stream-
of-consciousness of Molly from Ulysses or Clarissa Dalloway from Virginia

3 It is to be noted here that Huggins’s thesis includes a chapter on the novels of Annie
Proulx. Otherwise, his work also discusses the writings of John Barth, Powers, and Junot
Diaz.
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Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925). In fact, as Derek Attridge underlines, there
is remarkable writerly skill that rests behind the reader’s perception of the
narrative as being the record of the unceasing thinking of its unnamednarrator.
The writing is presented as if it is mere transcription, a sequential listing of
every thought that the narrator has as she bakes pies and cinnamon rolls one
morning. Yet the presentation itself canbe shown tobe the carefully structured
way inwhich the narrative unfolds and impacts the reader (“Joycean Form” 94-
95).

One of the most obvious ways in which readers, who consider the form of
Ducks, Newburyport, register that the stream-of-consciousness of the novel’s
unnamed narrator is a carefully constructed sequence of thoughts represented
to them is by looking at theway the text presents itself. In the first passage from
the novel cited above, for instance, some words like “ice,” “garage,” “house,”
and “child” have been italicised. The italicisation indicates that the narrator
thinks of these words or says them to herself with an altered emphasis as
compared towhatever her usual tone of speechmaybe. Similarly, in the second
passage, “suckers” has been put within double quotation marks, song titles
and lyrics have been italicised as well as enclosed within the symbol for the
slanted beamed sixteenth note, and movie names have been italicised. The
careful construction of the form of the novel perhaps becomesmost obviously
apparent when the text reminds the readers of itself directly. Roughly around
the middle of the novel’s narrative, the narrator remarks to herself: “the fact
that I just realised that when this monologue in my head finally stops, I’ll be
dead, or at least totally unconscious, like a vegetable or something” (Ellmann
514). Even in this case, the words “dead” and “vegetable” have been italicised
and indicate an altered emphasis to the narrator’s speech.

As Attridge underlines, even as Molly’s monologue in Ulysses can be shown
to have been similarly carefully constructed, the lack of connection among the
things, subjects, and concerns that strike the narrator of Ducks, Newburyport
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is remarkable.4 Attridge’s example comes from three references in the first
passage from the novel cited above: Wake Up Picture Day, dicamba, and
Kleenex. As he explains, Wake Up Picture Day is a sign that occasionally
comes up outside children’s schools indicating that the child is supposed to
draw a picture based on his or her dreams after waking up. Dicamba is an
herbicide that was banned by some states in America in 2017 as it was found to
cause damage due to drifting. Kleenex is an international brand that produces
tissues for various purposes. Yet no clear connection exists among these three
articles except that they apparently occur in sequence in the narrator’s stream-
of-consciousness. This implies that the narrative of Ellmann’s novel is “more
faithful” to thought processes than, say, Ulysses or Mrs. Dalloway. It appears
to convey that “if we were able to listen in to another person’s thoughts we
wouldn’t find the smooth sequence of related expressions, all making sense,
characteristic of classic modernist stream-of-consciousness writing” (“Joycean
Form” 95).

Conversely, as Attridge argues, the reader of Ducks, Newburyport might
feel that the novel’s verisimilitude is not as strong and effective as that of Mrs.
Dalloway or Ulysses. The sentiment would be more of a marker of the novel’s
refusal to limit “the arbitrariness of sequential connections” than an indica-
tion of its supposed inability to present and sustain “the powerful illusion of
mental experience” (95). The “real” experience of the “sequence” of a person’s
thoughts, in otherwords, is configured in Ellmann’s novel in a distinctmanner.
Because the experience lists objects that have no obvious connection with each
other in an apparently sequentialmanner, it is paradoxicallymore real than the
experience of related concerns that get sequenced in conventional modernist,
stream-of-consciousness narratives such as Ulysses or Mrs. Dalloway.

A good example of the singular and “real” configuration of the central pro-
tagonist’s thoughts in Ducks, Newburyport is its refusal to provide its readers

4 For details regarding reading of the structure, style, and linguistic nature of Molly’s
monologue, see Attridge, “Molly’s Flow.”
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with the sense of narrative resolution. Unlike Leopold Bloom’s return to the
home he shares with Molly in Ulysses in the company of Stephen Dedalus or,
Clarissa Dalloway’s discomfort at the news of SeptimusWarren Smith’s suicide
in Mrs. Dalloway, nothing definitive happens at the conclusion of Ellmann’s
novel. The narrator’s daughter Stacy feels a strange intimacy with the lioness,
but the nature of the intimacy is neither explained nor does it develop into
a specific plotline. Consequently, the novel concludes with the thoughts of
Stacy’s mother in a moment in which she disavows her own thoughts. She sug-
gests that the totality of the things that she has considered since the beginning,
is not worth thinking about.

Based on the discussion in this section of the article, the problematics of
gender as configured in the form and structure of the narrative of Ducks,
Newburyport subvertsMendelson’s characterisation of the encyclopedic novel.
Throughout the narrative, Ellmann not only presents a snapshot of life in
contemporaryUnited States filtered through the consciousness of its unnamed
narrator but also reimagines themode ofMolly’smonologue in the “Penelope”
chapter of Joyce’s Ulysses. Apart from the question of gender, however, the
novel also tackles issues relating to planetarity and global ethics in its narrative.
This article examines the problem in greater detail in the following section by
underlining the way the novel emphasises connections among human beings
and their non-human – abiotic and biotic – others.

There are at least two reasons for discussing the problem of planetarity and
global ethics here. One is that most novels which are commonly considered
encyclopedic narratives have a strong anthropocentric and nation-oriented
focus. Secondly, in line with Williams’s argument, the imagination of being
the mountain lioness, looking after her cubs, in the novel is interrupted by
the narrator’s stream-of-consciousness. Ducks, Newburyport, in other words,
is a novel that attempts to imaginatively engage with non-human existence
from the very outset of its narrative and does not present human life as having
priority over nonhuman life such as animals and plants.
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Conclusion

In Mendelson’s characterisation of the encyclopedic narrative and in its crit-
icisms, what has often gone unnoticed is the way the encyclopedic gets
grounded in the national in theWest. Mendelson argues that the encyclopedic
narrative as well as its encyclopedic author become possible when a “major
national culture in the West” acquires consciousness “of itself as a separate
entity” (1268). Once the development transpires, theworks of the encyclopedic
author attend “to the whole social and linguistic range” of their nation and
they make use of “all the literary styles and conventions” known to their
compatriots. Consequently, the dialect used in their writings gets “established
as the national language” and they are themselves recognised as “national poet
or national classic” (1268).

A consideration of Ducks, Newburyport as a contemporary encyclopedic
novel entails the subversion of the essentialist association that Mendelson
establishes between encyclopedic narratives and geopolitical entities such as
nations located in the Western hemisphere. The novel can undertake such
subversion as it does not limit itself to imagining that its narrator thinks only
about American concerns and issues. Her thoughts, as already explained,
reveal anxieties about subjects that comprehensively exceed the national limits
of the United States in terms of their scale and spread. Among them, what
concernsme here are those that can broadly be identified as the causes or effects
of planetary phenomena such as climate change and global warming.5

5 My specific interest should not be taken to suggest that the various concerns raised
within the narrative are unrelated to each other. If we take the effects of climate change
and the histories of Indigenous Peoples in the United States and outside such as Canada or
Australia together, for instance, we reach the conclusion that settler colonialism was not
only the reason for the destruction of Native or Aboriginal Peoples and their ways of lives
but also one of the most important causes underlying the climate crisis we face today. For a
sophisticated reading of the novel in terms of the Anthropocene and its relationship with
settler colonialism in the United States, see Stephens.
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AsMollyMacVeagh underlines, the concerns of the narrator ofDucks, New-
buryport resonate beyond the boundaries of the contemporary United States
and acquire a global or planetary relevance through the “tropes of porousness”
strewn across thenarrative. Suchporousness connects the homeof thenarrator
with the world and indicates that environmental damage inevitably passing
“into nearby human bodies” speaks to the narrator’s personal experience with
rectal cancer. The narrator explicitly connects the experience with the molecu-
lar environment surrounding her (505). The following passagemakes the point
clear as the narrator establishes an unassailable linkage between the excessive
parts per billion of bromodichloromethane in the water supply at her house
and the increasing numbers of even relatively young people suffering from
cancer:

[…] the fact that Leo’s helping Ben study our drinking water now, and how
contaminated it is, Chuck, the fact that Leo says our water facility violates the
Safe Drinking Water Act [...] the fact that he says our water’s full of TTHMs,
HAA5, TTHMs [...] when the recommended ppbs limit is much less, and we’ve
got three times the acceptable limit of chloroform ppbs, and ppbs of dibro-
mochloromethane when there should be hardly any, and about 16 ppbs of tri-
halomethanes [...] the fact that it’s too frightening when it’s about your ownwater
[...] the fact that I feel sick, toxins, carcinogens, the fact that if our water gave me
cancer, because I was pretty young to get it [...] and my kids are still drinking that
water, well, filtered [...] that fact that sometimes I forget and steam vegetables
in it, or add unfiltered ice water to my pie dough, the fact that our poor goldfish
are living in it, and the hens drink it too, and then we eat their eggs…the fact
that their eggs go into the pie crust too, and into my cinnamon rolls, and my
customers eat those pies and cinnamon rolls, cancer cluster […] (Ellmann 620-21)

Here, not only is the passage consistently engaging with matter “below
the scale of human perception” – matter such as ppb (parts per billion)
of total trihalomethanes (TTHMs), haloacetic acids (HAA5), chloroform,
trichloroacetic acid, and nitrates in drinking water – but also highlighting a
web of adverse impact of the molecular that can potentially only increase in
scale (MacVeagh 501). Thus, we move from the narrator’s experience with
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rectal cancer to her husband and children using the same polluted and harmful
water for various activities and finally to the same water being accidentally
used to steam vegetables and being added to pie dough. Unsurprisingly, the
toxic water appears to adversely affect goldfish and hens too. The web of the
ill-effects of polluted water, a potential “cancer cluster” as the passage puts
it, therefore impacts human beings as well as animals, whether the latter be
aquatic or terrestrial.

It is not just animals and humans, however, that Ducks, Newburyport un-
derlines as suffering the effects of pollution and climate change. As De Bruyn
observes, plants too face the adverse impact of such planetary phenomena
in the novel. The example that De Bruyn chooses for discussion is of trees,
specifically one that falls in the backyard of the narrator’s house during a strong
storm (269). The following is how the narrator recollects the incident:

the fact that that tree out back, the one that came down with a thunk last fall [...]
the fact that David Attenborough’s always talking about tree competition in the
rainforest [...] the fact that they’re often siblings as well, or related in some way,
so why wouldn’t they care about one another [...] the fact that if a nearby tree’s
injured or it falls over, the other trees feed it until the wounded tree can get back
on its feet [...] the fact that if that’s true it means trees sort of think, and plan, and
care, love, “mommy trees,” the fact that who are we to say if trees want to help
each other in hard times, rather than just elbow other trees selfishly out of the
way, kick him while he’s down [...] (Ellmann 714-15)

Here, as De Bruyn highlights, even as there is an acknowledgement of the
hostile impact of planetary phenomena such as climate change onplant life, the
tone is one of restrained hopefulness. The passage rejects apparently reductive
accounts of non-human competition– the reference toDavidAttenborough is
significant in this regard – to present “farmore imaginative views of plants and
plant networks” (De Bruyn 269). Hence, we observe the narratorwondering if
trees are related to each other, if they are “siblings,” and if they think and care
for each other by behaving like “mommy trees.” This reference is particularly
noteworthy for it not only connects the depiction of plant life in the novel to
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the anxiety of its narrator about the safety of her four children but also to the
suffering that the mountain lioness endures as she searches for her cubs.

Based on the above description of the way human life is intimately intercon-
nectedwith its abiotic and biotic surroundings inDucks, Newburyport, we can
see how the novel’s politics of planetarity and global ecological ethics cannot
be limited to the national borders and boundaries of the United States. The
novel’s concerns regarding global warming, environmental pollution, and the
ways in which animals and plants lead their lives make it a work that resonates
across international frontiers. Consequently, the novel goes beyond Mendel-
son’s prescription of an encyclopedic novel being a distinctive representative
of specific national cultures in theWest that acquire a certain consciousness of
themselves as significant entities that need to exist separately from others.

Overall, Ducks, Newburyport is an important contemporary novel that
makes its readers reconsider several aspects of theway encyclopedic novels have
been theorised. Because of the singular structure and style of its narrative
that has only one sentence running into almost a thousand pages without
paragraph or chapter breaks, it does not discourage readers from perusing it
even in today’s context of social media saturation, information overload, and
decreased attention spans. Oneof the important reasons for the distinctiveness
of its form and structure is the way it foregrounds the thoughts and anxieties
of an ordinary woman from contemporary Ohio, United States, by adapting
themode ofMolly Bloom’smonologue from the “Penelope” chapter of Joyce’s
Ulysses. These thoughts and perspectives present a veritable index of the char-
acteristics of contemporary existence in America to its readers.

Additionally, the novel is not limited to presenting a snapshot of contempo-
rary life in the United States as it imagines human existence being intricately
intertwinedwith all other biotic and abiotic components in their surroundings.
The imaginative gesture is ethically andpolitically significant because the entire
world today is suffering from the adverse impact of global warming. Hence, it
can be argued that the novel treads the thin line between the representation
of totality and open-endedness in its narrative and emerges as a significant
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literary achievement in the contemporary period as it is simultaneously an
encyclopedic work and one that critiques the conventions associated with the
term.
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