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ABSTRACT
This article fills a significant gap in maximalist and encyclopedic novel studies by offering
a narratological definition of the encyclopedic novel. While existing scholarship has
identified historical contexts as well as core thematic and epistemological qualities
shared by encyclopedic novels, such criticism overall neglects an account of the genre’s
techniques for plotting and structure. Yet a structural, formal analysis is crucial for
understanding the genre, clarifying the structures that result in the genre’s distinct
cognitive challenges and delights. This article proposes a formal definition centered on
three narrative elements: character, plot, and world. Encyclopedic form requires (1) at
least three distinct, major focalizing characters, (2) separate, non-merging plotlines for
those characters, and (3) a spatially expansive world that that prevents these plotlines
from coalescing into a centered, predictable design. Drawing on examples including
Thomas Pynchon’s Against the Day, David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, and limit cases
such as Walter Kempowski’s All for Nothing, the article distinguishes encyclopedic form
from encyclopedic content, arguing that thematic epistemophilia alone is insufficient
to produce the genre’s characteristic decentered structure. Having established this
formal model, the article turns to its cognitive consequences for readers, identify-
ing four distinct effects that define the reading experience of encyclopedic novels.
First, the genre increases the difficulty of narrative configuration and reconfiguration:
readers take longer to form an initial working model of the novel’s design, and that
model is repeatedly and substantially revised as new information – such as Infinite
Jest’s late revelation about JOI’s childhood epiphany – retroactively reorganizes earlier
models. The genre’s characteristic mixing of subgenres compounds this difficulty by
denying readers the usual generic cues for anticipating structure. Second, predictive
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processing and judgments of relevance are destabilized: readers must look back more
frequently than usual to track information that bears on plot, character, theme, or
world. Encyclopedic novels often reward this labor with improbable, high-coincidence
intersections that operate according to their own “probability design.” Third, as the
reader’s prediction of individual plot outcomes becomes difficult, readers shift attention
toward the discourse’s underlying rhythms – the patterned recurrence and absence
of particular characters or plotlines – as an alternative way of forming expectations
about the narrative progression. Fourth, encyclopedic novels heighten reader attention
to simultaneity, positioning multiple narrative lines and forms of consciousness as
occurring at once, whether or not this simultaneity is explicitly signaled. Together,
these four effects create the genre’s distinctive reading experience: sustained, effortful
sense-making amid apparent chaos. The article closes by connecting this narratological
account to systems theory, proposing that the encyclopedic novel’s multiplicity, per-
spectivism, uncertainty, and simultaneity model it as a literary analogue of a complex
system. The framework of the “systems novel” offers a way to understand how these
notoriously difficult novels maintain a sense of organization and balance despite their
characteristic excess.
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Maximalism, Multiplot Narrative, Narrative Configuration, Narrative Rhythm, David
Foster Wallace

The encyclopedic novel has been a recognized genre since the emergence, at
least, of the large and complex twentieth-century novels by authors like Joyce,
Gaddis, Pynchon, and their ilk. Despite this, here Imake a somewhat polemical
claim: no one has yet defined the formal, narratological structure of the ency-
clopedic novel genre. Scholars from Mendelson to Karl, LeClair to Ercolino
have identified core qualities that such novels share – but none have entirely
analyzed the structure of these novels, how they balance their multiple narra-
tives. Yet a structural, formal analysis is crucial for understanding the distinct
cognitive challenges and experiential nature of these novels. After reviewing
the scholarship on the encyclopedic novel, Iwill discuss the core formal features
of the encyclopedic novel: its structuring around at least three core characters,
each with a distinct plot, within a spatially expansive world. Then I will
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consider the effects of these features: heightened challenges to configuration
and reconfiguration; a shift in readers’ predictive processing and assessment
of relevance; a reliance on rhythms of discourse; and increased attention to
simultaneity. Finally, this structural analysis opens the way to analyzing the
convergences between encyclopedic novels and complex systems.

Criticism on “encyclopedism” falls into roughly two main camps: those
who focus on cultural and historical dimensions, and those who focus on
the genre’s handling of information.1 Neither has a formalist focus. In the
first camp fall Edward Mendelson’s account of the genre as a national ur-
text; Paul Saint-Amour on total war; Franco Moretti on the modern epic;
Benjamin Bergholtz on globalization; Antonio Barrenechea on “hemispheric
history;” Frederick Karl on post-1960s America, or Jeffrey Severs on the Cold
War. In the second camp, focusing on knowledge and information, are Tom
LeClair on the “systems novel;” David Letzler on “cruft;” N. K. Hayles on
chaos and disorder; StephenBurn on collapse; John Johnston on “information
multiplicity;” Hilary Clark on encyclopedic discourse; Nick Levey on detail;
Kiron Ward on mediating totality; Vesa Kyllönen on the illusion of totality;
and Stefano Ercolino onmaximalism. Neither of these approaches – historical
or informational – negates a formalist account, but these accounts overall give
little attention to the specifics of form: to the plotting or structure of the novels
they consider.

Even Mendelson, coiner of the phrase “encyclopedic narrative” in a famous
1976 essay, does not define encyclopedic novels in terms of their form. Despite
his initial acknowledgment that “we ordinarily recognize genres by intrinsic
formal qualities shared by their exponents” (1267), he details the content that
defines the genre relative to anational culture: it “makes use of all the [nation’s]
literary styles and conventions” (1268), and it “attempt[s] to render the full

1 Kiron Ward’s distinction between the “historical and aesthetic issues of ency-
clopaedism” makes a similar point. He points to an “indeterminacy in the term’s usage,”
“shorthand for […] loosely associated aesthetic features” (4).
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range of knowledge and beliefs of a national culture,” with an attention to
the “ideological perspectives from which that culture shapes and interprets its
knowledge” (1269). Further, encyclopedic narratives include “a full account
of a technology or science” (1270), offer an “account of an art outside the
realm of written fiction” (1270-71), “attend to the complexities of statecraft”
(1271), and “name vast numbers of jobs and professions” (1271). Thematizing
size, these novels “provide an image of their own scale by including giants or
gigantism” (1271)2 and, in their “monstro[sity],” they also refuse “a completed
relation of sexual love” (1272). As “imperial works,” they reach “toward the
wider expanses of national and mythical history” (1273-74) that also showcase
a history of language – whether as an “encyclopedia of literary styles” (1271) or
through explicitly multilingual discourse. Finally, set just before the immedi-
ate present (1269) and evoking both “prophecy and satire” (1271), these novels
create a sense of their own infinite knowingness such that, despite their initial
outsider status (1277), they become “monuments” around which “organized
critical industries” form (1274).3

Despite promising “formally intrinsic terms” (1267) or at least “the outline
of a preliminary formal model” (1269), Mendelson’s essay does not address
the narrative or formal logic of these novels. Instead it offers a meta-formal
account: the encyclopedic novel has “peculiar indeterminacy of form” (1269),
“an encyclopedia of narrative” (1270) incorporating a variety of genres, such
as quest romance, Bildungsroman, lyric interlude, drama, and catalog. His
passing mention of character and plot relates only to genre: encyclopedic
narratives contain characters who attempt (and fail) to live by the conventions
of competing genres, demonstrating “the intolerance of encyclopedic form for

2 See Burn, “Collapse,” for a critique regarding gigantism and the restriction to one
novel per nation.
3 For Mendelson, if a novel doesnot “occupy a crucial and originating role” in its culture,
like Middlemarch, Dead Souls, and War and Peace, it counts only as a “near-encyclopedia”
(1268).
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the small claims of personal expectation and perspective” (1270). This gesture
towards multiperspectivity is a good start, but it oversimplifies the dialogic in-
teraction of perspectives in an encyclopedic narrative’s counterpointed whole.

Criticismon encyclopedismmorebroadly emphasizes totality: encyclopedic
novels strive toward an all-encompassing inclusivity that they, of course, also
recognize as impossible and illusory. Thus they “necessarily make extensive
use of synecdoche” (Mendelson 1269), creating “the illusion that the parts
[the author] has selected, structured, proportioned, and scaled are appropriate
substitutes in context for what could be a much larger set of parts, which in
turn would only suggest, not exhaust, the whole of discourse” (LeClair, Excess
18).4 Within that synecdochic production of totality, though, it remains to
be defined how such novels structure their parts, working not as a heap of
informationbut as a carefully designednarrative communication. After all, the
obsessiveness of readers and critics – the industry that springs up around these
texts – comes from the desire to understand their complexity. We readers sense
what Hayles calls a “comprehensive systemic unity despite […] multiplicities
and dissonances” (519).

Instead of following that hidden order towards Mendelson’s reception-
based monumentality, I want to follow it toward the rhetorical narratological
question: how, structurally, do these big, complex books balance betweenwhat
Stefano Ercolino calls the “chaos-function” and the “cosmos-function” of the
genre (114) – howdo they create that chaotic but organized bigness, structuring
their wild mass of knowledge?

Encyclopedic Novel Form

Mydefinitionof the encyclopedic novel departs fromexisting criticism to focus
almost entirely on the narrative construction of these novels, in terms of the

4 Regarding this illusion, see also Herman and van Ewijk; Kyllönen.
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three elements of narrative: character, plot, and world. In brief: (1) the ency-
clopedic novel has at least three distinct focalizing characters. (2) Each of these
characters must have their own extended plotline (though sometimes these
plotlines involve a whole character cluster, for instance the AFRs [wheelchair
assassins] in Infinite Jest whose plotline centers on Remy Marathe). Further,
those plotlines can intersect in the larger design of the novel, but theymust not
become too tightly intertwined, or else the novel will become too centered. (3)
This means finally that these characters with their disparate plotlines should
not entirely coincide spatially.

1. Character. The decentering structure of the encyclopedic novel comes
in part from the establishment of at least three main characters, who are ei-
ther narrators or consistent focalizers. For example, Pynchon’s longest novel
Against the Day centers on the Traverse family of four brothers, Webb, Frank,
Reef, and Kit (and their various amours); Yashmeen Halfcourt, who has a
storyline independent of her relationshipwithReef; the unforgettable Chums
of Chance; Merle Rideout and his daughter Dally; and Scarsdale Vibe and his
family (Vibe, though not as central, is important as antagonist). Each of these
characters has their own voice and personality, and hearing their voices creates
what Ercolino calls “dissonant chorality” (48) – a variety of voices representing
a variety of social worlds (à la Bakhtin). Only through a broader cast of
characters can the perspectival “totality” (or synecdochic approximation) of
a world be represented.

Multiple focalization or chorality is not sufficient tomake a novel encyclope-
dic, though, or else traditional novels that focalize through a handful of minor
characters might be considered encyclopedic. Instead, the balance between
multiple major characters defines the genre. These characters anchor a variety
of overlapping plots, and readers start to form attachments to them, as well
as forming predictive expectations that these characters will reappear, not just
having a dynamic moment in the spotlight only to fade into the background
once more (e.g., Millicent Kent of Infinite Jest).

2. Plot. The encyclopedic novel must maintain multiple plotlines for these
major characters. Such plotlines must maintain their own distinctness; even
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though they might become temporarily entangled or may intersect, they do
not ultimately merge into a unified conclusion.

It can be difficult to distinguish between a single-plot novel with subplots,
versus a multiplot novel. Peter Garrett, in The Victorian Multiplot Novel,
acknowledges that when one starts looking formultiplicity, “even those novels
which at first seem closest to the traditional model of main and subplot often
turn out to subvert [traditional centralized form] as different plots advance or
recede in importance” (4). Similarly, critics may force a centralizing reading,
as when critics of Eliot’s Middlemarch attempt to “reestablish a centered form
and stable hierarchy by thematic abstraction and analogy” (4). Nevertheless,
Middlemarch’s multiplicity of plot clearly exceeds that of, e.g., Pride and Prej-
udice. On such grounds Garrett argues that we must “establish a conception
of multiple narrative not as a derivative, a multiplication and division of single
narrative, but as an independent form with its own principles and tradition”
(7). That tradition is alive and well in the encyclopedic novel.

One can distinguish multiple narrative by the lack of integration between
its plots, as well as by their lack of shared closure at a narrative’s end. For
instance, Infinite Jest clearly has three distinct plotlines: the plotline of Hal
at ETA, the plotline of Gately and Ennet House, and the plotline of Marathe
and the wheelchair assassins. Hal is often part of a larger character cluster of
tennis players, but he still has his own arc, pertaining to his development as
an athlete, his family life, his addiction to marijuana, and his possible taking
of the DMZ drug. Don Gately’s arc also pertains to addiction, but it seldom
intersects withHal’s plot at all (until the novel’s murky projected end). Finally,
RemyMarathe, wheelchair assassin and spy, has his own backstory and central
role in the novel’s Canadian terrorism plot, which implicates not just the other
wheelchair assassins but also Avril Incandenza, many of the Quebecois tennis
instructors, and to a certain extent, Orin Incandenza. Infinite Jest is structured
around these three different plotlines; they interconnect, but they cannot be
resolved into one single plot.

By contrast, Wallace’s first novel The Broom of the System (1987) is not a
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multiplot novel. It is mildly multifocal, but no character becomes clearly inde-
pendent of the protagonist Lenore Beadsman. The novel’s numerous subplots
surrounding Lenore’s brother, her boss Rick Vigorous and his boss Norman
Bombardini, her therapist, her missing grandmother, and her hyperlexic pet
cockatiel, all come back to Lenore. In this it is not especially decentered,
though it does contain numerous of Mendelson’s required elements: an ac-
count of language as such; multiple linguistic styles; a science (psychology);
statecraft and political parody; gigantism; failed sexual love; and national his-
tory (read through middle America).

This article’s formalist goal, then, is to distinguish between encyclopedic
content and encyclopedic form. Encyclopedic content has to dowith the genre’s
content, especially its treatment of knowledge: most theorists affirm that
the encyclopedic novel manifests what Saint-Amour calls an “epistemophilia”
(206), while also dramatizing or parodying the necessary failure of any project
of total knowledge (this position is articulated in various ways by scholars like
Ward, Clark, Bergholtz, and Kyllönen). I see this epistemological posture as
necessary to the genre’s content. Nevertheless, I argue that it is not sufficient
to make a novel encyclopedic, as plenty of intelligent and experimental novels
work in this way but have very centered, unifocal structures. For instance,
DavidMarkson’sWittgenstein’s Mistress expressly dramatizes the impossibility
of total knowledge and the desire to name “everything which is the case”
(as Wittgenstein wrote of “the world”), but as a single-narrator, first-person,
standard-length novel, with only one central character, it is not really an
“encyclopedic novel.”5 Further, even though the novel explores wide-ranging

5 Similarly, I dispute the encyclopedism of In the Light of What We Know by Zia
Haider Rahman. Benjamin Bergholtz excellently articulates the novel’s organization and
critique of encyclopedic knowledge (“Pursuit”), but the novel itself is structured around a
first-person observer narrator conversing with an old friend and receiving old stories that
transform his understanding of their friendship. Despite various subplots and an enor-
mous spatial range, its dyadic protagonist structure prevents it from attaining decentered
encyclopedic form.
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thickets of interiority, as a reader you always know where you are: with Kate,
at the beach house.

3. World. Spatial distribution, then, is the third narrative element necessary
for encyclopedic form. The genre’s disparate plotlines need to have room to
roam, or else their intersections will be more predictable, and the novel will
coalesce into something like a family novel or a novel of a place. For instance,
William Gaddis’ The Recognitions moves among New England, Spain, New
York City, Paris, Italy, and Central America, distributing its characters at in-
creasing distance fromone another and challenging readers’ sense of coherence.
By contrast, multifocal novelswherein the characters remain physically close to
each other, like Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, remain easier for readers to process
and to predict what might happen next: even if there are different plots, they
unfold physically in the same location.

Walter Kempowski’s contemporary novel All for Nothing (2006) offers a
limit case. It manifests encyclopedic tendencies because it is multifocal, ar-
guably multiplot, and exhibits many encyclopedic content markers – but it
remains quite spatially coherent and, I would argue, is not quite an encyclo-
pedic novel. Set in East Prussia 1945, the novel follows the Von Globig family,
the various refugees they host, the mother Katharina’s fateful choice to shelter
a Jewish man for one night, her incarceration, and the rest of the family’s flight
from the Russian Army. With stunning flexibility of internal focalization, the
novel jumps nimbly among the perspectives of Katharina, her son Peter, their
staff members Auntie and Vladimir, the tutor Dr. Wagner, a local Nazi official
namedDrygalski, a variety of refugees, a priest, Red Army soldiers, and others.
These characters have divergent plots andmotivations, and some die suddenly,
while some surprisingly reappear in the chaos. The novel even has clear nods to
the encyclopedic tradition and to a commentary-critique on knowledge. But
the novel’s spatial restriction – with the characters in close proximity – means
that it coheres narratively as a story of an aristocratic family and the various
figures surrounding them, who retain a high probability of running into each
other while on the road as refugees.
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All for Nothing, with its wandering, chance encounters on the road, and
sardonic tone, feels Pynchonian at times – but compared with Pynchon’s
Against the Day it appears remarkably coherent. Against the Day’s characters
wander the globe, across the US, Europe, Mexico, Central Asia, Africa, and as
Pynchon writes in his own blurb, “one or two places not strictly speaking on
themap at all.” AtD’s geographic range, as well as its abruptmovements across
the globe, forces the reader to give up on any likely prediction of character
trajectories and settle into the joy of not knowing what will happen next –
accepting the unknown, along with the Chums of Chance, for instance when
they fly their dirigible through the center of the earth.

Against the Day might be an extreme case of spatial reach, but even Infinite
Jest, while mostly within the United States, moves all around Metro Boston
andNEUSA, up to the borderwithCanada, andArizona. What’s crucial is not
geographic range, but rather the decentralization of narrative lines within that
range, such that the reader is less able to predict where the narrative is going:
which plot lines will intersect, how, and where. Smaller storyworlds make
that more difficult. As Frederick Karl puts it, these novels have “unrestricted
independence of movement and behavior” (248), creating a “novel of flow, of
spatial and temporal process” (252) that unfolds in unpredictable ways.6 The
purpose, Karl writes, is to construct a sense of world that “dwarf[s] human
life” (252), in which characters exist within a much larger scale of being: the
forces of capital, of (post)coloniality, of information technology, and of war
– all phenomena which transcend national boundaries.7 As a result of such

6 This can still happen in an “enclosed spatial and temporal unit” (Karl 252) like a city,
as in Ulysses’ Dublin.
7 Debjani Ganguly argues that after 1989 “the novel now evinces a capacity, predomi-
nantly through a global informational infrastructure, to imagine the human condition
on a scale larger than ever before in history and certainly beyond national and regional
configurations” (2). None of her target texts are encyclopedic novels, though she analyzes
the often-encyclopedic authors Don DeLillo, Salman Rushdie, and David Mitchell.
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multiplicity, dispersion, and altered scale, the encyclopedic novel offers readers
distinct cognitive pleasures – and challenges.

Cognitive Impacts of Encyclopedic Form

Here, I not only delineate the formal features of the encyclopedic novel; I
further aim to link these formal features to the distinct reading experience
offered by the genre. The genre’s refusal of the narrative norms of a single plot,
single or doublemain character, and consistent set of locations has specific cog-
nitive effects. Readers’ basic processing of narrative is strained when juggling
this many narratives with uncertain connections, leading to four cognitive
impacts of encyclopedic form on the reader: (1) struggles with configuration
and reconfiguration; (2) changes in predictive processing; (3) attunement to
discourse rhythms; and (4) increased attention to relations of simultaneity.

1. Configuration and reconfiguration. Configuration is the process by which
readers organize a narrative into a sensible whole with a particular direction,
forming a mental model of the novel’s overall design. This takes place not just
through emplotment, in ways detailed by Paul Ricoeur or HaydenWhite, but
more broadly through the reader’s formation of expectations based on all the
elements of narrative, from minute elements of style up to the recognition
of genre norms. Typically, the initial establishment of configuration comes
early in the novel, when the authorial audience forms a “hypothesis, implicit
or explicit, about the direction and purpose of the whole narrative” (though
readersmay reconfigure throughout; Phelan,Experiencing Fiction 19). Readers
seek coherence by predictively configuring the pieces of the narrative, making
guesses about how details might fit together, or retrospectively developing a
newworking theorywhen new information creates a rupture (Rabinowitz 66).

These dynamics are central to any text’s progression: they help create sus-
pense, surprise, and general narrative interest. But configuration and reconfig-
urationdynamics are heightened in the encyclopedic novel: it takes longer than
usual to figure out the big picture in which the various pieces intersect (or fail
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to), so readers struggle to form an initial configuration, and must reconfigure
more often and more comprehensively. One plotline or event might seem sig-
nificant in one way when perceived through its central character, only later to
be re-evaluated in light of new information in another plotline. For instance, a
massive reconfiguration occurs over five hundred pages into Infinite Jest, when
readers learn about JOI’s childhood epiphany that later led to the discovery
of annulation. This revelation impacts all three plotlines as well as altering
the reader’s sense of JOI as character and integrating various details about the
storyworld (Hoffman, “Infinite”).

Further, the encyclopedic novel’s typical genre-mixing makes it harder for
readers to configure, since configuration often relies on genre cues. Readers’
knowledge about genres affects their expectations ofwhatwill happen andhow
pieces fit together (Rabinowitz 116). But the encyclopedic novel is, Mendelson
writes, “an encyclopedia of narrative, incorporating, but never limited to, the
conventions of heroic epic, quest romance, symbolist poem, Bildungsroman,
psychomachia, bourgeois novel, lyric interlude, drama, eclogue and catalogue”
(1270). Different characters within encyclopedic novels can pull in different
generic directions, but they fail “to deflect the immensity of encyclopedia into
the channels of familiar convention” (1270).

As an encyclopedic novel progresses, readers first configure individual
threads (and their genres) and repeatedly reconfigure in pursuit of the “hidden
order” of the novel. In this, the encyclopedic novel most resembles the existen-
tial mystery or quest, a genre that defines Roberto Bolaño’s 2666.8 Readers be-
come like detectives, involved in the “puzzle-assembly” dimension of reading,
putting together the disparate parts of the narrative discourse and the massive

8 The search for existential and metaphysical closure similarly animates the proto-
encyclopedic novel Moby-Dick, driven by two incomplete quests – by Ahab to capture the
whale and Ishmael to understand life. Both mysteries overlap with Melville’s own self-
parodic questing after metaphysical truth. But while Moby-Dick does have encyclopedic
content, it does not quite have encyclopedic form.
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collections of information about the storyworld. Hence Claudia Breger con-
siders “narrative worldmaking as a multidimensional, ‘multivectoral’ assem-
blage” (227), a “process of making complex, multiple connections between
‘interwoven forces’ or entangled, but also radically heterogeneous elements”
(231). ForCorinneBancroft, the “braidednovel”multifocal form“help[s] train
readers to hold multiple, often incommensurate, subjectivities in our minds
simultaneously, pushing us to embrace new channels of responsibility that
recognize many distinct subjects” (263).9 To configure, the reader must reflect
on the competing ethical positions of core characters as well as to think about
how the whole novel is assembled.

As a result of these configuration challenges, in the encyclopedic novel the
surprise of reconfiguration becomes somewhat regularized, part of the reader’s
broader set of expectations. Readers not only expect individual plots to de-
velop; they also expect those plots to intersect in unexpected ways. In this way
readers accept the labor of paying attention because they expect that there will
be connections to find, finding pleasure in attending to these subtleties.10

2. Predictive Processing and Relevance. As the configuration and reconfigura-
tion dynamics aremademore difficult, readers must work harder than usual to
figure out how the pieces fit together – andwhat is likely to comenext. Readers
form expectations about character and plot; whether it is an expectation to
learn more about a particular character, or a desire to know what happens
next, the mimetic investments of the reader are often troubled or delayed
by the encyclopedic novel. So, readers of this genre must shift their norms
and expectations to match, engaging with a heightened sense of the narrative
discourse as fundamentally resistant. In terms of predictive processing, then,

9 Whereas Bancroft’s definition requires multiple narrators, mine does not.
10 As multiplot configuration becomes more common in commercial fiction, authors
make these interconnections increasingly obvious; e.g., Anthony Doerr’s All the Light We
Cannot See has at least three focalizing characters with divergent plots, but their intercon-
nections are fairly obvious and neither novel requires large or difficult reconfigurations.
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readers are forced to look back more often, integrating details that appear
newly relevant, and sometimes shift to discourse patterns rather than story
ones in forming expectations.

Readers must always look back to look forward, but in the encyclopedic
novel the reader typically looks backmore – remembering particular characters,
refreshing what happened in a previous segment, or reviewing previous details
to figure out who a particular character is. For instance, in Infinite Jest Wallace
signals interconnections between segments rather subtly, andhedoesn’t always
name characters who recur. Thus the reader must remember the descriptions
of Bruce Green and Mildred Bonk living in the trailer with Tommy Doocey
(39) to figure out that Bruce Green is the unmarked speaker talking about his
past while later at Ennet House (181); or to keep track of Emil Minty, iden-
tifiable by his orange mohawk; or to identify the Assistant District Attorney
waiting outside Gately’s hospital room (921) as the same one that Gately had
traumatized much earlier through a nasty trick with his toothbrush (55).

These details may seem irrelevant, but they’re not – or rather, the reader can
never be sure inwhatway they are relevant11 – in terms of plot, character, world,
theme, or some combination? Identifying BruceGreen doesn’t help us predict
the end of Infinite Jest, but it does help us understand Bruce’s life pre-recovery,
as well as consider Wallace’s thematics around family: this is one of the few
moments that a new parent speaks, rather than an injured child. The A.D.A.
details, by contrast, do help us project into Gately’s future, showing how he
could escape prosecution for his earlier crimes (the A.D.A., also an addict, is
being pushed by his recovery group to drop the case because it impedes the
A.D.A.’s own recovery, 960). Thematically, this element of Gately’s plotline
also offers a hopeful outcome for him, reinforcing the sense that Gately’s worst

11 Contra Letzler, I do not think that any detail is truly “cruft” – material that “takes
up a great deal of space to no apparent purpose,” “mask[ing] similar-looking text that
does have purpose” so that readers must “refine the way they modulate their attention in
processing it” (18). To the careful reader of the well-formed text, all material is relevant,
just in different ways.
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moments lie behind him in time (in the overdose scenes that close the novel)
and that his character arc essentially moves upward.

Further, the encyclopedic novel’s careful use of narrative gaps requires inten-
sive predictive processing, as well as thematizing knowledge. The genre does
not just teach readers about many kinds of knowledge – it also places readers
in an active learning stance by forcing them to figure things out for themselves.
The careful reader can infer the few possible endings of Infinite Jest, though
they’re never made explicit. As Wallace says in an interview, “On the surface,
it might seem like it just stops. But it’s supposed to stop and then kind of
hum and project” (Donahue 72). Readers must follow the clues that Hal and
Gately go to the Great Concavity to dig up Himself’s head, in search of the
master cartridge – and that Hal either eats the DMZ or views the tape or both,
leading to his compromised state at the novel’s opening.

Such anunfoldingmay seem improbable or absurd, but encyclopedic novels
do not operate according to the norms of other genres. They cue readers to
attend differently, whether it is to the patterns of coherence and configuration,
or to the probabilistic dynamics in their diversified, often coincidental intersec-
tions of plots. It is incredibly unlikely, for instance, that any of the coinciden-
tal meetings in a Pynchon novel would happen, except – they do. Richard
Hardack delineates how in Against the Day “characters perpetually run into
one another across the globe in emphatically unbelievable fashion” (105), with
variations on the formula “who should he run into but” “recur[ring] over a
hundred times in the world, along with dozens of evocations of chance and
coincidence” (105). To use Karin Kukkonen’s terms, the “probability design”
(725) of this genre is simply different.

3. Rhythms of Discourse. Because so many improbable things often occur,
readersmay shift to anticipating not how the novel will coalesce, but rather that
it will somehow. Engaging the text like a wild ride, readers might give up on
figuring out the plot and instead engage with the progression of the narrative
discourse, perceiving the rhythms of the text’s unfolding, which shape expecta-
tions about the recurrence of different character/plotlines. For instance, about
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2/3 of the way through Against the Day, I realized that the Chums of Chance
had been absent from the novel for longer than usual, and I expected them to
reappear sometime soon. Reviewingmore carefully, I see that this anticipation
was created by Pynchon’s careful organization: the Chums appeared about
every one hundred pages until a longer gap of about 200 pages between page
556 and 779, precisely when I began to wonder about them.

With so many characters and plots, encyclopedic novels must be especially
careful with discourse sequencing, creating a balanced and complex rhythm of
reoccurrence for each central character (or character cluster, with theChums of
Chance).12 More traditional novels that braid only two central charactersA and
B often have a more straightforward alternating structure that ends with unifi-
cation, manifesting something like an ABABABZZ structure, where Z marks
the two characters’ storylines coming together. In such a novel, the reader
learns quickly that the novel is organized around two parallel progressions and
anticipates that they will likely come together. Even with two protagonists,
such a story feels unified, coherent, and organized because the reader can
predict what narrative “move” is likely to come next.

By contrast, with three or more protagonists there is no easily predictable
“nextmove”within the structure because the possibilities for alternation aswell
as intersection multiply. That is, rather than characters A and B alternating as
ABABAB and then coming together in Z, a multiplot structure with charac-
ters A, B, and C enables many more possible structures, not only ABCABC
repeating, but perhaps ABCBCA, ABCBABDADA, etc. Further, the larger
progression can also be structured around regular intersections; e.g., Infinite
Jest is structured into three even sections, punctuated by moments when all
three plotlines briefly connect.13 The more characters we follow, the more
complex the novel’s progression can become, as we hold in our heads the set

12 For further approaches to the structural rhythm of novels, see Hoffman, “A Scalar
Model.”
13 This analysis is outside the scope of this article.
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of parallel storylines and also stay attuned to the different ways that they do
(or do not) intersect.

4. Simultaneity. Narrative intersections establish the interconnectivity of
otherwise potentially disparate plotlines; they also underscore the heightened
importance of simultaneity in the genre, and the expectation that readers will
be more attuned to relations of simultaneity whether or not they are overtly
signaled.14 Joseph Frank discusses simultaneity with respect to spatial form
in modernism, writing about Flaubert and Joyce (two authors linked to the
encyclopedic tradition). While Flaubert explores the simultaneity of many
levels of a single scene in Madame Bovary, Joyce “had the problem of creating
this impression of simultaneity for the life of a whole teeming city” (233). In a
similar vein, Saint-Amour points to “the encyclopedia’s massive simultaneity,
its nonsequential warehousing of its entries,” whichUlysses captures when, for
instance, episodes one and four contain the exact same sentence to indicate the
exact same moment: “A cloud began to cover the sun slowly, wholly” (229).

The function or effect of such simultaneity can be different across authors
and periods. In Saint-Amour’s account, it works inUlysses to call our attention
“as much […] to disparities as to similarities between the contexts in which it
appears” (229). By contrast, James Wood finds the simultaneity of hysterical
realist novels particularly absurd, mentioning not one but two instances of “at
the same time” in his caricature of the genre (167-68). Simultaneity, regardless
of its rhetorical purposes as a narrative resource, is core to the encyclopedic
novel’s positioning of multiple narrative lines in relation to each other.

Infinite Jest highlights the storyworld and the interior world as places full
of simultaneous occurrences. The novel is fixated on holidays, with events
across all plotlines occurring on November 8 (the novel’s “Interdependence
Day”) and on November 20 (the day before the novel’s Thanksgiving exhi-
bition match). Wallace also emphasizes the multi-simultaneity of cognition,
for instance with Ken Erdedy thinking simultaneously about what he will do

14 Such intersections perhaps distinguish this genre from the short story cycle.
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with the marijuana, wondering when the woman will arrive with it, watching
the bug on his shelf, and thinking about past binges. Wallace’s fixation on
processing more than one thing at a time imbues many of his other novels and
stories, becoming evenmetaphysical in “GoodOldNeon.” A broader account
of simultaneity’s functions in the encyclopedic novel is beyond the scope of this
article, but Iwill endhere by arguing that it undergirds the genre’s commitment
to organized multiplicity – and to the systemic nature of its form.

This brings me to a conclusion regarding systematicity. If we think ency-
clopedic novels in terms of their multiplot structure, we can understand and
analyze with much greater purchase the convergences between encyclopedic
novels and complex systems. In Wallace’s copy of Tom LeClair’s In the Loop
– on Don DeLillo and the systems novel – Wallace underlines “The themes of
systems theory are the master subjects of literary modernism – process, multi-
plicity, simultaneity, uncertainty, linguistic relativity, perspectivism – but in a
new, larger scale of spatial and temporal relations (the ecosystem) that reflects
the new scale of sociopolitical experience, including the rise of multinational
corporations and global ecology” (10). These terms define the formal features
of the encyclopedic novel: its multiplicity is formed by its mass of characters,
whose counterpointed viewpoints create perspectivism and linguistic relativity.
Readers struggle to configure and reconfigure the multifarious details of the
text, experiencing the uncertainty of the novel’s unfolding and its broader pur-
poses. Giving in to the rhythms of the narrative discourse, readers experience
the novel as a process that slowly coalesces into something bigger. That larger
scale creates more uncertainty about how plots interrelate, an uncertainty that
is countered by relations of simultaneity.

This narratological analysis, then, demonstrates how the encyclopedic novel
not only “demands from the reader a systemic understanding” (LeClair,Excess
15), but how its form produces that systemic understanding in the reader, mak-
ing the encyclopedic novel form that of a complex system – not of cells or of
creatures but of character and plot.
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