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“Encyclopedic narrative” is one of these terms and concepts that developed
lives of their own after their initial formulation, so much so that term and
concept have come to actually diverge quite significantly – sometimes due to a
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legitimate process of revision and amendment, sometimes because of a certain
theoretical sloppiness that largely goes by connotationmore than anything else.
(“Confessional poetry” is a generic marker that similarly shifted in usage and
meaning.) We do not mean to suggest that initial definitions are better than
their revisions, because they often aren’t, butwe see both a deterioration along-
side the concretization of the concept after Edward Mendelson introduced it
in two significant essays in 1976. In the fifty years since that publication, critics
have continuously interrogated the usefulness of Mendelson’s concept, and it
is testament to both its relevance and its flexibility that the concept has not yet
been rejected to the point where such interrogations would be moot. At the
same time, the usage of that concept has shifted so much that today’s readers
who go back to Mendelson may be surprised that its origin is quite different
from the meanings with which they are familiar.

Mendelson calls encyclopedic narrative “a genre that is of central importance
in western literature” while at the same time insisting that its terms are “both
historical and formal” (1267), meaning they are not only defined by certain
aesthetic properties but also by their “historical position in their cultures, a
fulcrum, often, betweenperiods that later readers consider national pre-history
and national history” (1267-68). For this reason, Mendelson concedes, “ency-
clopedic authors never deliberately set out to write an encyclopedic narrative”
(1268). This makes it quite unsuitable as a generic category, as its formal mode
may be freely emulated but its historical relevance cannot. In that sense, writ-
ing an encyclopedic narrative is like writing a premodern novel, and this shows
that the classification works more in terms of periodization than genre. One
may wonder if that doesn’t make the formal properties sufficient conditions
to the necessary historical condition; it certainly renders the heuristic value
of the concept quite low, as there isn’t much one can do with that notion of
encyclopedic narrative beyond whatMendelson has already done. No wonder
critics wanted to do more with it and explore the potential of the term, if not
the concept.

A 2002 essay byAlanClintonmarks an interesting intermediate stage in this
development. He takes Mendelson to task for constructing a narrow canon of
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encyclopedic narratives, perhaps as “an excuse to glorify his favorite novelist”
by situating Pynchon among the likes of Dante, Rabelais, Cervantes, Goethe,
Melville, and Joyce. At the same time, Clinton argues,Mendelson “introduced
a provocative term which has outlived its own definition” but that instead
demands a redefinition rather than a wholesale rejection, especially as

Mendelson does provide a set of criteria for encyclopedic narratives which extends
beyond their exceptional authors: 1) they all include an extensive account of at
least one technology or science; 2) they are an encyclopedia of literary styles; 3)
they all provide a history of language [...]; 4) they all propose a theory of social
organization. (2002)

Clinton focuses onUmberto Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum as a generic contender
and discusses it in these broad but clear terms, but he also adds in a footnote
the following

brief list (both incomplete and debatable in its own right) of postwar authors
who might vie for consideration as “encyclopedic” include Walter Abish, Kathy
Acker, John Barth, Jorges Luis Borges, Octavia Butler, Douglas Coupland, Evan
Dara, Don Delillo, [...] Richard Powers, Thomas Pynchon, Raymond Queneau,
Ishmael Reed, [...] William T. Vollman, David Foster Wallace, and Rebecca West.
(n2)

Now this list indeed takes us closer to how “encyclopedic narrative” is being
used as a shorthand today, and with it Clinton himself moves beyond even the
four criteria he identifies as ways of salvaging Mendelson’s initial formulation.
This move also suggests that this end of the spectrum is just as useless as
the other, one too narrow, the other too general. (This parallels the shift in
meaning of metafiction, which William Gass in 1970 initially conceived to be a
form of fiction “in which the forms of fiction serve as the material upon which
further forms can be imposed” (25), even explicitly contrasting it with “those
drearily predictable pieces about writers who are writing about what they are
writing” (24-25); over time, the term has instead come to denote any kind of
fictional self-referentiality, or “breaking the fourth wall.”)



14 Dehdarirad, Mariani, Pöhlmann

Plain and simple, then, “encyclopedic narratives” are stories about every-
thing. There are at least two sides to this statement, one rather trivial and
the other, hopefully, less so. In the trivial sense, this definition is deeply
problematic, a lazy way of suggesting novels that are about a lot of stuff, with
loads of characters and toomuch form on top of the content. Big books. TMI:
toomuch information. (The categorization also suggests something about the
tacit normativity of the unmarked narrative that is not encyclopedic.) But the
casual, connotative usage shouldn’t detract from the more complex heuristic
potential the term still retains, perhaps more neutrally as a mode of writing
than a full-fledged genre that suggestsmore coherence across time and contexts.
This is the more complex understanding of the simple statement, and ideally
the one that still sufficiently connects toMendelson (and Clinton, and others)
to justify maintaining the term while expanding it just enough to make it
heuristically useful – which also means not to make it so general that it can
mean anything and nothing.

This, too, is a continuous effort, and critics have taken different paths than
Clinton – who ends up in a rather arbitrary generality – in seeing where the
encyclopedic narrativemay take them. Petrus van Ewijk proposes a convincing
model that initially takes issue with “the notion of ‘totality’ as the core char-
acteristic of [Mendelson’s] definition” (205) and then proffers a new under-
standing of “the network encyclopedia as a temporary, dynamic delineation of
information that might create the illusion of wholeness but which also, simul-
taneously, debunks that illusion,” cultivating a “tension between totalization
and open-endedness” that corresponds not somuch to the eighteenth-century
encyclopedia butmore to “the complexity ofmore current forms of textuality”
(206).1

In our introductory framing, we are taking our cue from van Ewijk’s ap-
proach rather thanClinton’s, not least because his choice of forms suggests that

1 See also van Ewijk’s 2009 co-authored essay that makes these points more specifically
with regard to the novel Mendelson used as a model.
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the digital age has profoundly shifted the parameters of the encyclopedic. At
the same time, we still want to incorporate the more trivial understanding we
mentioned earlier, as both seem relevant ways of getting at the same question
at the heart of not only the encyclopedic impulse but representation in general,
literary or otherwise. The question of “how do you represent everything?” is
simply a specific version of the question “how do you represent anything?,”
and the former is a useful way of answering the latter, as it more explicitly
engages with issues that are only implicit otherwise. What the encyclopedic
impulse reveals is the impossibility to achieve such totality even if represent-
ing not everything but even one single thing, the futility of representation
matched by the desire to attempt it nevertheless. Modern Western culture
is full of engagements with this tension: think of the encyclopedists such as
Diderot who knew themselves their project cannot be complete; think of early
Wittgenstein so frustrated with how language fails to mimetically correspond
to reality; think of the attempts in Ulysses and Manhattan Transfer to convey
the complexity of the urban experience, even in a single day; or think of the
speaker in Whitman’s “Song of Myself,” who talks about the universe and the
universal but admits to having no idea what the grass is.

There is much significance in this difference between ambition and futility,
between thepotential and the actual, and in the impulse tobe encyclopedic and
its necessary frustration. This significance is not only aesthetic; it is also social
and political. Michel Foucault opens The Order of Things with a reference to
Jorge Luis Borges:

This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that shattered
[...] the familiar landmarks of my thought [...] – breaking up [...] all the planes
with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and
[...] threaten with collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the
Other. This passage quotes a ‘certain Chinese encyclopaedia’ in which it is written
that ‘animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c)
tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the
present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine
camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that
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from a long way off look like flies.’ In the wonderment of this taxonomy, the
thing we apprehend [...] the thing that [...] is demonstrated as the exotic charm of
another system of thought, is the limitation of our own, the stark impossibility
of thinking that. (xvi)

This is such an effective and appropriate preface because the reference to
Borges’s essay “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins” isn’t just about
taxonomy yet about a system of thought that aims to be complete but still has
an outside, a that which renders this arbitrary and limited. This is Foucault’s
discourse, perhaps the most abstract way of describing the tension between the
desire for the universal and the reality of the particular, and an indication that
such systems are ideological as they determine what can be thought, said, and
known. This is also why the representation of everything matters: it is an
imagination of what constitutes everything, and also an imagination of what
doesn’t – or rather a failure of the former imagination.

Foucault’s famous quote overshadows the fact that Borges’s invention and
invocation of that Chinese encyclopedia occurred precisely in those terms, as
an aesthetic response to and critique of rational systems of thought. Borges
states that “there is no classification of the universe that is not arbitrary and
conjectural. The reason is very simple: we do not know what the universe
is,” and furthermore “we must suspect that there is no universe in the organic,
unifying sense inherent in that ambitious word” (104). In the absence of
such coherence, or rather our ability to perceive it, we are left with language,
a language that knows its limits but keeps pushing against them as we keep
“running against the walls of our cage” (11), as Wittgenstein had it. “But the
impossibility of penetrating the divine scheme of the universe cannot dissuade
us from outlining human schemes, even though we are aware that they are
provisional” (Borges 105): our language cannot be universal or analytic but
must be provisional and thus imaginative, and that makes the encyclopedic
not a scientific but an aesthetic concern. And because of their irreducibly ideo-
logical nature, because the map can never be the territory and any imagination
of everything is always synecdochic, these aesthetics merit critique.
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How does this synecdochic imagination work, why is it being used, and
what are its effects? How does the encyclopedic mode work today, how did it
before, and what are the continuities and ruptures in this tradition? Can they
be described along lines of the digital and the analog, or do they transcend
them? How do they intersect with other imaginations of totality, such as
those of ecology in a time of global environmental crisis? Who gets to use the
encyclopedicmode andwhodoesn’t? It is blatantly obvious fromMendelson’s
canon that the encyclopedic narrative is just about themost clichédwhitemale
genre one can imagine; Clinton’s list casually breaks this open, but the power
dynamics of deploying, changing, or subverting the mode along the lines of
identities beyond this normativity demand further scrutiny.

Furthermore, the encyclopedic has left the national framework Mendelson
both operated in but also saw transcended. To him, the encyclopedic nar-
rative is tied to a national culture, and this is how he defines its historical
significance; he declares that “Melville already occupies the American seat in
the encyclopedic pantheon” and can only include Pynchon in that genre by
suggesting “he may be the encyclopedist of that newly-forming international
culture” (1271). This closes off the genre for good: once the national genre
has been transcended, there can be no more transcendence in its terms, and
that would be the end of the encyclopedic narrative (much like feudal literary
genres ended alongwith feudalism). Anymore expansive understanding of the
genre would do well to leave this national focus behind, and not just because
this liberates the concept from its necessary historical condition to allow it to
become truly formal, and thus generic, but also because it must transcend the
national as a major category of the synecdochic. In other words, “everything”
has been defined in national terms for too long, and the national must be
challenged as an epistemological limit, so that “the borders of knowledge” are
no longer “simply the replicas of national borders” (Dimock 3). At the same
time, encyclopedic narratives must be critiqued for how they replicate these
borders and replace them with new ones, as borders they must draw.
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A second amendment to both Mendelson’s initial formulation and its ex-
pansions is that we should question the narrative aspect of the encyclopedic
narrative. Mendelson privileged narrative, and in particular the novel, as the
form of his genre, and he did not consider, for example, thatWhitman’s “Song
ofMyself” (1855)mayhave been an encyclopedic contender for thenational role
he assigned toMoby-Dick– although its universalitymayhave transcended the
national category too much for that purpose, its Americanness notwithstand-
ing. In fact, the aesthetic and poetic desire to represent everything predated
both the epistemē of the national and the rise of the novel as a form; religious
texts attest to this as much as Homer’s Odyssey. This is where Mendelson’s
reasoning is both accurate and unwittingly circular: The novel form is closely
tied to the national imagination– think ofWalter Scott and the historical novel
– and so it makes sense to identify its encyclopedic work with the historical
moment of nationalization, but that focus on national frameworks will only
allow for a particular form of encyclopedic work. In this case, you find what
you’re looking for, but we might as well look elsewhere and for other things
and still find a variation of the encyclopedic that produces alternative systems
of everything beyond the hegemonic ones, both in content and form. Poetry is
among the most prominent encyclopedic forms beyond the national or narra-
tive framework,2 andmusic has its own ways of invoking a sense of everything,
but there is no reason to assume that there are not aesthetic modes that could
not be encyclopedic by default.3

We want to focus on one of these potential modes in slightly more detail
in the following, as it has already been hinted at in two ways. First, van

2 “Encyclopedic poetry” is neither a generic marker nor even much of a concept in
modern poetics; there is an “Encyclopedic Poetry School” that is “based geographically
in China, founded by epic poet Yin Xiaoyuan in 2007,” but to our knowledge, there is no
discourse in poetic criticism that would correspond to Mendelson’s conceptualization in
fiction.
3 See Pöhlmann for a combined discussion of Whitman’s poem “Song of Myself” and
David OReilly’s video game Everything as poetic and ludic variations of the non-narrative
encyclopedic mode.
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Ewijk discusses hypertext and database as contemporary encyclopedic forms
that engage with the tension between totality and openness. Second, Borges
has been a recurrent reference point, but his inclusion is somewhat dubious –
and at the same timehemaybe themost encyclopedic ofwriters in the narrative
mode. Clinton lists him casually among the authors of big books, the clichéd
massive novels that have also been described as maximalist, systemic, excessive,
and so on. Yet Borges never wrote any such novel, and in fact his typical form
is the short story. His encyclopedic impulse, then, does not work through
too much information but rather the operations that convey, manipulate, and
store it. In short, Borges is the model for an encyclopedic narrative that is
an algorithmic narrative – and one may well consider either of those to be a
subcategory of the other. The algorithmic is also tied to the ludic encyclopedic
mode: it defines rules instead of outcomes, and as such it deals with possibility
and not actuality, enhancing its potential to incorporate everything. The core
text of this algorithmicmode is Borges’s 1941 “The Library of Babel,” just seven
pages long and hardly one of those big books, but it describes “[t]he universe
(which others call the Library)” as “an indefinite, perhaps infinite number of
hexagonal galleries” (112) full of bookshelves. One of its librarians posited
that “the Library is ‘total’ [...] and that its bookshelves contain all possible
combinations of the twenty-two orthographic symbols (a number which [...]
is not infinite) – that is, all that is able to be expressed, in every language” (115).4

The story engages with totality, but not in the sense of Mendelson’s national
epistemology: its interest is in the rules that govern the production ofmeaning,
and the narrator insists that the library “includes not a single absolute piece
of nonsense,” as any combination of letters is “susceptible to cryptographic
or allegorical ‘reading’ ” (117) that renders them meaningful. Regardless of

4 Willard van Orman Quine commented on the end point of this algorithmic logic
that the “miracle of the finite but universal library is a mere inflation of the miracle of
binary notation: everything worth saying, and everything else as well, can be said with
two characters” (225).
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whatever allegorical readingwemight undertake of the story itself, its relevance
here is that it is about everything, but rather in a meta-encyclopedic way –
and since that word is unwieldy and pretentious, we propose to call this an
algorithmic narrative instead.

We hasten to add that there are of course more concrete algorithmic narra-
tives; Borges’s story is surely one of the finest andmost concise examples of the
metafiction Gass theorized, but it doesn’t produce the stories whose rules it
outlines (just as William Carlos Williams’s poetic “machine made of words”
(256) remained metaphorical). Scott and Jill W. Rettberg have proposed a
concept of “Algorithmic Narrativity” to describe machine-based generative
literary systems that allow for “a co-construction of meaning between humans
and algorithms,” starting with John Clark’s Latin Verse Machine in 1845 up
until the various electronic media – most notably the large language models
casually known as “AI” – that allow for such collaboration. Yet this is not the
algorithmic narrative we are interested in here, relevant as it is. We are rather
concerned with the Borgesian tradition of engaging with the algorithmic as a
possible solution to the problem of the synecdochic, of using rules to allow for
the representation of everything without having to represent everything, only
its potential. Of course, this fantasy of totality is just a fantasy, and no less that
of the encyclopedic narrative proper, but it does change the perspective on its
aesthetic and ideological outlook. One might go as far as suggesting that the
stepMendelson’s model does not allow – from international to something else
– is the one from the analog to the digital, branching off in a different direction
to find the encyclopedic elsewhere.

“The Library of Babel” is a strong contender for that singular text that
marks a watershed moment, but that kind of binary, original thinking may
well be shed along with the national frameworks mentioned above. Thinking
in singularities is what has limited the potential of the encyclopedic narrative
as a concept, so one may look for proliferation instead. However, there are sin-
gularities in this proliferation again, and so we will not emulate aWhitmanian
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catalog rhetoric to provide a list of algorithmic narratives but rather discuss a
creative one in more exemplary detail: Mark Z. Danielewski’s The Familiar.

The novel was published in five volumes from 2015 to 2017, and it was
initially projected to be a 27-volume series (but was cancelled, or “paused,”
by Pantheon after the first season, perhaps all too consistent with the rules of
TV seriality the novel emulated). The core plot of the novel revolves around
Xanther, a thirteen-year-old girl living with her mother Astair, her stepfather
Anwar, and her sisters in LA. On a May rainy day, she finds a dying (or in fact
dead) kitten in the gutter, and she nurses it back to life and forms a close bond
to it, as it turns out that the kittenmight be a god, not necessarily a benevolent
one. The narrative unfolds in nine different sections, one for Xanther, one
each for her parents, and six more whose relation to the core plot just outlined
isn’t initially evident.

Each of these sections is designed differently, and typography, layout, and
colors make them distinct but also help mark intersections. The book is
what you could call an InDesign book, not just digitally typeset with a word
processor but visually shaped in a way that highlights the design instead of
toning it down. There is much to be said about Danielewski’s multimodal,
analog and digital aesthetics in general and about The Familiar in particular,5

butwewill focus onwhatmakes this an algorithmic narrative that suggests new
avenues for the encyclopedic mode, as the novel as much explores imaginative
conditions of possibility as fictional actualizations. While the plot summary
sounds rather concise, the novel isn’t just about Xanther or her family, nor is
it merely about the other narrative strands. It is indeed about everything, and
most notably everything that can be imagined. Two moments are significant
here: the first is the massive rupture in volume one when the narrative is
paused (564) and the color of the pages shifts from off-white beige to white
and they eschew the earlier graphic elements for a more reduced typography.

5 See Orbit: A Journal of American Literature 10 (2022) for a special issue on The
Familiar. <https://orbit.openlibhums.org/issue/840/info/>.

https://orbit.openlibhums.org/issue/840/info/
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This introduces the “Narcons” or “Narrative construct[s],” digital entities that
are “nothing but numbers. Zeros and ones” (565). They are the narrators of
the novel, and their comments – bracketed by printed but not haptic braille –
appear throughout the text. At the same time, they are products of a larger
structure: they are executed programs but not the platform on which they
run. When The Familiar was published, the digital age was not yet the age of
large language models, but in 2025 the Narcons would instantly be explained
in terms of “AI” and how it can be prompted to produce anything.

This introduces a metanarrative level to the novel that expands it toward
the encyclopedic, as it reveals the very local narrative to be the product of a
structure that produces narrativity itself. This somewhat explains the fuzziness
of the book beyond themain story: each volume openswith dozens of pages of
miscellaneous material that ranges from narrative emulating the aesthetics of
a YouTube player to advertisements, and these pieces are not easily integrated
into thenarrative that follows. Each volume also endswith othermiscellaneous
material after the narrative has concluded. Furthermore, the novel connects to
anumber of short storiesDanielewski published, one longbeforeThe Familiar
(“Clip #4”), three after the last instalment (“Love is Not a Flame;” “There’s a
Place for You;” and a glimpse of the cancelled season 2 in “ ‘Questionable +
Intelligence’: Inter +Legere”). This proliferation includesDanielewski’s other
works, House of Leaves (2000), The Fifty-Year Sword (2005), Only Revolutions
(2006), and The Little Blue Kite (2019), as they all, in one way or another,
refer to the overarching system that runs theNarcon programs: VEM. It is still
unexplained what this acronym stands for, but it describes something that was
designed by characters in The Familiar: “you and I are far greater than any
artist. What we created isn’t something to be experienced by others. What
we created is the means through which to experience that which will always
exceed art and us” (5:470). One of the lead designers hints at the project in
encyclopedic terms: “even if we could compress everything into something
manageable in a lifetime […] what would such knowledge look like?” (3:485).
The solution he proposes is algorithmic, arguing that God wouldn’t need to
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create anything but the rules of creation: “No product. Just the algorithm
itself” (3:683).

The Familiar is both the product of that algorithm and a glimpse into its
machinations, blurring ontological levels: the animals whose stories we read at
the end of each volume are the ones Anwar coded in a game called Paradise
Open, Xanther increasingly learns how to transgress the limits of her textual
existence, and the pentalogy concludes with the explosion of “the bomb the
imagination constructs” (5:577-78), affecting the materiality of the designed
page as much as the reality of the narrative. It uses VEM as a figuration
of the imagination and its limitations and affordances, and its encyclopedic
impulse is not toward a totality of representation but rather to the rules and
mechanisms by which we imagine anything – while at the same time insisting
on the particular of a single day and a single teenager within that universal
framework. This open totality – a Whitmanian contradiction if there ever
was one – extends beyond the novel as a unit, and Danielewski’s encyclopedic
narrative is his encyclopedic oeuvre instead of any single novel. In fact, his
latest novel, Tom’s Crossing (2025), can be seen as yet another comment on the
encyclopedic in the sense of the big book with too much information: this
novel is a massive tome with more than 1,200 pages, and with none of the
design elements (but still typographic significance) present they are as packed
with alphabetical information as Infinite Jest orAgainst the Day. That said, the
disclaimer on the copyright page explicitly and humorously calls this narrative
a “heavily abridged” version of events, so that the book literally states that
it is not about everything. (It is part of the VEM network, though: The
Familiar volume one, published in 2015, opens with a decontextualized scene
called “Tom’s Crossing,” which gives a crucial dialogue not present in the 2025
publication of the same name).

Perhaps such algorithmic fiction is just Gass’s metafiction, an exploration of
form in a philosophical sense that structures our sense of thinking that. But it
seems appropriate to use that term instead, not least because metafiction has
mainly come tomean something else by now, but especially because it signals a
shift toward a different engagement with totality in a digital age. Especially the
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ludic qualities of the algorithmic merit critical attention; it is appropriate that
VEM seems to have resulted from a video game, and rule-bound interactivity
as well as playfulness are useful categories to consider the encyclopedic in the
digital age.

With all this in mind, the essays in this special issue offer a broad range of
perspectives on theorizations and interpretations of the encyclopedic genre or
mode ofwriting. Highlighting the “Americanizing” ofMendelson’smostly Eu-
ropean canon by later scholars, Antonio Barrenechea argues that this tendency
has been largely responsible for one of the most underestimated areas within
scholarship on literarymaximalism: LatinAmerica. By resituatingmaximalism
within a Latin American Boom and examining its transformation in Valeria
Luiselli’sLost Children Archive (2019), he challenges this lamentable omission.

Remaining in the sphere of encyclopedic women novelists, the following
two essays analyze the works of female authors. Chinmaya Thakur explores
how Lucy Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport might be considered a significant
reconfiguration of Mendelson’s notion of “encyclopedic narratives” by con-
centrating on the stream-of-consciousness narrative of the unnamed female
narrator. Likewise, Elisa Pesce addresses the encyclopedic formwith a focus on
non-dominant perspectives, as represented in Leslie M. Silko’s Gardens in the
Dunes (1999), C.E. Morgan’s The Sport of Kings (2016), Marisha Pessl’s Special
Topics in Calamity Physics (2006) and Lucy Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport
(2019). She discusses how the depictions of encyclopedic thought in these
texts diverge from the totalizing ambition often associated with white (male)
novelists.

Next, Benjamin Bergholtz tackles the development of encyclopedic thought
in relation to a seminal yet elusive issue: the pursuit of knowledge. Investigat-
ing the works of Flaubert, Wallace, and Teju Cole, he posits that encyclopedic
fiction’s sweeping approach to knowledge deals with the epistemological issues
at the heart of post-truth. As a result, the form may train readers to confront
post-truth engendered problems in ways that “Science is Real”-style resistance
cannot.
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Bringing the special issue to an end are two articles that offer different,
but not divergent, ways of understanding the encyclopedic mode of writing.
Through a comprehensive survey of the genre, YoninaHoffman provides a for-
mal, narratological structure of the encyclopedic novel genre by defining three
core features (each with its own narrative effects): its structuring around at
least three core characters, eachwith a distinct plot, within a spatially expansive
world.

Reading twoworks by Jorge Luis Borges and Vladimir Nabokov in tandem,
Ali Dehdarirad analyzes the distinction between encyclopedism and maximal-
ism as two distinct but related modes of writing, which are commonly con-
flated. He argues that encyclopedic narratives are usually characterized by the
aspiration to an all-encompassing representationof theworldwhilemaximalist
texts embrace, if not rely on, seemingly useless information about the worlds
they describe, but not strictly for mimetic ends. Even though Hoffman’s and
Dehdarirad’s ways of defining the encyclopedic form differ in their proposed
constitutive features, they both reinforce the effect of such characteristics as
they explain the significance of complexity in encyclopedic novels.
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