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ABSTRACT

Issue 37 of RSAjournal devotes its Special Section, guest edited by Ali Dehdarirad,
Giorgio Mariani, and Sascha Pohimann, to (Re)Reading Encyclopedic Narratives in the
Digital Age, exploring Edward Mendelson’s influential concept of the encyclopedic
narrative, its critical transformations and renewed significance in the context of digital
culture, algorithmic forms of representation, and changing conceptions of textual total-
ity. The Articles section brings together three essays that investigate the intersections
of ideology, subjectivity, and historical change in American culture. Their subjects
range from Richard Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly as a critique of mental illness under
neoliberal capitalism, to Eliza W. Farnham’s gendered vision of Manifest Destiny during
the California Gold Rush, and a reassessment of John Steinbeck’s In Dubious Battle
through Erich Fromm’s theory of authoritarianism and the psychology of the crowd.
The Forum, Outside In, Inside Out: Teaching American Studies in a Changing World, edited
by Ingrid Gessner, examines the teaching of American Studies from transnational
perspectives, highlighting innovative pedagogical practices developed across different
European contexts. Finally, the First Edition, edited by Fulvia Sarnelli, presents the
posthumous publication of Alex Kuo’s final poem, accompanied by an introduction that
situates the text within the author’s broader literary trajectory and reflects on memory,
historical violence, and ethical witnessing. The Editor’s Note also marks the conclusion
of the current editorial team’s tenure, reflecting on the journal’s recent transition to fully
digital open-access publication and reaffirming RSAJournal’s commitment to international
scholarly dialogue within American Studies.
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Questo numero di RSAJournal, dopo due fascicoli dedicati a temi di forte
rilevanza sociale e politica per gli American Studies, rivolge I'attenzione a una
questione di specifico interesse per gli studi letterari, anche in chiave com-
paratista: le forme e le trasformazioni della narrazione enciclopedica nell’era
digitale.

Curata da Ali Dehdarirad, Giorgio Mariani e Sascha P6hlmann, la Sezione
Speciale prende le mosse dal celebre concetto di encyclopedic narrative elabo-
rato da Edward Mendelson per interrogarne gli sviluppi pit: recenti e le nuove
possibilita interpretative offerte dalla cultura contemporanea. L'introduzione
ripercorrela storia critica dell’idea, mettendone in discussione tanto i presuppo-
sti storici quanto quelli formali, e propone diripensare 'impulso enciclopedico
alla luce delle trasformazioni introdotte dalla cultura digitale, dalle logiche
algoritmiche e dalle nuove forme della rappresentazione della complessita. Lat-
tenzione si sposta cosi dall’idea di totalita come obiettivo irraggiungibile alle
strategie attraverso cui la letteratura continua a confrontarsi con il desiderio di
rappresentare il molteplice, il globale e I'eccedenza del reale.

Isei saggi raccoltinella sezione affrontano il tema da prospettive complemen-
tari. Il volume amplia anzitutto la geografia della narrativa enciclopedica, met-
tendo in discussionela centralita del canone euro-americano e proponendo una
rilettura del rapporto tra massimalismo e tradizione latinoamericana. Al tempo
stesso, esplora il contributo delle scrittrici contemporanee alla ridefinizione
della forma enciclopedica, mostrando come essa possa articolarsi attraverso
prospettive marginalizzate e non egemoniche. Un ulteriore nucleo di contri-
buti riflette sul rapporto tra narrazione enciclopedica e produzione del sapere
nell'epoca della post-truth, proponendo nuove definizioni formali del genere
e interrogando criticamente la distinzione tra enciclopedismo e massimalismo.
Nel loro insieme, questi studi testimoniano la vitalita di una categoria critica
che continua a oftrire strumenti efficaci per comprendere alcune delle forme
pitt ambiziose della narrativa di oggi. Ad accompagnare la Sezione Speciale, la
copertina del numero riproduce un dettaglio dell'opera massimalista Modern
America Aint dell’artista statunitense Brian Dettmer, noto per le sue opere
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basate sull’alterazione di media preesistenti — nel caso specifico, un libro.

La Sezione Generale raccoglie tre saggi accomunati dall’attenzione ai rappor-
ti tra individuo, ideologia e trasformazioni storiche della societa statunitense.
Antonio Di Vilio, in un estratto dalla tesi di dottorato vincitrice del Premio
Agostino Lombardo AISNA 2025, propone una lettura di A4 Scanner Darkly
diRichard Linklater come riflessione sulla salute mentale nell'epoca del neolibe-
rismo, interpretando il disagio psichico come sintomo delle forme contempo-
ranee del capitalismo avanzato. Serena Mocci ricostruisce il progetto promosso
da Eliza W. Farnham durante la corsa all’oro californiana, mostrando come
Iideologia del Manifest Destiny si intrecciasse alle concezioni ottocentesche
della domesticita e del ruolo civile delle donne nella costruzione della nazione
americana. Paolo Vigano rilegge /n Dubious Battle di John Steinbeck alla luce
della teoria di Erich Fromm sui meccanismi di fuga dalla liberta, evidenziando
le dinamiche psicologiche che legano appartenenza collettiva, autoritarismo e
responsabilita individuale.

La Sezione Forum, a cura della Presidente EAAS Ingrid Gessner e intitolata
Outside In, Inside Out: Teaching American Studies in a Changing World,
affronta una questione oggi particolarmente urgente: quale significato assuma
I'insegnamento degli American Studies in un contesto internazionale attraver-
sato da profonde trasformazioni culturali, politiche e istituzionali. I contributi
raccolti esplorano esperienze didattiche maturate in diversi paesi europei, ri-
flettendo sul ruolo delle prospettive transnazionali, della traduzione culturale,
delle public humanities, delleducazione alla sostenibilita e del rapporto tra me-
moria locale e storia globale. Ne emerge un’immagine degli American Studies
come disciplina profondamente radicata nei contesti in cui viene insegnata,
ma al tempo stesso capace di alimentare reti internazionali di collaborazione
e nuove forme di produzione critica della conoscenza.

L’Inedito di questo numero, curato da Fulvia Sarnelli, presenta Ay Mother
Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday, Pultima poesia di Alex Kuo, scritta dopo
quasi quarant’anni di silenzio poetico e pubblicata postuma. L’introduzione
ricostruisce il contesto biografico e letterario del testo, mostrando come esso
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intrecci memoria familiare, ricerca archivistica e riflessione storica in una me-
ditazione sulle guerre del Novecento, sulle migrazioni e sulla responsabilita
della testimonianza. La poesia, argomenta Sarnelli, assume cost il valore di
un congedo artistico che riunisce, in una forma nuova, le tensioni poetiche e
narrative dell’intera opera di Kuo.

Con questo fascicolo si conclude il mandato dell’attuale Redazione di RS.A-
Journal, che in questi tre anni ne ha curato la transizione all’attuale formato
di periodico online ad accesso aperto, ne ha rafforzato la diffusione attraverso
nuove indicizzazioni, consolidandone la presenza internazionale e facendo si
chela Rivista continui a proporsi come luogo di dialogo tra prospettive discipli-
naridiverse all'interno degli American Studies. La Redazione rivolge un sentito
ringraziamento a tutte le colleghe e a tutti i colleghi che hanno collaborato a
questi obiettivi — autrici e autori, curatrici e curatori, referee, membri dell’Ad-
visory Board, la Consulting Editor e la Journal Manager — contribuendo con il
loro lavoro alla crescita della Rivista. Al nuovo Editorial Team vanno i nostri
migliori auguri di buon lavoro, nella certezza che sapra proseguire e sviluppare
il percorso intrapreso.

Auguriamo a tutte e a tutti una buona lettura.
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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 thatlargely goes by connotation more 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, but we 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 thatis 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, between periods thatlater 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 what Mendelson 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 by Alan Clinton marks 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 [...J; 4) they all propose a theory of social
organization. (2002)

Clinton focuses on Umberto Eco’s Foucanlt’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.”)
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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 too much form on top of the content. Bigbooks. TMI:
too much information. (The categorization also suggests something about the
tacit normativity of the unmarked narrative that is zor 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 suggests more coherence across time and contexts.
This is the more complex understanding of the simple statement, and ideally
the one that still sufficiently connects to Mendelson (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 narrative may 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 so much to the eighteenth-century
encyclopedia but more to “the complexity of more current forms of textuality”
(206).!

In our introductory framing, we are taking our cue from van Ewijk’s ap-
proach rather than Clinton’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 the potential and the actual, and in the impulse to be encyclopedicand
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, (1) 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 thar 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” (1), 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
encyclopedic mode and who doesn’t? Itis blatantly obvious from Mendelson’s
canon that the encyclopedic narrative is just about the most clichéd white male
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 along with feudalism). Any more 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, that Whitman’s “Song
of Myself” (1855) may have been an encyclopedic contender for the national role
he assigned to Moby-Dick — although its universality may have 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 episteme 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 of Walter 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,” and music 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.?

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.

?  See Pohlmann 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 time he may be the most encyclopedic of writers 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 algorithmic mode 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 notinfinite) — thatis, all thatis able to be expressed, in every language” (115).*
The story engages with totality, but not in the sense of Mendelson’s national
epistemology: itsinterestis in the rules that govern the production of meaning,
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’” (1r7) 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 reading we might undertake of the story itself; its relevance
here is that it 4 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 and most 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
step Mendelson’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 a Whitmanian
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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 kitten might 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,’
but we will focus on what makes 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/>.
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Thisintroduces 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 the main story: each volume opens with 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 the narrative that follows. Each volume also ends with other miscellaneous
material after the narrative has concluded. Furthermore, the novel connects to
anumber of short stories Danielewski published, onelong before The 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 includes Danielewski’s other
works, House of Leaves (2000), The Fifty-Year Sword (200s), Only Revolutions
(2006), and The Little Blue Kite (2019), as they all, in one way or another,
refer to the overarching system that runs the Narcon programs: VEM. It s 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?” (3:48s).
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” (s5:577-78), 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 oexvre 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 or Against the Day. Thatsaid, 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 zbar. But it
seems appropriate to use that term instead, not least because metafiction has
mainly come to mean 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 of writing. Highlighting the “Americanizing” of Mendelson’s mostly 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 literary maximalism: Latin America. By resituating maximalism
within a Latin American Boom and examining its transformation in Valeria
Luiselli’s Lost 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 form with 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, Yonina Hoffman 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, each with a distinct plot, within a spatially expansive
world.

Reading two works 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 representation of the world while maximalist
texts embrace, if not rely on, seemingly useless information about the worlds
they describe, but not strictly for mimetic ends. 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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ABSTRACT

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

KEYWORDS
Latin American Boom, Borderlands, Multimodal Fiction, Autofiction, Migration

“La Novela Total” and the Latin American Sixties

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

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

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

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

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

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

2

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

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

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

>«

giants account for many of world literature’s “novelas grandes” [great novels] .3

Acoustics, Artifacts, Analog Traces

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

»

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

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

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

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

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

7 For more on Argentine archival autofiction, see Forné.


https://lithub.com/dear-oprah-winfrey-82-writers-ask-you-to-reconsider-american-dirt/
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status produces ghosts that must be chased to track their sounds and pinpoint
their traces. Her children’s ill-advised decision to find Manuela’s daughters on
their own provides the breakthrough. Luiselli makes the problem personal in
a maternal act of radical empathy: only after placing her children in a parallel
scene of danger can she truly feel for the children that are not hers. The
story becomes a journey of conscience, joy and strife, marriage and divorce.
Lost Children Archive negotiates between cognitive impasses, false starts, and
political obligation. Alongside her sonorous prose, Luiselli turns to “showing,”
not just “telling” the children’s tale. A process of concretion transforms her
book into the “Archive” in its title.

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

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

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

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

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

Literary Maximalism and Maximal America

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

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

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

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

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

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

In this article, | 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,
| 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, | 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, | 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, | 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
in Literature, Planetarity

Introduction

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

[e]Jach 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
he means by an encyclopedic narrative. He states thatencyclopedicauthors, for
the most 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.'

The views of Herman and van Ewijk find resonance among two doctoral
studies on the nature 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 any movement towards the kind of totality imagined by Mendelson.
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.?
Vesa Kyllonen’s 2018 work is in consonance with the perspectives of Herman,
van Ewijk, Huggins, and Raese. Kyllonen 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, I would like to suggest that Lucy

' For details, see Herman and van Ewijk, and van Ewijk.

*  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
and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize, runs into more 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 3, lost barrettes, solar alignment,
obsidian, mica cut-outs [...] French fries, Nibelungs, Piketon, & Vivo! 5, 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 now married 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
the United 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 that make the consciousness of
the central character in Ducks, Newburyport are therefore about subjects that
veritably constitute contemporary existence in the United States. Itis 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
itis a rotal picture of contemporary America. Helped by thousands of clauses
and sub-clauses that comprise the single, main sentence that runs through its
narrative, itis a veritable index of contemporary life in the United 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 theideal of roral 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 Alligator Mound 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 1x)

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 (8s). If Williams’s suggestion
is considered in terms of Mendelson’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, Newburyporr feels like “an accurate, experiential
parallel” to the way people move through modern lives — those in which “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 the way “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
paradox has obvious implications for the subjects and questions 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 of Ducks, Newburyport resonates with 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 explained by Mendelson. 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
beingaccorded the status of an encyclopedic author as that would 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 doubrt, 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
worthy of the description are widely acknowledged as classics, the sheer absence
of women’s writings from the list is striking.

Unfortunately, the same pattern of neglect of encyclopedic works by women
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 1 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 (/nfinite Jest), Leon Forrest (Divine Days), Jorge
Luis Borges, and Roberto Bolafio for discussion. Kyllénen’s thesis scrutinises
the works of Umberto Eco (Foucanlt’s Pendulum), Richard Powers (The Gold
Bug Variations), Wallace (Infinite Jest), and Mark Z. Danielewski (House of
Leaves).?

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 in1959 is widely 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-century Dublin with the narrator in early twenty-first century Ohio.
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 Itis 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 unnamed narrator.
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 can be shown to be the carefully structured
way in which 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 the way the text presentsitself. 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 to whatever her usual tone of speech may be. 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 becomes most 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
s14). 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.* 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” 9s).

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 Ars.
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 other words, is configured in Ellmann’s novel in a distinct manner.
Because the experience lists objects that have no obvious connection with each
other in an apparently sequential manner, it is paradoxically more 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

*  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 Septimus Warren Smith’s suicide
in Mprs. 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 subverts Mendelson’s characterisation of the encyclopedic novel.
Throughout the narrative, Ellmann not only presents a snapshot of life in
contemporary United States filtered through the consciousness of its unnamed
narrator but also reimagines the mode of Molly’s monologue 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 the West. 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, the works 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
concerns me here are those that can broadly be identified as the causes or effects
of planetary phenomena such as climate change and global warming’

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. Fora
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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As Molly MacVeagh underlines, the concerns of the narrator of Ducks, 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 the narrative. Such porousness connects the home of the narrator
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 environmentsurrounding her (sos). The following passage makes 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,
HAAs, 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 thatit’s too frightening when it’s about your own water
[...] 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 (HAAs), 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 sor). 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 on plantlife, the
tone is one of restrained hopefulness. The passage rejects apparently reductive
accounts of non-human competition — the reference to David Attenborough s
significantin this regard — to present “far more imaginative views of plants and
plant networks” (De Bruyn 269). Hence, we observe the narrator wondering 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-
nected with its abiotic and biotic surroundings in Ducks, 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 the West 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 the way 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. One of 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
the mode of Molly Bloom’s monologue 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
intertwined with all other bioticand abiotic componentsin their surroundings.
The imaginative gesture is ethically and politically 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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ABSTRACT

The term “encyclopedic” describes unusually large-scale works of fiction that emulate
the scope and structure of an encyclopedia, incorporating a broad range of knowledge,
disciplines and cultural references to attempt a comprehensive portrait of a particular
“world” or era. Unsurprisingly, and in line with dominant ideas about rationality and
intellectual authority, since the 1970s scholars have largely identified fictional encyclo-
pedism with the work of white male writers, overlooking the ways women and writers
of color have engaged with it. This paper examines four novels by women — 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) — that challenge conventional definitions and expectations about encyclopedic
fiction in that, while they engage deeply with the history and practice of encyclopedic
thought in the US at the level of content, this engagement generally concentrates on
a single topic or area of knowledge and shapes their form only marginally, if at all.
Collectively, these novels hold a mirror to encyclopedism from liminal positions to
which women, along with other minorities, have long been relegated within US society.
The resulting images of US history and culture highlight the link of encyclopedism
to colonial practices (Silko), expose its role in laying and upholding the country’s
patriarchal foundations (Morgan), trace its legacy in educational institutions whose
structure and curricula still reproduce imperial hierarchies (Pessl), and reclaim it as a
feminist aesthetic that confronts ongoing discrimination and oppression against women
in the contemporary age (Ellmann). | use father-daughter dynamics — around which
encyclopedism manifests in each novel — to anchor my analysis of how encyclopedic
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writing can expose and challenge the ways patriarchy and colonialism have suppressed
non-dominant knowledge forms and constrained women’s intellectual life, undermining
their confidence and autonomy.

KEYWORDS

Encyclopedic Fiction, Women and Knowledge, Patriarchal Authority, Coloniality of
Knowledge, Contemporary US Novel

The term “encyclopedic novel” commonly refers to large-scale works of fiction
that emulate the scope and structure of an encyclopedia by incorporating a
broad range of knowledge, narrative styles, disciplines and cultural references
to attempt a comprehensive portrait of a particular historical period or cultural
whole. The critical understanding of this form has been shaped above all by
Edward Mendelson, whose influential essay on encyclopedic narratives empha-
sized the epic ambitions of such works and linked them to Western models of
historical progress and national development. Subsequent scholars, including
Frederick R. Karl, Tom LeClair, and Stefano Ercolino helped consolidate the
association of the encyclopedic mode with the expansive scope, ambition to
encompass multiple disciplines, and large ensembles of characters and plotlines
found in “big” postmodern novels such as Gravity’s Rainbow, Infinite Jest
and Underworld! In doing so, this body of scholarship has contributed to
cementing the idea that encyclopedic writing is inherently masculine and a
product of the highest literary ambition within the US postwar socio-cultural
context. As Hilary Clark argues, this pattern reflects both the historical associ-
ation of encyclopedic knowledge with intellectual authority and the gendered

' Franco Moretti’s theory of modern epic/world texts contributed to the theoretical

understanding of encyclopedic or totalizing fiction in Western literature, too. However,
it intersects with US literature only marginally, through its discussion of Moby-Dick (18sr).
For this reason, I draw on Moretti’s work only in the section on Ducks, Newburyport,
where his reading of Joyce offers useful insights for exploring Ellmann’s engagement with
fictional encyclopedism.
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structures governing access to cultural prestige (Encyclopaedia 27). Yet the
encyclopedic novel is not limited to producing national portraits resonating
with dominant narratives or prevailing ideas of cultural prestige. I argue that
the form shows its distinctive critical potential also, if not especially, when
fictional encyclopedism is deployed in more unorthodox, “less pervasive” ways
and from non-dominant perspectives.

This essay examines four novels by US women writers — 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). In these works, engagement with the history and practice
of encyclopedic thought is central to the narrative and the authors’ critical
inquiries, yetit does not reflect the totalizing ambition typically associated with
canonical (male) encyclopedic novels or the conventional strategies through
which such texts construct the illusion of a synecdochic relationship with the
real world. Instead, these novels tend to focus on a single domain of knowl-
edge, which then serves as a lens for exploring broader cultural, historical, or
epistemological questions. Their engagement with the encyclopedic tradition
functions less as an overarching formal strategy than as a method for revealing
the ideological frameworks through which knowledge is produced. It also
shapes their aesthetic only marginally, if atall.* Rather than disqualifying nov-
els from the category of encyclopedic fiction, I argue that this unconventional
deployment of the mode draws attention to the existence of alternative, non-
dominant ways of knowing and related forms of encyclopedic practice, which

*  Thecopresence of encyclopedic inquiry and aesthetic impact is central to Kiron Ward’s

proposal for restoring critical precision to the term “encyclopedic” in literary studies,
which he argues has often been applied vaguely to justify a novel’s relation to the encyclope-
dia or used in a way that disregards historical specificity (9; 13). However, this approach still
occasionally risks excluding texts that, perhaps intentionally, reject canonical encyclopedic
aesthetics and could for this reason provide significant insight into the evolution of the
form.
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are crucial for a deeper understanding of the ongoing significance and critical
potential of the encyclopedic novel in the US (and beyond).

In their novels, Silko, Morgan, Pessl and Ellmann organize their encyclope-
dic inquiries around some form of paternal or patriarchal dynamic - ranging
from explicit father-daughter relationships to broader structures of paternal
authority such as the figure of the white colonial patriarch in Silko’s novel.
I use these dynamics as a guiding thread to highlight how they are not only
a recurring feature across the texts but also central to their representation of
women’s encounters with systems of knowledge historically tied to colonial
and national forms of power. As “the primary initial socialization agent, acting
as a microcosm of society,” the family plays a crucial role not only in regulating
access to education and knowledge but also in sustaining the “production and
reproduction of polarized gender values” (Adams and Coltrane 233). It thus
becomes a key site where individuals are taught from a very early age “who is
‘licensed’ to discourse encyclopedically, and how one comes to this position
[...] which audiences are ‘entitled’ to participate in or assume the power of this
discourse on knowledge” (Clark, “Discourse” 108n3) — a particularly relevant
point for exploring the relationship between women and fictional encyclope-
dism.

In the following sections, I illustrate how, despite differences in style, nar-
rative structure, and historical setting, the selected novels use encyclopedic
writing to expose and challenge the suppression of non-dominant knowledge
forms, the marginalization of women within dominant Western epistemolog-
ical systems, and, implicitly, the gendered notions of literary greatness asso-
ciated with the encyclopedic novel. In Gardens in the Dunes, encyclopedic
discourse emerges through the colonial systems of botanical classification and
imperial science accompanying European expansion. The Sport of Kings ex-
plores the persistence of these hierarchies within genealogical and racial logics
structuring American patriarchal lineages. Special Topics in Calamity Physics
shifts to contemporary educational institutions, showing how academic cul-
ture and the literary canon continue to reproduce forms of epistemological
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authority rooted in colonial hierarchies. Finally, Ducks, Newburyport moves
beyond the direct presence of a paternal figure to explore the internalization of
patriarchal structures within language and everyday life. At the same time, at
the level of literary form, Ellmann’s novel performs a parallel shift: through its
radical use of interior monologue and stream of consciousness — approached
here via Hélene Cixous’s concept of écriture féminine — it reclaims encyclopedic
writing from a distinctly feminine perspective, incorporating domains tradi-
tionally dismissed as domestic or insufficiently “important” for encyclopedic
representation into a mode conventionally interpreted as masculine.

The White Guardian: Indigo and Edward Palmer in Silko’s
Gardens in the Dunes

Set at the turn of the twentieth century, Gardens in the Dunes captures
Western modern systems of knowledge at a moment close to their historical
consolidation within the context of colonial exploration. Through the story
of eleven-year-old Indigo of the fictional Sand Lizard people — who runs away
from an Indian boarding school and is found hiding on Hattie and Edward
Palmer’s estate in Riverside, California — the novel stages an encounter between
indigenous epistemologies and the scientific, imperial forms of knowledge that
accompanied European colonialism. Unable to immediately return Indigo to
school, the Palmers decide to fulfil their “duty” of contributing to the civiliza-
tion of Native Americans by “adopting” the girl for the summer and bringing
her along on their transatlantic journey. Hattie, who is genuinely fond of
Indigo, takes up a maternal role by instructing her in geography, reading,
writing in English, while Edward poses as a stern and emotionally uninvolved
patriarch absorbed in his work as plant collector.

Silko explores the emergence of colonial encyclopedic practices primarily
through botany, a field that, both within and beyond the novel, functions as
a synecdoche for the broader epistemological system established in the West
since the early modern period. As Banu Subramaniam argues, the advent of
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European settler colonialism ushered in “a more systematic and systematized
knowledge of plants. Explorers roamed the colonies discovering a plethora
of ‘new’ and interesting plants” for which they needed a universally accepted
name (2). Carl Linnaeus’s system of classification and nomenclature satisfied
this need but, being a “sexual system” that “organized plants and flowers
around an anthropomorphic imagery and in sexual binaries — male and fe-
male,” it risked exposing the numerous women active in the field to “immoral
influences” (25 85). This encouraged the gradual transformation of botany
into a male enclave, fueling “an extractive economy through the objectifica-
tion and commodification of the colonized world and the destruction of local
infrastructures and knowledges” (46). In this sense, botany provided an early
model for the modern Western organization of knowledge: a classificatory
system that separated scientific authority from everyday practices and displaced
earlier engagements with plants as sources of food, medicine, and communal
knowledge.

In Silko’s novel, Edward represents this global imperial and scientific order,
as well as its imbrication with the individual and the domestic (Tillett 190). As
a botanist and a capitalist, he travels to Brazil, the Keys and the Caribbean Sea
to collect “samples of local and regional agriculture [...] with commercial po-
tential” and purchase “archeological artifacts and curiosities” (Silko 85). While
attempting to settle his debts after a disastrous expedition to the Para River,
he agrees to go to Corsica to steal citron cuttings, covering the enterprise as a
family journey. Temporarily imprisoned by the local authorities for smuggling
rare orchids that he hopes to hybridize for the global horticultural markets, his
unshakeable faith in scientific progress drives him to join a (fraudulent) meteor
mining enterprise, only to dissipate Hattie’s family money and die at the hands
of his treacherous business partner.

Colonial, resource-driven views of the natural world contrast with Indigo’s
indigenous knowledge of plants and crops. In their secret desert gardens, her
grandmother used to grow edible flowers, fruit and vegetables, collecting seeds
to increase biodiversity and consuming according to horizontal hierarchies.
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Indigo knows plants by “pet names,” such as “Bushy, Fatty, Skinny, Shorty,
Mother, and Baby” (Silko 17), which contrast with the austerity of the often
eponymous, male-centered Latin plant names of Western botany and testify
to the Sand Lizards’ engagement in what Glen Sean Coulthard calls “grounded
normativity”: practices “deeply informed by what the land as a system of recip-
rocal relations and obligations can teach us about living [ ...] in nondominating
and nonexploitative terms” (13, original emphasis).

Through(out) her transatlantic journey, Indigo discovers and exposes links
between these practices and worldviews and those of some radical European
women. In Bath, she meets Hattie’s aunt Bronwyn, whose gardens have no
commercial or social purpose (unlike Edward’s glasshouses in Riverside and his
sister’s Victorian gardens in Oyster Bay, regularly transplanted to showcase her
social status). Along fruit and vegetables, Bronwyn grows herbs and medicinal
plants, both indigenous and foreign, highlighting how England depends on her
colonial expansion for much of her food supply. Profeéssoressa Laura, in the hills
around Lucca, subjects her gardens to minimal maintenance to not disturb the
spontaneous growth of what, to Hattie, looks like a “primordial forest” (Silko

«c

288). These luscious gardens are an instance of harmonious “ ‘partnership’
between human and other-than-human” (Tillett 202) that challenges both
capitalist interests and colonial epistemic apparatuses like the museum. In
fact, Laura’s wild gardens also host ancient artifacts from across Europe that
resonate with the spiritual traditions of the indigenous Americas — a decision
that Edward criticizes by commenting that “artifacts of the early millennia
[belong] in the hands of scientists and scholars” (Silko 293).

Edward is similarly irritated by Laura’s “generous gifts of packets of seeds
and corms” to Indigo, thinking that it seems “a bit ludicrous for [her] to
pretend the Indian child would ever plant [them], much less perform the
pollination process for hybrids, even if she did take notes on all the necessary
steps” (Silko 303). Unwilling to engage in any knowledge exchange with his
ward, Edward remains convinced of her people’s inability to master nature in

a profitable manner that would allow them to “survive in the white man’s
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world” (309). In his detached self-appointed role as guardian and represen-
tative of a global patriarchal colonial order, he is blind to Indigo’s profound
understanding of and spiritual relation to nature, which she cultivates by
gathering seeds and drawings throughout her journey. Indigo embodies the
forms of knowledge that pre-existed colonial systems of oppression and that,
although ostracized or erased, still enact forms of “lived resistance” (Tillett 191)
to dominant exploitative practices often preserved by women and indigenous
communities worldwide.?

The Encyclopedia of the Family Tree: Henrietta and
Henry Forge in Morgan’s The Sport of Kings

If Silko’s novel exposes the colonial epistemological foundations of Western
knowledge systems, Morgan’s The Sport of Kings examines how those classifi-
catory logics persist within the genealogical and racial structures of patriarchy
inlate-twentieth-century US. Here the entanglement of family education with
the systemic racism sustaining the settler-colonial order becomes even more
explicit. Morgan’s encyclopedic drive mobilizes evolutionary theory to frame
both horse breeding and the Forge family tree as symbols of the South’s (a
proxy for the broader United States) obsession with origins, identity, status,
and especially purity.

Henry and his daughter Henrietta are descendants of one of Kentucky’s ear-
liest settlers and representative of a sociocultural system designed to reproduce
itself through a linear heteropatriarchal model of knowledge transmission.
Through them, Morgan raises a central question: “How far away from your
father can you run?” (3). Her novel suggests that “[w]e live our lives within
doubled constraints — the mystery of human nature operating within us, all

3 Itis worth noticing that the Sand Lizards are Silko’s fictional response to and rectifi-

cation of the poor historical records available, produced according to a distinctly European
viewpoint, on the Hia C-ed O’odham (Sand People), a band of the Tohono O’odham people
that the Spaniards forced out of their traditional lands in the Sonora desert (Tillett 191-92).
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of history bearing down upon us” (Schulz 66). These constraints ultimately
claim Henrietta’s life, illustrating the difficulty of effecting meaningful change
from a marginalized position.

Although Henry turned cornfields into breeding grounds for racehorses in
rebellion against his tyrannical father (John Henry, after whom both he and
Henrietta are named), he ultimately perpetuates the same reactionary belief
that the (white) man is the master of all things and must continually reproduce
himself to remain so. This patriarchal system conceives of education as a
means for “keep[ing] you on the established path” and of tradition as “learning
collected. [...] There is no need for improvement [...], only adherence to a
line that has never altered, because it’s never proven unsound” (Morgan so-st).
Henrietta represents a threat to the continuation of the Forges” exceptional
lineage — a force so irresistible that it becomes a proper character, referred
to with a capitalized “It.” But her encyclopedic homeschooling in biology,
botany, and above all genetics and horse breeding — which peppers the nar-
rative with lists and excerpts from scientific treaties — does not quench her
desire to discover what lies beyond her family heritage (like her mother did
after divorcing Henry). “I am as trapped as any Thoroughbred” (313), she
comments, showing awareness that, in her father’s/keeper’s world, she shares
value and purpose with his animal property.

Indeed, Henry embodies a patriarchal knowledge system that relegates
women to the natural kingdom and considers them as resources to exploit.
Throughout the novel, woman and horse are conflated, especially after Henry
manages to obtain an extraordinary filly, Hellsmouth. To assimilate these “fe-
male heirs” into the Forges” mythical destiny for greatness, Henry lets himself
be guided by his conviction that “evolution is a ladder to perfection” (Morgan
73) and the horse an evolutionary gem. “Evolution” gave him a winning filly
— this “fine example of controlled usage, of taking great chances with breed-
ing” (362); he therefore feels entitled to use the same “control mechanism” to
ensure that Henrietta, too, advances the Forges’ bloodline towards perfection,
recurring to incest with the same resolve with which he practices inbreeding



78 EL1SA PESCE

on his racehorses. That he recites his own ancestry using the same phrasing
normally used to describe a horse’s genealogy — “by” for the sire/father, the ac-
tive shaper, and “out of” for the dam/mother, the molded matter — emphasizes
women’s passive role in maintaining patriarchal lineages. Within this system,
Henrietta is integrated into a long line of male Forges, like Hellsmouth’s talent
is reclaimed by her legendary progenitor, Secretariat — the horse from which
every horse in the real 2025 Kentucky Derby descends (Taranto).

However, this does not prevent Henrietta from questioning the ethical
grounds of her father’s teachings. Turning to sexual promiscuity as the only
means to achieve a semblance of freedom from masculine laws (Lapointe 19),
she starts an affair with Allmon, Hellsmouth’s Black ex inmate stable hand, and
gets pregnant with his child. Just before giving birth, the Forges’ veterinary
reveals to her that, in evolutionary terms, the horse is not perfection, but
failure: “Equidae was an empire — a huge family - in the animal kingdom,
but most of its branches disappeared and its descendants died out until all
that was left was equus” (Morgan 488). Freed from her father’s lies, she hopes
that her non-white child will introduce a subversive branch in her family tree.
While in labor, Henrietta mockingly tells her father that “[e]very animal knows
more than we do” (390), implying that natural change is unstoppable and that
the Forges have already reached the decadent “stage of equus.” However, her
death by childbirth shows how power imbalances undermine attempts to effect
change even when dominant frameworks are eroding.

Much like Henry’s distorted understanding of the theory of evolution sup-
ported his worldview and vested interests, Henrietta’s eulogy illustrates how
women’s lives are systematically re-signified to uphold patriarchal narratives:
the pastor interprets Henrietta’s last words — “Quick. Quick!” (390), a request
to the nurse to extract the child so that the pain would stop — as a sign that she
willingly forfeited her life for her child’s. The pastor presents his reconstruc-
tion of the events as the community’s moral obligation to “let go of the facts” -
according to which Henrietta died of cardiac failure — and “rewrite [her] story
to tell the truth” (401). This truth frames women as resources in the sphere
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of social reproduction, willing to be disposed of once they have fulfilled their
duty. Analogously, Henry is confronted with a child of “the wrong color but
[with] the right blood” (423) and, to him, blood breeds true. Showing a mild
understanding that Henrietta’s legacy is the power of change, he decides to
stop contributing sacrifices (horses) to the altar (sport) “of kings” (patriarchy).
But the difficulty of eradicating the system of oppression that he was taught to
perpetuate is implicit in the fact that, while his grandchild is not white, he is
still male, and his being named Samuel is not a rupture of family traditions but
rather a cyclical return to the family’s very origin — to the Samuel Forge who
first reached Kentucky. Still, Henrietta and this new Samuel can be read as
alternative knowledge systems rising within dominant “encyclopedias” as they
slowly but steadily offer hope of destabilizing them into new worldviews.

Empowered Young Women and Institutions of
(Un)learning: Blue and Garreth Van Meer in Pessl’s
Special Topics in Calamity Physics

While The Sport of Kings foregrounds the connection between encyclopedic
logics and patriarchal family structures, showing how systems of knowledge
reproduce themselves within the domestic sphere, Pessl’s Special Topics in
Calamity Physics shifts the focus to the interaction between homeschooling
and one of the main institutions through which such systems continue to be
reproduced beyond it: education. Set largely on an American college campus,
the novel follows sixteen-year-old Blue, the brilliant daughter of the charis-
matic political science professor Garreth Van Meer. Like Henry for Henrietta,
Garreth is Blue’s primary teacher and mentor. Yet the astonishingly in-depth
education this widowed father provides focuses on the humanities and aims to
equip Blue with the tools to become an independent thinker — “thus, when
you’re ultimately set loose upon the world [...] I suspect you’ll have no choice
but to go down in history” (Pessl 24). Blue also attends schools — approx-
imately twenty-four between the ages of six and sixteen — but this formal
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education remains secondary to the encyclopedicapproach to learning that her
father passes on to her while moving across the country from one teaching post
to the next. However, unlike Henrietta’s conservative homeschooling, Gar-
reth’s pedagogy explicitly aims to train Blue to question institutional authority.
Although she is sometimes as afraid of disappointing her father as of turning
into him, Blue believes she enjoys unlimited access to knowledge — atleast until,
while investigating the apparent suicide of a high-school teacher, she realizes
that the one thing she knows nothing about is precisely her “stirring example
of Paternity: handsome, devoted, wearing tweed” Garreth (314).

Pessl’s use of fictional encyclopedism to explore the relationship between
women and knowledge in the contemporary age can be approached through
Mark McGurl’s notion of “campus novel” (47), a distinctive post-World War
ITUS literary form that responds to the proliferation of creative writing college
programs and shares roots in the Cold War era with the scholarly debates on the
cultural role of encyclopedic fiction, inaugurated by Mendelson’s essay. Special
Topics in Calamity Physics fits this definition not only for its college setting
but also for its ironic yet probing exploration of the institutions where the
wide range of knowledge displayed in encyclopedic fiction is often acquired
and legitimized. Blue’s encyclopedic approach to learning manifests in the
“academic aesthetics” that Pessl fashions for her retrospective account of the
investigation: digressions, reflections and redundant descriptive details, quota-
tions and claims supported with parenthetical references to real and invented
works of (non)fiction. Most significantly, Blue organizes her story into chap-
ters named after texts from a canonical literature curriculum. Asshe explainsin
theintroduction, she writes to process the traumatic events of the previous year
and therefore needs a “[s]caffolding to which [she] may cling” - something
that, as her father taught her, only the curriculum’s “celestial, sweet set of
instructions,” “deadlines” and “structure” (Pessl 11-12) can provide: “Even if
it is arbitrary, without it, we’re lost” (12, original emphasis).

The prominence of academic practices and the literary canon in Pessl’s
ironic, engagement with encyclopedism invites reflection on the influence of
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institutions of learning — and the intellectual élites they sustain — on free
thinking, especially among women. By embodying two authority figures (pro-
fessor and father), Garreth highlights and criticizes the belonging of family and
school to the same patriarchal, capitalist system of oppression (McGurl xii),
encapsulated in his definition of high-brow academia as a “tight-knit circle of
incest” (Pessl 22): this pun highlights the similarly elitist principles of organized
knowledge production shared by academia and the encyclopedia, as evident
from the latter’s etymology (“circle of leaning”). On the one hand, Garreth
views the professor as “the only person on earth with the power to put a
veritable frame around life — [he] organizes the unorganizable” (11). This claim
might clash with the current tendency to belittle the work of teachers and
scholars but reminds us of the institutional authority embedded in academic
knowledge. On the other hand, Blue eventually discovers that his refusal
of a tenured position is not only a means of preserving intellectual indepen-
dence but also his cover for recruiting new members for an anti-capitalist
underground organization. Unassuming behind his academic title (a sardonic
reminder thatintellectuals are often perceived as harmless and their subversion
confined to theory), Garreth is the mind behind their “shift in strategy [...]

’»

‘Rebellion in the Information Age’” (487), which replaces overt attacks with
covert knowledge collection aimed at keeping their violence invisible. In this
sense, the novel introduces a crucial variation on the paternal transmission of
encyclopedic knowledge examined so far: Garreth does not simply reproduce
dominant epistemic structures but teaches his daughter how to manipulate
and potentially subvert them.

Garreth seems to genuinely use his potentially patronizing “framing power”
to make Blue capable of fighting for “[her] truth, not someone else’s,” and
finding the most suitable “tempo” and “narrative structure” (314; 71; 72) for
recounting her own story. Consequently, when he understands that Blue is his
intellectual equal and close to unmasking his relationship with the murdered
teacher, he is impressed but flees overnight, certain that Blue can fend for
herself. The curriculum-like organization of her writing shows Blue’s ability to
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critically process her father’s teachings. While Garreth mistrusts online sources,
the internet proves crucial to her investigation. Inaloose replication ofhis dou-
ble identity as diligent father/professor and underground revolutionist, Blue
challenges patriarchal knowledge forms by reappropriating and repurposing
literary texts that, whether intentionally or not, still contribute to upholding
a culture oppressive to women. She symbolically begins doing this when she
confronts Garreth by bombarding him with her findings (verbally) and the
Western canon (by throwing classics at him), before recognizing that she is “in-
flicting more harm on [herself] than [him]” (462). Hence her decision to write
first an irrefutable account of her investigation to the police and, one year later,
her semi-serious epic work of fiction with chapters titled after canonical texts
whose themes and tropes she revises at her discretion to generate resonance
with her story.

Blue’s awareness of the role of education and the canon in preserving the
status quo is also clear from her description of classrooms as “relatively well-
developed nations” (Pessl 26), a parallel that she reverses to frame as empow-
ering the unruly sexuality of two female classmates — a form of uprising in
“still developing nations” (150) — and her own reaction to bullying — “I had
to show them they were not dealing with a wounded, fearful nation, but an
awakened giant” (424). The gendered composition of her reading list, which
includes only four white women and one male writer of color out of a total of
thirty-six texts, acknowledges the struggle to reform centuries-old institutions
whose foundations lie in serving and preserving men’s authority. However,
Blue’s choice to name chapter 30 (in which she takes her first major step as
a detective) after a non-existent book deploys the irony typical of campus
narratives to expose the ephemerality of such male intellectual dominance -
gaps that women can begin to turn to their advantage by identifying and filling
them.
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A Mother’s World: Linguistic Creativity against Phallogo-
centrism in Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport

Where Silko, Morgan, and Pessl foreground controlling patriarchs regulating
women’s access to knowledge, Ellmann’s Ducks, Newburyport portrays the in-
ner world of a narrator and main character — an unnamed white lower-middle-
class Ohioan woman in her forties, overwhelmed by anxiety for juggling four
children and a precarious job as a home baker — who barely mentions her
father and revolves almost entirely around her relationship with her mother.
Far from depicting the disappearance of patriarchy, this focus on womanhood
and motherhood in contemporary US life examines its internalization and
ongoing power, shaping women’s thoughts and behavior, while also reveal-
ing strategies to resist it. The narrator’s mother’s premature death prevented
her from becoming “a person, or [at least] the person [she] might’ve been”
(Ellmann 728), contributing to a pervasive sense of inadequacy as a citizen, a
woman and a mother that Ellmann presents as the hallmark of contemporary
US.# Ellmann addresses this pressure by elevating her narrator’s domestic and
personal anxieties as the subject matter of encyclopedic fiction.

The novel’s encyclopedic dimension emerges primarily through its radi-
cal formal experimentation, combining interior monologue with stream-of-
consciousness narration over almost 1,000 pages. As Franco Moretti notes in
his discussion of Ulysses, this combination functions as a “motor of literary
evolution” (19), allowing writers to connect the minutiae of everyday life to
larger historical and cultural phenomena. By exploiting this amplifying po-
tential, Ellmann incorporates an extraordinary breadth of references into one
woman’s consciousness: politics, the environmental crisis, gun violence and
femicide, the dismantling of Obamacare, and much more. These thoughts

*  See Warner (33-37; 44-45; 196) for an explanation of how child-mother relationships

have been “weaponized” to reassert patriarchal control on women following the second
wave of feminist movements, by shifting attention in social narratives from women’s lives
and bodies to their children.
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alternate with lists of additives in food, cake recipes and domestic appliances,
and with references to US history and culture triggered either by memories
or real-time input (song lyrics, film titles and plots, Smartphone notifications
and online searches, to name buta few). In doing so, Ellmann transforms what
might appear as ordinary anxiety into a literary lens capable of surveying the
contemporary US, linking individual experience to broader social structures.
Additionally, Ducks, Newburyport deploys interior monologue and stream
of consciousness as “technique[s] of possibility as such, irrespective of its real-
ization” (Moretti 143), to challenge gendered notions of cultural relevance that
often frame encyclopedic fiction as overdetailed life writing when written by
women and focusing on women’s everyday experience (Letzler 93-121). Build-
ing on this insight, David Letzler describes a similar dynamic with reference to
the role of these techniques in Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage (1915-67) and
Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook (1962): they expand the conscious efforts
of female protagonists that “cannot rely on conventional or habitual patterns
of behavior to guide [them]” and must consequently “discover new possible
paths within the world” (116). Ellmann pursues a similar goal: while staging the
tension between internalized and external patriarchal forces, her narrator’s en-
cyclopedicinterior monologue ultimately becomes a form of écriture féminine,
which Hélene Cixous defines as writing that embodies women’s overflowing
creativity, insisting that “[w]riting is for you, you are for you; your body is
yours” (876). Through this lens, Ellmann reasserts female authority in and
through encyclopedic fiction, showing how feminine creativity can push back
against phallogocentric structures and reclaim cultural and epistemic space for
women. More specifically, Ellmann shows how literature — and the encyclope-
dic novel - can not only speak of and for women, but above all come to their
rescue: if her fictional character overflows with torrential desires, dreams and
rhymes but the pressure of the contemporary world is such that her creativity
remains relegated to an interior monologue, in her capacity as author, Ellmann
overcomes this limitation, partly making up for her narrator’s and numberless
other real-life women’s lack of time and strength to undertake the liberating
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act of writing themselves back into existence against the sense of inferiority
enforced on them by a patriarchal culture and society.

Another area in which Ellmann styles her écriture féminine as interior
monologue to attempt to amplify women’s fight against phallogocentrism is
its ability to reproduce the feeling of going crazy that characterizes mother-
hood in twenty-first century US. Judith Warner conceptualizes this feeling as
the “mommy mystique”: “a new kind of soul-draining perfectionism” (13), a
“caught-by-the-throat feeling [...] of #lways doing something wrong” (3, orig-
inal emphasis), caused by a cultural mix of “promise with politics, feminism
with ‘family values,’ science and sound bites and religion and, above all, fear
into a combustible combination that is nothing less than perfect madness” (8,
original emphasis). The mechanisms underlying the mommy mystique are so
all-encompassing that they are invisible — like the women affected by them
- and even difficult to name. Through her anonymous narrator, Ellmann
exposes this issue and deploys interior monologue in women’s writing to en-
hance mothers’ attempts to restore, through semantic creativity, a grammar
that would help them “[think] their way out of the culture of motherhood that
so fatigues them” (32). Challenging the drive toward totality of conventional
male encyclopedic projects, Ellmann’s mother-oriented interior monologue
resembles more a playful, open-ended thesaurus than an encyclopedia and,
through a recursive, non-linear narrative, often explores non-dominant ways
of knowing and learning, for example by speculating on animal behavior and
Native Americans’ respect for the other-than-human.

By proxy, Ducks, Newburyport challenges the intrinsic maleness of the en-
cyclopedic novel conveyed (mostly but not exclusively) by earlier descriptions
of the form by exposing the category’s reliance on the patriarchal cultural
conventions that shape our understanding of literary genius — and that are
particularly evident in reviews that credited the novel’s formal ingenuity more
to Joyce’s enduring presence than to Ellmann’s originality. While hints to
Ulysses and Molly’s eight-sentence interior monologue are undeniable, these
critical responses testify to an enduring difficulty on the part of most literary
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critics to acknowledge and describe “female greatness.” In this way, Ducks,
Newburyport not only expands the formal and thematic scope of the encyclo-
pedic novel, but also models how literature can recuperate women’s creativity
within traditions historically dominated by male authority.

Conclusion

The contemporary encyclopedic novel has revealed its critical potential
through a broader range of perspectives than the relatively narrow set of white
male-authored texts that have traditionally been used to define this category.
The authors considered here share a contemporary standpoint in (or on) US
culture and society (Ellmann moved to the UK at a young age but writes
extensively about her native country) and focus on female protagonists whose
relationship to knowledge is mediated and shaped by both individual paternal
or patriarchal figures and the pervasive influence of patriarchal social institu-
tions. As Tom LeClair (29-30) and Nick Levey (152) note, gendered socializa-
tion affects how men and women value and narrate their experiences, which in
turn shapes literary production. By engaging with fictional encyclopedism in
unconventional ways, Silko, Morgan, Pessl and Ellmann highlight the Western
patriarchal family as an early site of socialization, where gender roles are both
enforced and contested.

Levey further observes that the gender disparity in encyclopedic discourse
is reinforced by men’s greater access to fields of knowledge that provide much
of the material for traditional encyclopedic novels, such as science and tech-
nology (28). The novels in this study show women navigating these and
other domains — botany, genetics and horse breeding, academia, and, naturally,
the encyclopedic novel itself — thereby exposing the gendered structures that
historically underwrite access to authority. Rather than using encyclopedic
writing to capture the rise of a national or international order, as Mendelson
describes (1267-68), these women authors redirect its potential to explorations
of the US’ historical and contemporary entanglements with settler colonialism,
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patriarchy, and capitalism. They demonstrate that encyclopedic practices do
not merely reflect cultural prestige or intellectual authority but can also illu-
minate the ways such authority has contributed to systemic gender and racial
inequalities.

Ultimately, these novels show that the encyclopedic form need not be the
exclusive domain of male ambition: through unconventional thematic focus,
non-dominant perspectives, and inventive formal strategies, women and writ-
ers from other marginalized groups can use encyclopedic fiction to reclaim
authority, amplify overlooked knowledge, and offer creative interventions into
the cultural and epistemic structures that shape everyday life. In this sense,
fictional encyclopedism not only retains formal significance but also enhances
its ethical and political potential.
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ABSTRACT

This article reevaluates the relevance of encyclopedic narrative in the light of the popu-
larity and pervasiveness of post-truth politics. While early critics of post-truth sought
to combat the latter’s rise by appealing to expertise, objectivity, and scientific authority
— and distancing themselves from the sort of theoretical ideas and fictional forms that
might question such authority — this article argues that such responses misunderstand
the roots of post-truth as well as the resources available for confronting it. Focusing
upon one such resource, the encyclopedic narrative, | argue that encyclopedic fictions
are valuable because they challenge readers to understand and experience —as opposed
to ignore or dismiss — the epistemological pressures that make post-truth so attractive
in the first place.

To defend this argument, this essay proceeds in two steps. First, | locate the
previously unexplored homology between the history of encyclopedism and the rise of
post-truth. Viewed over the longue durée, today’s post-truth politicians appear to have
weaponized something that encyclopedic authors have feared since Diderot imagined
the original Encyclopédie: that information’s increasingly limitless availability will paralyze,
rather than catalyze, the pursuit of truth. Second, | analyze how this fear has animated
the form and content of encyclopedic novels over the past three centuries. Considering
a trio of texts that confront the epistemological, social, and psychological effects of
informational abundance — Gustave Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet (1881), David Foster
Wallace’s The Pale King (2011), and Teju Cole’s Open City (201 I) — | argue that encyclo-
pedic fictions are edifying precisely because their form is epistemologically perplexing.
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Since this form challenges readers to experience the epistemological problems (e.g.,
information overload, conflicting perspectives, confirmation bias) driving post-truth
without embracing its nihilistic conclusions, encyclopedic fiction may cultivate habits
of judgment, attention, and self-scrutiny that appeals to expertise and authority alone
cannot provide.
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Introduction

They’re rapists. The election was rigged. They’re eating the pets. These are
lies, yes, but lies that have been repeated so often over the last decade that they
require neither quotation marks nor attribution. When these and similar lies
helped their speaker — Donald Trump, of course — win the election the first
time, in 2016, the Oxford English Dictionary made “post-truth” the word of
the year. In the years since, as similarly mendacious strongmen have consol-
idated power across the globe, and as campaigns of mis- and disinformation
have thoroughly flooded the media ecosystem, the OED’s choice has proven
prescient. Defined as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective
facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief,™ post-truth describes the fractured epistemological terrain of
contemporary political discourse. Truth exists here, but it is hard to locate
amid a cacophony of conspiracy theories, “fake news,” and “alternative facts.”

In the face of this threat, many liberals inside and outside the academy
developed a form of resistance that contested the immediate effects of post-
truth but not its root causes. Epitomized in the “In This House We Believe”
signs that began dotting the lawns of Democrats after the 2016 US election, this

1

“post-truth, adjective.” Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford UP, 2025. <https://www.oe
d.com/dictionary/post-truth_adj’tab=factsheet#1217123470>.
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response sought less to understand the historical underpinnings or contempo-
rary appeal of post-truth than to dismiss the phenomenon out of hand. “Truth
is Truth,” said NBC’s Chuck Todd. “Facts are not in the eye of the beholder,”
argued CNN’s Chris Cuomo. “Science is Real,” read the lawns of millions
of liberal Americans. During the first Trump administration, such responses
felt appropriate, even commendable. If the President of the United States
was going to “flood the zone with shit” (Lewis “President”), as Steve Bannon
infamously putit, then it felt right to defend the institutions, ideas, and people
being buried in, well, “shit.” Butas defense of those under attack morphed into
the reflexive doxa exemplified in slogans like “Truth is Truth,” on the one hand,
and the dismissal of a7y philosophical critique of the historical construction of
truth, on the other, the resistance to post-truth made two mistakes at the same
time. First, it underestimated the epistemological problems that made post-
truth possible.” Second, it dismissed some of the most valuable theoretical
tools, such as those provided by postmodernism and post-structuralism, that
might help us better understand these problems.

With these mistakes in mind, this special issue’s task of rereading encyclo-
pedic narrative may appear at once risky yet newly relevant. Originally popu-
larized by Edward Mendelson and often theorized in relation to the systems,
mega-, and maximalist novel, encyclopedic narrative appears suspicious for
some of the same reasons that postmodernism — the cultural, philosophical,
and historical period with which such narratives are often (though not exclu-
sively) associated — has proven a convenient post-truth scapegoat.? Situated, as

Petrus van Ewijk describes it, “on a sliding scale between an urge for totalization

2

For more on why “Science is Real”-style responses oversimplify the epistemological
conflicts driving post-truth, see Friedman.

’  Ascommentators such as Aaron Colton have noted, the rise of post-truth has “super-

charged” the longstanding trend of blaming postmodernism for the weaponization of its
most radical ideas (Colton). While this trend depends upon a cynical appropriation of these
ideas - e.g., the rejection of absolute Truth is reframed as an invitation to believe whatever
you want - it also illustrates that such ideas are not, in themselves, progressive.
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and complete control, on the one hand, and the awareness of open-endedness
and constant dynamic, on the other” (212), encyclopedic writers (like postmod-
ern theorists) invoke some of the same questions that post-truth politicians
have come to exploit: Is truth compatible with social constructionism and
epistemological relativism? Does informational abundance enhance or inhibit
the pursuit of knowledge? In a world in which a “large share of the populace
is living in an epistemic space that has abandoned conventional criteria of
evidence, internal consistency, and fact-seeking” (Lewandowsky et al. 360),
are we condemned, as one encyclopedic novella suggests, to “the collapse of
everything, of meaning, of language, of values, of art” (Gaddis 2)?

Invoking these questions, however, is not the same thing as exploiting them
for personal gain or embracing epistemological nihilism. While it may be
tempting to conclude that encyclopedic narrative has run out of steam, this
conclusion is neither empirically accurate nor politically perspicacious. “Our
present moment,” as David James notes, “is clearly yielding extraordinary
provocations for ‘info-rich’ novels” (88), and the fruits of this yield are evident
in encyclopedic fictions published all over the world. Most frequently associ-
ated with the (white, male) giants of European and US literature, encyclopedic
narrative has become a genre that is both “viably transhistorical” (James 77)
and veritably global, as critics such as Antonio Barrenechea, Kiron Ward, and
me have argued in recent years. A crucial but undertheorized factor in this
development s that encyclopedic fiction’s sweeping and self-reflexive approach
to knowledge engages with the epistemological problems at the heart of post-
truth - e.g., information overload, conflicting perspectives, confirmation bias
— without giving up on the pursuit of knowledge altogether. Rather than shun
the genre in the name of political expediency, then, we should consider how its
ambivalent relationship to knowledge might help us understand and confront
our post-truth present.

To facilitate this process, this essay proceeds in two steps. First, I situate
contemporary conversations about post-truth politics within the twin histo-
ries of encyclopedism, on the one hand, and encyclopedic literature, on the
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other. Considering the homology between encyclopedism and post-truth, I
demonstrate that today’s post-truth politicians have weaponized something
that encyclopedic authors have long feared: that information’s increasingly
limitless availability will paralyze, rather than catalyze, the pursuit of truth.
In the second half of the essay, I analyze how this fear has animated the form
and content of encyclopedic novels since the genre’s inception. Considering
encyclopedic authors ranging from Enlightenment Europe (Gustave Flaubert)
to contemporary America (David Foster Wallace, Teju Cole), I argue that ency-
clopedic fictions are edifying precisely because their form is epistemologically
perplexing. Since this form challenges readers to experience the problems
driving post-truth without embracing its nihilistic conclusions, it may train
us to confront these problems in ways that “Science is Real”-style resistance
cannot.

Encyclopedism and the Origins of Post-Truth

From its origins in eighteenth-century Europe to its ever-evolving instantiation
on Wikipedia, the encyclopedic project has been shaped by a problem that s,
in some respects, the foundation of post-truth: the world is too vast to fit
into a single book. This may sound counterintuitive — what is an encyclope-
dia, if not a book that presupposes the exact opposite? When one considers
encyclopedism’s etymological and historical roots, however, the homologies
between encyclopedism and post-truth begin to fall into place. Derived “from
afifteenth-century misreading of an ancient Greek phrase ‘enkyklios paideia’”
as Ward notes, “the term translates literally as ‘circle of learning’ or ‘cycle of

’»

education’” (15). The process of “circling” the material chosen for inclusion
in an encyclopedia is one of selection and choice, not exhaustion or mastery.
Afraid, as Diderot wrote in the original Encyclopédie, that “the work of preced-
ing centuries” would become “useless to the centuries to come” if they weren’t
catalogued and compiled, encyclopedists have long selected material based on

its supposed significance.
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At its core, then, the encyclopedic project is both utopian and utilitarian.
However Eurocentric or ideologically fraught this selection process has often
been, encyclopedias aspire, as Diderot described it, to create a “living school for
philosophers” (qtd. in Ward 18). In their emphasis on education, collaboration,
and process, the encyclopedists find their antithesis in today’s purveyors of
post-truth. Whereas the former sought to create a “scheme for the reorgani-
zation and reorientation of education and information throughout the world”
(11), as H.G. Wells put it in 1936, the latter reorganize and distort the world’s
knowledge to fit their own schemes. This is dangerous and even dystopian, of
course, butit’s worth emphasizing that it is made possible by the same problem
— that s, the profusion of information - that inspired the encyclopedists. Saul
Newman helps us understand this paradox in “Post-Truth, Postmodernism,
and the Public Sphere”:

Power has absorbed the threat posed by truth, not by repressing or censoring
it - as in the old totalitarian regimes - but by relativising it, transforming it
into mere opinion, drowning it out in a cacophony of competing perspectives
and narratives. Today it is the superabundance of information - made possible
through the Internet - that coincides with the erosion of the value of truth. (14)

Post-truth operates, in other words, by exploiting the problems that encyclope-
dias try to solve. While encyclopedias strive to organize the “superabundance
of information” into a coherent account of the world, post-truth politicians
prop up the “cacophony of competing perspectives” made possible by informa-
tional abundance to accomplish two, rather nakedly hypocritical goals. First,
to argue that coherence is impossible, unflattering news is fake news, truth is
“mere opinion.” Second, to assert that the “erosion of the value of truth” need
not apply to them. Put differently by Lee Mclntyre, proponents of post-truth
“embrace an obscenely high standard of doubt toward facts that they don’t
want to believe, alongside complete credulity toward any facts that fit with
their agenda” (11).

If the encyclopedic and post-truth projects share homologous origins but
oppositional goals, what about the project of encyclopedic narrative? Ency-
clopedic narratives — works of fiction that engage with the aspirations and
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limitations of encyclopedism — are nearly as old as the encyclopedia itself. To
the extent that one can generalize about such a diverse and dynamic group
of texts, one might ask the following: Do encyclopedic authors share the
pedagogical aspirations of the original encyclopedists or the cynicism of today’s
post-truth politicians? Are their works best understood as a “living school”
for comprehensive analysis and collaborative debate, or a breeding ground
for perspectivism and “the erosion of the value of truth?” Are they tools of
comprehensive understanding, in short, or of post-truth?

The answer to each of these questions, I believe, is as paradoxical as it is po-
litically pertinent: yes. Indeed, encyclopedic authors teach their readers a great
deal — to read Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children, for example, is to take a crash
course in Indian history — but they also undercut the validity of such teaching
through the employment of unreliable narrators, competing perspectives, and
erroneous information. “In my India,” says Rushdie’s narrator, “Gandhi will
continue to die on the wrong day” (190). Yes, their sweeping scope nurtures
the comprehensive analysis that encyclopedists like Diderot hoped to inspire,
but their propensity for polyphony gives voice to the same sort of “competing
perspectives and narratives” post-truthers are keen to exploit. Driven by the
desire to “record the world while conceding the record’s insufficiency” (74), as
James putsit, encyclopedic narratives foster a sort of epistemological ambiguity
or restlessness, which sits somewhere between the confidence of the encyclo-
pedist and the cynicism of the post-truth politician. Long noted by scholars
of the genre, such restlessness may have purchase in the era of post-truth for
the same reason that “Science is Real”-style responses have failed to shatter the
illusion: it challenges us to confront, as opposed to ignore, the epistemological
problems driving post-truth.

It’s worth underscoring that this confrontation is fostered via the content
of encyclopedic works but also their form. “Definition has been a perennial
problem in studies of encyclopaedic fiction” (4), as Ward states, but the most
cogent approaches to the term circle around the interplay between informa-
tional abundance, self-reflexive form, and epistemological uncertainty. For
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Hilary Clark, “any text (fictional or not) that we would call encyclopedic must
speculate on its own discursive processes of discovery and arrangement, and on
thelimitations of these processes” (105). For van Ewijk, the “encyclopedicnovel
not only reflects the complexity of reality [...] it also addresses this complexity
by making the reader experience it” (213). For Ward, “[e]ncyclopaedic fictions
[...] can be defined as fictions that engage with the history and practice of
encyclopaedic thought to the extent that that engagement determines both
their form and their content” (13). Emphasizing the interaction between infor-
mation density and self-reflexive style, Clark, van Ewijk, and Ward help us un-
derstand why encyclopedic novels may be particularly germane today: because
they challenge readers to understand but also experience the epistemological
problems that make post-truth so seductive in the first place.

To analyze this experience, the remainder of this paper discusses three ex-
amples: Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécucher (1881), Wallace’s The Pale King (2008),
and Cole’s Open City (201). Crisscrossing three continents and three centuries,
these texts illustrate how encyclopedic authors have addressed the epistemolog-
ical problems driving post-truth for nearly 150 years.*

Exhausting Information

In Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, the problem is quite clearly information
overload itself. Organized around a pair of friends whose efforts to understand
anything — agriculture, archeology, history — devolve into contradiction and
chaos, Bouvard et Pécuchet has been described as “the most encyclopedic novel
ever written” (Calvino, qtd. in Ward 21). The implications of Flaubert’s
encyclopedism, though, are easy to oversimplify. While it is tempting to con-
clude, as David Letzler notes, that Flaubert satirizes a “hubristic encyclopedism
emblematic of Post-Enlightenment western culture” (73), the process by which

*  These (shorter) texts also highlight an oft-ignored fact: encyclopedism is 7ot synony-

mous with maximalism, although the two have much in common.
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Bouvard and Pécuchet embrace encyclopedism tells us as much about the risks
of informational abundance as post-Enlightenment arrogance.

This process is driven, quite simply, by the desire to live. In contrast to,
say, Diderot or Midnight’s Children’s Saleem Sinai, Bouvard and Pécuchet
set out to neither compile the world’s information nor swallow it whole; they
just want to set up a garden. After unexpectedly receiving a financial windfall
from Bouvard’s absent father, the friends decide to retire to the countryside,
let their “beards grow,” and eat “chickens from their own farmyard, vegetables
from their own garden” (14). Like many a hipster hoping to live “off the
grid” today, though, Bouvard and Pécuchet quickly realize that turning this
fantasy into reality is more complicated than it seems. Beset by failed yields
and the judgment of their peers, they “consulted each other, opened one book
after another, and didn’t know what to think faced with all the conflicting
opinions” (30). Dissatisfaction with the state of knowledge in agriculture
leads them to study chemistry, which proves even more paradoxical: “simple
bodies might actually be compounds,” “diamonds are merely coal,” and the
“earth, as an element, didn’t exist.” “[A]stounded” and “bothered” by these
“baroque” conclusions (52), the pair soon turn to anatomy, then biology, then
archeology, and so on. “They gave up” (105) becomes the book’s refrain, as the
contradictions embedded in every field befuddle Bouvard and Pécuchet to the
point that they not only “no longer studied for fear of disappointments” (160),
but, by novel’s end, “no longer have any interest in life” at all (279).

Given Flaubert’s oft-noted intolerance for stupidity and the spectacular
failure of his characters’ pursuit of knowledge, Bonvard et Pécuchet may be
interpreted as an indictment of the inanity of encyclopedism or of human life
altogether. These conclusions, though, both overstate and oversimplify the
problem. Flaubert’s protagonists may be overzealous, but the process through
which they morph from would-be gardeners to overwhelmed encyclopedists
suggests that their failure stems less from arrogance or stupidity than an in-
ability to understand the cacophony of information that they encounter. This
inability is not unique but common. It was common in 1755, when Diderot
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wrote that, absent a synthesizing project like his Encyclopédie, “one can foresee
a time when it will be almost as difficult to educate oneself in a library, as in
the universe.” It was common in 1967, when Marshall McLuhan popularized
the idea that “we live habitually in a state of information overload” whose
fundamental feature is epistemic exhaustion: “There’s always more than you
can cope with” (135). And it is certainly common today, when the central
medium through which people access information - the internet — has become
an unregulated wasteland of misinformation, Al-slop, and hyper-polarized
“content.” In such an overwhelming epistemic environment, it is easy to
understand Bouvard and Pécuchet’s shift from encyclopedic enthusiasm (“so
many things to know” [6]) to frustration (“[s]o many opportunities for mis-
understanding” [107]), fatigue (“itis impossible to say everything” [108]), and,
finally, despair (“it’s enough to drive you mad” [68]). This process repeats
itself, in miniature, nearly every time one confronts the powder keg of complex
phenomena and conflicting (mis)information available today.

Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, then, anticipates both the epistemological
climate hospitable to the growth of post-truth and the complex reactions such
a climate engenders. Paradoxically, these reactions include frustration and
fatigue, as I have just demonstrated, but also overconfidence and confirmation
bias. On this last part, Flaubert is again prescient. Anticipating today’s online
ecosystem, where informational abundance leads people not only to despair
butalso to “their favored ‘echo chamber,” in which most available information
conforms to pre-existing attitudes and biases” (Lewandowsky et al. 355), Bou-
vard and Pécuchet vacillate between reckoning with the contradictions they
encounter and simply assimilating them to their preferred beliefs: “Unable to
understand it, they didn’t believe in it” (60).

The danger of these cognitive gymnastics is most evident in their experi-
ments in anatomy and medicine. At first, these experiments follow the en-
thusiasm, frustration, and fatigue pattern noted above. After shocking their
neighbors by experimenting on a fake cadaver, the pair begin to poison dogs,
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bleed pigeons, and drown kittens in the name of scientific progress (60). Hor-
rifying and harebrained to readers, Bouvard and Pécuchet initially approach
this torture with glee: “You, my dear fellow, will come in very handy for our

1»

experiments!” Pécuchet tells a dog whose spine he will soon fill with needles
(59). But when the pair’s experiments flummox their search for clarity, they
spend “a month in the doldrums” (60) and begin to give up on medicine as
they’ve given up on every subject before it.

A new cognitive pattern emerges, however, when they stumble upon the
health manual of Francois-Vincent Raspail. Here, they read that “[a]ll infec-
tions are the result of worms” and “the best thing for getting rid of them was
camphor” (61). Rather than scrutinize these claims, Bouvard and Pécuchet re-
spond in a way that will appear familiar to anyone who has spent time online in
the last two decades. Like the legions of online “researchers” who, for example,
responded to the uncertainty surrounding Covid-19 by circulating fantastical
cures (hydroxychloroquine, red soap, camel urine) and conspiratorial claims
(bioweapon, population control, sG vaccines), Bouvard and Pécuchet treat
camphor as a panacea because, in the narrator’s words, the “clarity of the
doctrine seduced them” (61). This seduction proves as popular in Chavignolles
as fantastical Covid cures became on social media circa 2020. Once Bouvard
and Pécuchet begin hawking “camphorated cigarettes, vials of sedative water,

» <«

and aloe pills,” “everyone in Chavignolles” begins “inhaling camphor through
quills” (61) even though they are being peddled by a pair of pariahs with
no medical training. The popularity of camphorated cigarettes wanes once
residents begin developing hemorrhoids and headaches (61), but not before
they illustrate what peddlers of post-truth have since mastered: in a world
overrun with confusing and often contradictory information, pseudo-clarity

proves more popular — and profitable — than complex truths.
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Deadening Attention

Like many of the encyclopedic novels that would appear in its wake, then,
Bouvard et Pécucher highlights the epistemological challenges engendered by
informational abundance. On how one might overcome these challenges
without resorting to the forms of frustration, despair, and self-deception that
envelop its characters, the novel says very little. Such is not the case in Wallace’s
2011 novel, The Pale King. Notable for its affirmative, if ambivalent, depiction
of the relationship between informational density and attentional control,
Wallace’s posthumous novel is something like the mirror image of the similarly
unfinished Bonvard et Pécucher. Whereas the latter depicts a pair of intellectual
dilettantes who try, and fail, to understand the great mysteries of existence, the
former depicts a legion of IRS agents who succeed in mastering a subject at
once “mind-numbingly complex” (83) and “almost unbelievably meaningless
and small” (381): the US tax code. The Pale King’s characters succeed where
Bouvard and Pécuchet fail because they recognize, as the novel stresses, that the
“whole ball game was perspective, filtering, the choice of perception’s objects”
(15). This recognition has important political implications at a time when “fil-
tering” truth from its opposite has become increasingly difficult, but we might
pause before treating The Pale King’s characters as paragons of contemporary
encyclopedism. From the meager scope of their work to the (at times literal)
death of human thought it necessitates, the cognitive control put forth by
The Pale King’s characters represents a strategy for dealing with information
overload that is at once helpful and potentially inhumane.

The tradeoffs involved in this strategy can be understood by considering the
novel’s nonlinear, polyphonic form. Organized by editor Michael Pietsch into
so sections with over 35 characters, The Pale King presents a prismatic and
paradoxical image of work within “the most important federal bureaucracy
in American life” (70). While virtually every character acknowledges that
success at the IRS depends upon practicing “the terrible power of attention
and what you pay attention to” (91), the toll of exercising this “terrible power”
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varies widely. Some characters, such as recovering “wastoid” Chris Fogle (164),
describe the tedious work of IRS examiners in quasi-religious terms. After
listening to a Jesuit priest/substitute lecturer describe IRS accountants as “to-
day’s cowboys [...] [r]iding herd on the unending torrent of financial data”
(233), Fogle imagines the “herding, corralling, and organizing” of information
as “meaningful” and dignified work (240). In this regard he echoes Wallace
himself, who suggests, in The Pale King and elsewhere, that self-control, aware-
ness, and even “bliss” were on “the other side of crushing, crushing boredom”
(546).

If Fogle and Wallace would have one believe that herding data can generate
not just meaningful work but also “gratitude at the gift of being alive” (546),
other examiners in the novel suggest that the opposite is true. For Lane Dean
Jr., the only thing on the other side of “boredom beyond any boredom he’d
ever felt” (377) is a “hell [that] had nothing to do with fires or frozen troops”
(379). For another unnamed agent, the tedium of “staring fixedly and without
expression” at IRS returns induces a vacuous and permanent “stare,” which the
examiner equates to death in life: “Sometimes now in the mirror, in the bath-
room, I’ll come to myself and catch myself in a stare, without any recognition.
The man has been dead for twelve years now” (116-17). This fear of death-in-
life is made literal for Frederick Blumquist, whose dead body sits unnoticed at
his desk for four days because, as his supervisor notes, it was identical to his
live one: “He was very focused and diligent, so no one found it unusual that
he was in the same position all that time and didn’t say anything” (28).

In the context of encyclopedic narrative and post-truth, the model of in-
formation management on display in The Pale King is both illuminating
and limited. Preferable to the undisciplined encyclopedism of Bouvard and
Pécuchet, The Pale King’s characters’ ability to filter information and with-
stand tedium offers one model of dealing with the avalanche of “cruft,” to
borrow Letzler’s term, confronting us every day. In an online environment
designed to distract attention, distort information, and monetize data, we
would all do well to manage attention with the focus of characters like Chris
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Fogle. But filtering information and synthesizing it into a meaningful whole
are two different tasks. That The Pale King’s characters are incapable of the
latter is evident in the tiny scope of their work, the intellectual stultification
it requires, and the fact, as Conley Wouters writes, that “anything beyond
base, rote functionality - i.e., anything human - has been eliminated from
their existence” (454). Ultimately, such characters give readers a tool to reckon
with the informational plenitude driving post-truth, but addressing the latter’s
most pernicious effects will require analysis and judgement alongside focus and
filtering. Such judgement may be engendered by The Pale King’s polyphonic
form, but it is largely absent from its characters.

Deceptive Detachment

This is not the case, it would seem, in Teju Cole’s 2011 novel, Open City. Nar-
rated by Julius, an erudite Nigerian-German psychiatry resident in New York
City, Open Ciry models a form of encyclopedicinquiry that marries the range of
Flaubert’s dilettantes with the discipline of Wallace’s IRS examiners. Analyzing
everything from Moby-Dick and Walter Benjamin to New York City’s erased
history of slavery, the narrator’s encyclopedism has obvious appeal in an “unsci-
entific” era characterized by “snap judgments and unexamined opinions” (28),
as Julius describes the early-twenty-first century. But equally important — and
disturbing — are the ways in which Open City complicates the “unexamined
opinions” of Julius himself. Recalling Clark’s point that each encyclopedic text
“must speculate on its own discursive processes of discovery and arrangement”
(105), Open City ultimately nurtures an approach to encyclopedism that may
help us evaluate the “superabundance of information” available today and our
inevitably insufficient understanding of it.

To understand how the novel achieves this feat, consider what Julius’s
narrative enables as well as occludes. Ostensibly organized around a year of
“aimless wandering” (3) around New York City and Brussels, Julius plays the
role of “postcolonial flaneur,” as several critics have noted, whose “polyphonic
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historicization” (Hartwiger 4) reckons with the multiplicity of stories “written,
erased, rewritten” (Cole 59) in New York City and beyond. Beneficial in many
contexts, Julius’s ability to both synthesize disparate perspectives and situate
them within a layered, transnational history would seem particularly pertinent
in today’s media landscape, where we are not only “confronted with a plethora
of competing, often chaotic, voices online” (Lewandowsky et al. 359), but
also incentivized to pass immediate judgment in the form of likes, comments,
shares, and so on.

Consider, for example, the conflicting perspectives on Belgium’s immigrant
population encountered by Julius during his trip to Brussels, the supposedly
“open city” (97) from which the novel derives its title. Julius’s trip is framed by
hisin-flight conversation with Dr. Annette Maillotte, a retired Belgian surgeon
whose history of suffering and success mirrors Julius’s. Amid conversations
about her war-torn childhood and ski trips with royalty, Maillotte praises
Belgium for being “color-blind in a way the U.S. is not” (89). This position
is complicated, however, once Julius descends from plane — an apt symbol
of the cosmopolitan detachment embodied by Maillotte and Julius alike - to
city itself. Here, he sees that post-9/11 Brussels is not unlike post-9/11 New
York or London: hate crimes are on the rise (99), Muslim immigrants are
being targeted, and a “renewed fear of Islam” permeates the city (106). The
novel’s portrait of Belgian immigration deepens further during Julius’s lengthy
conversations with Farouq and Khalil, a pair of Moroccan Muslims whose
ideas at once entice and alarm Julius. Epitomized in his polyglot internet café,
Farouq appears to represent a more grounded cosmopolitanism than either
Maillotte or Julius. Committed to the idea that “people can live together but
still keep their own values intact” (112), Farouq converses intelligently about
everyone from Said and Deleuze to Martin Luther King and Malcom X, but
his engagement with these thinkers, as Julius remarks, “had a deeper resonance
than it would have in any academic setting” (105). Lest one conflate Farouq’s
position with that of his author, though, Cole complicates things further
through Julius’s interactions with Farouq’s “best friend,” Khalil (117). Excusing
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the actions of terrorists and dictators under the abstract banner of Marxist
struggle, Khalil’s extremism at once saddens Julius — “This is how Americans
think Arabs think, I said to them both” (120) — and reveals that Farouq’s
cosmopolitanism has as many blind spots as that of Maillotte. The former’s
declaration that “America is a version of Al-Qaeda” (121) is as blinkered as the
latter’s belief that Belgium is “color-blind.”

What we have in Open City, then, is a novel that stacks conflicting perspec-
tives upon one another without — and this is crucial - indulging its readers’
desire for simple conclusions. Unlike today’s fractured social media landscape,
which would have us celebrate or castigate Maillotte or Farouq depending on
our own filter bubbles, Cole cultivates empathy for each of these characters
while simultaneously highlighting the inadequacy of their worldviews. Read-
ers come away from the Brussels chapters kzowing that Farouq is more than a
“complainer” (143), as Maillotte labels him, but Open City refuses to prescribe
how to bridge the gap between these characters’ conflicting perspectives. Julius
even flirts with the idea that such perspectives cannot be bridged, and that
the only way to pursue truth unmoored from the “grip of rage and rhetoric”
engulfing people like Farouq is by “having no causes, by being magnificently
isolated from all loyalties” (107). But in keeping with a genre defined as much
by problematizing knowledge as pursuing it, even this conclusion is under-
mined in Open City: first, when Julius admits that total detachment is “an
ethical lapse graver than rage itself” (107); and second, when it emerges that
Julius’s narrative revolves around an ethical lapse— the rape of Moji- that he
will neither acknowledge nor admit.

This revelation changes everything about the novel, including its portrayal
of encyclopedism. IfJulius’s “polyphonic historicization” of the violence “writ-
ten, erased, rewritten” in New York and beyond distorts his own history of
sexual violence — tellingly, even Moji’s accusation is filtered through Julius
— then Open City reads less like an endorsement of detached encyclopedism
than a self-reflexive reminder of what such detachment may evade or suppress.
To illustrate this point, consider how Julius (ab)uses detached encyclopedism
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when Moji accuses him of rape. Confronted with the world-shattering claim
that “I had acted like I knew nothing about it, had even forgotten her [...] and
had never tried to acknowledge what I had done” (244), Julius says precisely
nothing. Rather than confirm, deny, or even acknowledge Moji’s accusation
- “will you say something now? Will you say something?” (24s) — Julius
detaches completely from his accuser while turning his encyclopedic imagina-
tion elsewhere. He thinks about the “acute angle” of the sun, the gleam of
the Hudson River, and an obscure anecdote involving Camus and Nietzsche
(246). Five minutes later, he leaves, and the novel ends with reflections on
Mabhler, the opera, and the stars — but not another mention of Moji. This
(non)response is upsetting because it is craven and cold, but also because it
upends a basic assumption about the purpose of encyclopedism: that the
pursuit of knowledge is inextricable from the pursuit of truth.

In shattering this assumption, Cole’s encyclopedic novel proves to be as
ambivalent as its predecessors in France, the US, and beyond. For while Cole’s
“know-it-all” narrator (245) combines the curiosity of Flaubert’s retirees with
the focus of Wallace’s IRS examiners, this narrator’s ability to analyze every-
thingaround him appears to blind him from engaging with actual, well, people.
By creating a narrator whose “sheer abundance of anecdotes and encyclopedic
excursuses” not only serve to “bury traumatic memories” (von Gleich 336)
but also skirt responsibility for the trauma he causes, Cole demonstrates that
encyclopedism can help us attain but also evade truth.

Conclusions: Encyclopedic Narrative and Post-Truth To-
day

In the context of our analysis of post-truth, this demonstration offers some
unsettling but useful conclusions. For one, it helps us rethink two of the liberal
shibboleths with which I began this paper: 1) that devotees of post-truth are
uneducated, ignorant, and stupid; 2) that, were these devotees confronted with
the basic facts, they too would realize that Trump is a conman, “Science is
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Real,” and “Truth is Truth.” Open City demonstrates why these assumptions
are too facile. Julius is among the most intelligent and learned characters in
all of fiction, and he is keenly aware that “the mind is able to deceive itself”
(Cole 238). But when he is asked to look directly at the damage done by
his own “torturous deception” (244), Julius proves as adept at evading the
truth as any proponent of QAnon or Pizzagate. From this we can draw two
conclusions: first, that any attempt at confronting or converting deniers of
truth must grapple with the real pain that comes with accepting reality as it
is. “Science is Real” signs might serve as useful virtue signals, but they will
rarely convert people whose commitment to falsehoods shape their personal,
political, and even ontological sense of self. Second, that the denial of truth is
notsimply a matter of intelligence or political affiliation. While itis empirically
undeniable that misinformation is currently “accepted more readily among
conservatives than liberals” (Lewandowsky et al. 359), Open City underscores
that education and erudition are not bulwarks against bullshit - for Julius, at
least, the opposite is true.

In nurturing these conclusions, Open City underscores why encyclopedic
narrative is not merely relevant but essential in the age of post-truth. Born
of the same historical forces regularly exploited by purveyors of post-truth —
the profusion of information — encyclopedic fictions challenge us to actively
experience, rather than simply observe or judge, the epistemological problems
driving post-truth. “Experience” is the operative word here. In contrast to
the pseudo-clarity offered by post-truth politicians 4nd some of their most
vociferous critics, encyclopedic texts challenge readers to sit with the epistemic
uncertainty, cognitive overload, and self-doubt that post-truth pretends to
overcome. Sitting with these problems, of course, is not the same thing as
solving them. But by forcing us to inhabit rather than evade the epistemic
pressures driving our current crisis, encyclopedic texts cultivate something
that resistance alone — whether in the form of debunking, fact-checking, or
moral denunciation — cannot: the discipline required to confront complexity
without converting it into premature conclusions.
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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.

KEYWORDS

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 theirilk. Despite this, here I make 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, I will 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." 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 epig;
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; Stephen Burn on collapse; John Johnston on “information
multiplicity;” Hilary Clark on encyclopedic discourse; Nick Levey on detail;
Kiron Ward on mediating totality; Vesa Kyllonen on the illusion of totality;
and Stefano Ercolino on maximalism. 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 a national culture: it “makes use of all the [nation’s]
literary styles and conventions” (1268), and it “attempt([s] to render the full

' 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)* 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).2

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

*  See Burn, “Collapse,” for a critique regarding gigantism and the restriction to one

novel per nation.

> For Mendelson, ifa novel does not “occupya 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.

Criticism on encyclopedism more broadly 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).* Within that synecdochic production of totality, though, it remains to
be defined how such novels structure their parts, working not as a heap of
information butasa carefully designed narrative communication. Afterall, 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 between what
Stefano Ercolino calls the “chaos-function” and the “cosmos-function” of the
genre (114) — how do they create that chaotic but organized bigness, structuring
their wild mass of knowledge?

Encyclopedic Novel Form

My definition of the encyclopedic novel departs from existing criticism to focus
almost entirely on the narrative construction of these novels, in terms of the

*  Regarding this illusion, see also Herman and van Ewijk; Kyllénen.
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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 they must 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 relationship with Reef; 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 (a la Bakhtin). Only through a broader cast of
characters can the perspectival “totality” (or synecdochic approximation) of
aworld be represented.

Multiple focalization or chorality is not sufficient to make 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 Multiplor Novel,
acknowledges that when one starts looking for multiplicity, “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 with Hal’s plot at all (until the novel’s murky projected end). Finally,
Remy Marathe, 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 do with 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 Kyllonen). 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,
David Markson’s Wittgenstein’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.” 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 from one another and challenging readers’ sense of coherence.
By contrast, multifocal novels wherein 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 194s, 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
named Drygalski, a variety of refugees, a priest, Red Army soldiers, and others.
These characters have divergent plots and motivations, 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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AIl 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
the map atall.” 4rD’s geographic range, as well as its abrupt movements 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
and NEUSA, up to the border with Canada, and Arizona. 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.® 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.” As a result of such

¢ 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 double main 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 Hayden White, 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
readers may reconfigure throughout; Phelan, Experiencing Fiction19). Readers
seek coherence by predictively configuring the pieces of the narrative, making
guesses about how details might fit together, or retrospectively developing a
new working theory when 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-
uration dynamics are heightened in the encyclopedic novel: it takeslonger 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 (Hoftman, “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 of what will happen and how
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 Bolafio’s 2666.* 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

¥ 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). For Corinne Bancroft, the “braided novel” 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).? 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.”

2. Predictive Processing and Relevance. Asthe configuration and reconfigura-
tion dynamics are made more difficult, readers must work harder than usual to
figure out how the pieces fit together — and whatis likely to come next. 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,

®  Whereas Bancroft’s definition requires multiple narrators, mine does not.

°  As multiplot configuration becomes more common in commercial fiction, authors

make these interconnections increasingly obvious; e.g., Anthony Doerr’s Al 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 back more — 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 /nfinite Jest Wallace
signalsinterconnections between segments rather subtly, and he doesn’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 (ss).

These details may seem irrelevant, but they’re not — or rather, the reader can
never be sure in what way they are relevant” — in terms of plot, character, world,
theme, or some combination? Identifying Bruce Green 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.As own recovery, 960). Thematically, this element of Gately’s plotline
also offers a hopeful outcome for him, reinforcing the sense that Gately’s worst

1

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.

Suchan unfolding may 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” (10s), 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. Rhbythms of Discourse. Because so many improbable things often occur,
readers may shift to anticipating not how the novel will coalesce, but rather that
it will somebow. 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. Reviewing more 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 the Chums of
Chance).” More traditional novels that braid only two central characters A 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
“next move” within the structure because the possibilities for alternation as well
as intersection multiply. That s, 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.® The more characters we follow, the more
complex the novel’s progression can become, as we hold in our heads the set

" For further approaches to the structural rhythm of novels, see Hoffman, “A Scalar

Model.”

% 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. Simultaneiry. 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." 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). Ina
similar vein, Saint-Amour points to “the encyclopedia’s massive simultaneity,
its nonsequential warehousing of its entries,” which Ulysses 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 in Ulysses 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 zwo 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

" 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 even metaphysical in “Good Old Neon.” A broader account
of simultaneity’s functions in the encyclopedic novel is beyond the scope of this
article, butI'will end here by arguing thatit 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 I 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 — butin 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 u#ncertainty 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
notonly “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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ABSTRACT

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



134 ALI DEHDARIRAD

KEYWORDS

Encyclopedism, Maximalism, Jorge Luis Borges, Vladimir Nabokov

Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If the creation of imaginary worlds is an effective instrument for Borges
to address the issue of all-encompassing representation, Nabokov, too, has



142 ALI DEHDARIRAD

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

organized

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

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

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

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

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

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

» <«

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2]

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

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

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

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

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

This essay explores Eliza W. Farnham’s 1849 initiative for an all-female expedition to
California, developed in the context of the Gold Rush migration and the extreme
demographic gender imbalance that characterized the early American West, where
rapid expansion and economic speculation, together with male-dominated settlement
patterns, produced widespread anxieties over social disorder, moral instability and the
absence of stable family structures. Set against the broader mid-nineteenth-century
debate on women’s rights and the redefinition of women’s social and political roles,
as well as the contradictions generated by US territorial expansion during a period of
intense national reconfiguration following the Mexican-American War, Farnham’s pro-
posal articulated a deliberate response to the dominant masculine model of westward
expansion, envisioning instead a female-led civilizing intervention designed to reform
frontier society through the migration of “intelligent, virtuous, and efficient women.”
Drawing on primary sources, particularly her 1856 California, In-Doors and Out; or, How
We Farm, Mine, and Live Generally in the Golden State, it shows how she advanced a radical
theory of women’s moral, intellectual and spiritual superiority over men, contending
that their domestic and civic influence was pivotal in shaping both local communities and
the nation. By integrating eastern discourses on domesticity and the women’s sphere
with the ideology of Manifest Destiny and notions of American exceptionalism, she
sought to translate these principles into practice, envisioning a society in which women
could stabilize California social life, cultivate civic virtue and guide the ethical formation
of frontier settlements. By examining Farnham’s project, this study contributes to the
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historiography on women, empire and the American West, engaging with scholarship
such as Amy Kaplan’s Manifest Domesticity and the New Western History tradition. It
also shows that, although her expedition achieved only limited success, her frontier
experience exemplifies the ways nineteenth-century gendered values and practices
were mobilized to reinforce processes of nation-building, linking the domestic sphere
to the broader cultural, political and imperial ambitions of the United States.

KEYWORDS

Eliza W. Farnham, Gold Rush California, American Frontier, Domesticity, Manifest
Destiny

Introduction: Toward a Female Expedition to the West

In February 1849, an unusual announcement appeared on the streets of New
York and was soon reprinted in major newspapers across the country: a call for
an all-female expedition to California, aiming to recruit a body of “intelligent,
virtuous, and efficient women” to counter the social disorder of a2 Gold Rush
society dominated by men. Participation in the venture was subject to strict
requirements: applicants had to be atleast twenty-five years of age and provide
references attesting to their education, moral character and professional compe-
tence. Each woman was expected to contribute $250 to cover the cost of passage
and secure respectable accommodation in San Francisco until they found stable
employment. A common relief fund would assist any member who fell ill or
faced financial hardship. The party, ideally numbering between one hundred
and one hundred thirty-two women, would be accompanied by respectable
married men and their families to ensure protection and social standing upon
arrival. By challenging the dominant masculine narrative of westward expan-
sion, the proposal articulated a moral and civilizing mission rooted in the belief
that the presence of competent women, endowed with their “kindly cares and
powers, so peculiarly conservative to man under such circumstances,” could
mitigate social vices, including gambling and intemperance, and contribute to
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the establishment of a more orderly and morally coherent frontier society. For
the women themselves, California promised opportunities and lucrative em-
ployment far superior to those available in the eastern states (Ship Angelique).

Emerging during a transformative period in the United States following the
1848 discovery of gold, the initiative coincided with a massive migration that
brought approximately 300,000 settlers to California between 1848 and 1856,
nearly tripling the population recorded in the 1847 census and profoundly
reshaping the region’s social and economic landscape through the arrival of
people not only from across the United States but also from China, Australia,
Mexico and South America (Johnson; Rohrbough; Brands; Eifler; Snodgrass).
However, only a small fraction of these migrants were women. The fed-
eral census of 1850, taken at the height of the early Gold Rush, recorded
roughly 120,000 non-Native residents in California, of whom only about
7,000 were women, representing between five and eight percent of the popula-
tion. Among those who migrated specifically in search of gold, the proportion
was even lower, with women constituting only a minimal percentage of the
so-called Argonauts (Levy, “They Saw the Elephant”).

Largely legitimized by the ideology of Manifest Destiny, a concept coined
in 1845 by journalist John O’Sullivan to articulate the United States’ providen-
tial mission to extend democracy and civilization across the North American
continent, this expansion was later invoked by President Polk to justify the
war against Mexico, thereby framing westward migration and territorial acqui-
sition as both a national and moral imperative (Stephanson; Eisenhower). The
rapid population growth and economic potential of California soon made the
question of its political status urgent, culminating in the Compromise of 1850,
which admitted it as a free state into the Union and reshaped the constitutional
balance between free and slave states, further embedding the region within the
national political framework (Waugh).

The Gold Rush was initially hailed as a providential opportunity to extend
American civilization to the Pacific, but the rapid male-dominated migration,
thelack of stable family structures and the ensuing social disorder soon exposed
the contradictions of this narrative and raised serious concerns in the eastern
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states about the new community’s moral foundations. The spread of saloons,
gambling halls and brothels, along with the frequent resort to vigilante justice,
seen as evidence of the authorities’ inability to uphold the rule of law, rein-
forced the impression that Gold Rush society was fundamentally at odds with
eastern middle-class values of order and respectability (Roberts).

The announcement in New York was designed to mitigate and ultimately
resolve these tensions. By identifying the absence of women as the main cause
of social degeneration, it offered an alternative mode of fulfilling the westward
mission: the integration of morally and intellectually equipped women as
agents of stability. Supported by prominent intellectual figures like John W.
Edmonds, Horace Greeley and William Cullen Bryant, the initiative called
for the creation of the California Association of American Women, aiming to
reform society through the moral and civilizing influence traditionally ascribed
to women. California was therefore transformed from a territory imagined pri-
marily as an object of conquest into a political and cultural laboratory in which
new forms of female intervention in the public sphere could be articulated and
tested.

The driving force behind the proposal was Eliza W. Farnham (1815-1864),"
a writer and a prominent figure within the mid-nineteenth-century landscape
of US reform movements. Between 1844 and 1848, she had served as matron
of the women’s prison at Sing Sing in New York, where she had advanced a
rehabilitative model rooted in moral instruction, emotional well-being and the
principles of phrenology.* Her commitment to humanitarian reform further
extended to her involvement with the New England Asylum for the Blind in
Boston, an institution dedicated to the education of visually impaired children,

' To date, no comprehensive biography of Farnham has been published. For concise

biographical overviews, see Lewis, “Farnham, Eliza Wood Burhans” and Zeisel.

*  Eliza W. Farnham’s tenure at Sing Sing Prison has been a subject of key historical

studies such as Lewis, From Newgate to Dannemora, and Floyd. For an analysis of her
work within a broader context of women’s influence on American penology, see also Mocci,
“Riforme carcerarie” and Mocci, “Donne, giustizia e diritti.”
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thereby attesting to her deep entrenchment in the philanthropic and reformist
networks of her era. Parallel to this sustained reformist engagement, Farnham
had already acquired direct experience of frontier life during her years in Illi-
nois, later memorialized in Life in Prairie Land (1846), that afforded her an
intimate understanding of the dynamics of settlement and the indispensable
role played by women in forging both the material and moral foundations of
emergent communities.

The decision to orient her civilizing mission toward California was far from
incidental. As early as1846, Eliza’s husband, Thomas Jefferson Farnham (1804-
1848), a nationally renowned lawyer, travel writer and outspoken advocate of
American expansionism, had visited Santa Cruz, where he had purchased a
tract of land known as El Rancho La Libertad, with the intention of settling
there with his family (Churchill). However, shortly after his arrival in 1848,
he had contracted a fever and died in San Francisco, before the planned re-
location could be realized. Despite her widowhood and the presence of very
young children, her determination to move to California was shaped both by
practical necessity and by a broader reformist vision. On the onehand, theland
investment previously undertaken by her husband, difficult to manage from a
distance, had become essential to the family’s livelihood, now deprived of his
income. On the other hand, her long-standing commitment to humanitarian
reform led her to interpret the move westward as an opportunity to extend
her civilizing mission to a new social environment. This dual motivation
found expression in California, In-Doors and Out; or, How We Farm, Mine,
and Live Generally in the Golden State (1856), one of the earliest extended
accounts of California, which offered both a lucid depiction of frontier life
and a sustained reflection on women’s role as a stabilizing force in the process
of settlement. Her vision would later receive a more systematic and explicitly
theoretical formulation in the substantial two-volume treatise Woman and Her
Era (1864), wherein Farnham articulated her conviction that women’s moral,
intellectual and spiritual superiority over men constituted the foundation of a
renewed social order.
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This essay examines Farnham’s experience in California,® with particular
attention to the role she envisioned for women in shaping the social and
moral fabric of the West. Situated within the interpretive framework of the
New Western History — which, since the 1980s, has critically revised Turnerian
conceptions of the frontier by foregrounding gender as a central category of
analysis* — the article also aligns itself with the historiographical trajectory
inaugurated by Amy Kaplan’s theorization of Manifest Domesticity, which has
illuminated the entanglements between the domestic sphere and the cultural
narratives of US empire and nation-building. Within this intellectual constel-
lation, the essay demonstrates how Farnham projected an eastern model of
domesticity onto the West as a means of interpreting the structural tensions
and contradictions of Californian society, while simultaneously positioning
women as indispensable agents in the production of frontier stability and the
consolidation of the expanding nation.

The California Frontier: Navigating Social Chaos and
Moral Uncertainty

In the first half of the nineteenth century, access to California from the eastern
United States remained limited and often prohibitively expensive, with only
two principal routes available. The first consisted of an overland passage along
the Oregon and California Trails, opened in the 18 40s and traversed by caravans
of settlers, but fraught with environmental hazards and recurrent conflicts
with Indigenous populations. The second, considerably longer and more

> For a detailed scholarly analysis of Eliza W. Farnham’s experience in California, see

Levy, Unsettling the West.

*  For historiographical studies on women’s participation in development of the Western

frontier, see, among others, Jeffrey; Armitage and Jameson; Monk, Schlissel and Ruiz;
Levy, They Saw the Elephant; Sigerman; Riley; Bakken and Farrington; Irwin and
Brooks; Woodworth-Ney; Cherny, Irwin and Wilson. For literary studies, see in particular
Lawrence. They represent only a selection of the extensive scholarship on the subject.
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perilous, entailed a maritime voyage around South America via Cape Horn.
Extending over four to six months, this route exposed travelers to frequently
stormy seas, precarious sanitary conditions aboard ship and severe logistical
challenges in securing adequate provisions of food and fresh water (Brands).
In 1849, the year in which Eliza W. Farnham undertook her journey by sea, no
transcontinental railroad yet existed. Construction would not commence until
1863 and would only be completed in 1869, leaving settlers without any rapid
or reliable connection between the eastern and western coasts. Both routes
tested the physical endurance and moral fortitude of settlers to the extreme,
particularly for women accompanied by children, as in Farnham’s own case.

Although driven by considerable ambition and supported by a distin-
guished network of intellectuals and political figures, her project encountered
significant obstacles from its very inception. Actual participation was lim-
ited, partly due to an extended illness lasting approximately two months that
severely constrained her capacity for mobilization and led to a marked re-
duction from the roughly two hundred initial commitments (Farnham 380).
The journey to California proved exceptionally arduous: the ship was poorly
equipped, inadequately provisioned and commanded by a captain notorious
for his harshness. Among the twenty-two passengers were Farnham’s children
and their governess, who abandoned her post during the voyage to marry a
crew member. The itinerary, punctuated by enforced stops in Santa Catarina,
Brazil, and Valparaiso, Chile, culminated in a dramatic episode in which Farn-
ham, while attempting to secure passage for a new Chilean nanny, was left
ashore destitute and separated from her children. Only through the interven-
tion of alocal pastor was she able to obtain assistance and continue her journey,
ultimately completing her relocation to California after more than a month of
considerable hardship (1-22).)

5 Unless otherwise indicated, all page references in the text refer to Farnham’s Califor-

nia, In-Doors and Out.
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During her seven years in Santa Cruz, Farnham functioned both as a keen
observer and an active participant in the construction of arapidly transforming
frontier, meticulously documenting her experiences in her book California,
In-Doors and Out. After settling in an area near the former Spanish mission
that, between 1769 and 1833, had served as an institution of conversion and
cultural assimilation for Indigenous communities, she observed the enduring
legacy ofa system profoundly altered by its secularization in 1834. That process
had dismantled the mission order: lands were privatized, ecclesiastical property
dispersed and many structures fell into ruin. Farnham recalled with nostalgia
the years preceding the Gold Rush, when “California was the home of peace
and rest,” and missionaries had transformed Indigenous peoples “from lawless
enemies to useful and perfectly manageable servants,” creating an equilibrium
that, in her view, was soon shattered by the discovery of gold (36-40; 323-25).
Her reflections reveal the deeply racialized nature of this social order, in which
Indigenous populations were simultaneously subordinated, instrumentalized
and confined within a framework of domination that both enabled European-
American settlement and masked the coercive and violent foundations of colo-
nial control (Banner; Satz).

Upon her arrival, she confronted a scarcely developed rural environment,
compounded by her status as a widow with two young children in a pre-
dominantly male society. The house designated for her proved immediately
uninhabitable and she soon confronted severe material hardships arising from
the scarcity of skilled labor and the unreliability of local workmen (48-49; 208),
while the practical exigencies of everyday life compelled her to relinquish her
customary domestic routines. Her attire, formerly a marker of social decorum,
gave way to functional garments, while she acquired new skills, such as horse-
back riding to navigate her property, adapting to a way of life that diverged
radically from the comforts and conventions of New York society (108-09). She
characterized this period as a “half-nomadic state,” marked by material precar-
iousness and constant adaptation, where domestic stability — a cornerstone of
her vision of “female-led civilization” — remained a distant goal. Despite these
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constraints, Farnham gradually succeeded in domesticating her environment,
rendering a single room habitable through ingenious organization. Within this
confined space, beds, tables, chairs, books and trunks coexisted, and all daily
activities, from meal preparation to childcare, were conducted in close proxim-
ity, in a manner that, she observed with irony, would “astonish housekeepers
at home” accustomed to far more comfortable and refined domestic standards
(53; 69-70).

Her experiences at home reflected broader patterns of uncertainty in west-
ern society, where the prospects of wealth and rapid economic advancement
were undermined by weak governance and extensive disorder. In her book,
Farnham underscored the structural contradictions of Californian institu-
tions, rooted in legislative inefficiency and pervasive insecurity. The remark-
able growth of the state was overshadowed by “moral turpitude,” expressed
through “frauds, forgeries, and briberies” that rivaled the worst criminal
records of the world (371). Instability, she argued, was inherent to frontier life:

To-day is black, tomorrow white [...] Thus, life wears on, constant in nothing but
its fluctuations; and, although every year diminishes, in a measure, the force of
these destructive influences, they yet have strength enough to cause a feeling of
insecurity that haunts most persons by night and by day. (208)

This institutional weakness was fostered by political corruption, self-serving
officials and the widespread reliance on forms of private justice such as the Vig-
ilance Committees, extralegal organizations of citizens who took law enforce-
mentinto their own hands in the absence of an effective and impartial judiciary.
Dominated by merchants, bankers and professionals, the Committees aimed
to impose order and suppress rampant crime, particularly in San Francisco,
where the influx of gold-seekers had overwhelmed the existing political and
legal systems (93-96; 315-21; 458-508). Their actions, which included lynchings,
public trials and summary executions, were justified by a belief in the necessity
of popular justice to protect life and property in a Californian society desta-
bilized by rapid growth and institutional weakness (Senkewicz). Moreover,
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according to Farnham, the region’s isolation and the predominance of material
ambition impeded the cultivation of higher ideals, while the vast majority of
newcomers, arriving in the region as “gold-hunters,” pursued selfish aims to
the detriment of family and community; as she lamented, in San Francisco
there was “scarcely anything deserving the name of society” (253). The tran-
sience of the population, with constant arrivals and departures, undermined
social cohesion, fostering distrust and fragmentation. Gambling houses and
drinking establishments became the true centers of daily life, where money and
alcohol circulated as fluidly as the ambitions of those who sought fortune in
the Golden State (286; 307-09).

A particularly grave concern for Farnham was the impact of frontier life on
the moral integrity of women and children. She reported that the universal
obsession with gold she observed during her stay was eroding family bonds,
moral codes and forms of solidarity, leaving room for extreme individualism
and endless competition (256-57): “The true worth and real integrity of men
and women was never more severely tried, on a broad scale, than it has been in
California” (393). She maintained that the moral decline was most pronounced
among the young, whose lives were ravaged by the hardships of mining, render-
ing even the worst urban slums comparatively mild in contrast to the mining
settlements she witnessed, as groups of six-year-olds walking with swagger,
cigars in their mouths and “uttering huge oaths,” imitating the behaviors of
their fathers and older men. These children grew up in a context devoid of
schools or moral guidance, leading her to believe that the mines became spaces
where vice and misconduct were transmitted intergenerationally (357-59). Ac-
cording to Farnham, the moral fragility of California highlighted the profound
responsibility borne by women who sought to settle there, positioning them
as stewards of societal virtue. In a Western society marked by competition
and transient hierarchies, women emerged as the principal agents of moral
continuity, shaping both the character of their own households and the ethical
tenor of the wider community. Their presence was a stabilizing force that
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could sustain the principles of decency and civic responsibility upon which,
according to Farnham, a flourishing society ultimately depended.

Women and Domesticity in California: “The World’s
Nursery of Freedom”

In her account, Farnham explicitly addressed women from the eastern states
who might have considered relocating to the West by using a language and
set of arguments that her readers shared and that could recognize. First,
she reassured prospective female settlers that in California women enjoyed
the “maximum possible deference and care,” and that they had no reason
to fear for their personal security, but cautioned that the work required was
primarily material - “washinglinen, cleansing houses, cooking, nursing” — and
demanded “fortitude, indomitable resolution, dauntless courage, and a clear
self-respect.” Without these qualities, a woman would struggle to endure the
sense of being “in an enemy’s country [...] entirely alone” (155-57). Califor-
nia, she wrote, offered immense opportunities for her sex: the few women
who had accompanied her had found immediate employment at unusually
generous wages, ranging from seventy-five to one hundred dollars per month,
and she was convinced that, if hundreds more arrived, all would secure work
without delay. However, she emphasized that women’s active participation in
California’s economic and social spheres did not represent a radical challenge
to the traditional social order, but rather a provisional suspension of it, a
temporary disruption imposed by material circumstances, destined to dissolve
once conditions allowed a return to middle-class conventional domestic and
social arrangements (2.8).

Farnham believed in the superiority of women over men, a conviction she
would later elaborate more systematically in her work Woman and Her Era,
published in 1864. Unlike most nineteenth-century thinkers, who used Dar-
winian ideas to justify male dominance and social hierarchies, she held that
women’s reproductive capacity conferred upon them the highest and most
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important place in society, establishing a form of superiority grounded in
maternity and positioning them as pivotal agents in the advancement of their
communities (Woodward 337-56). Good women in the West functioned as
central figures around whom men’s best qualities could develop and, by living
lives of sacrifice alongside their families and guiding them through example,
they were called to endure hardship with steadfastness so that their “saving
influence” might secure men’s “earthly salvation” (296; 300-04).

Her outlook intersected with contemporary US debates on the female
sphere, which gained momentum following the 1848 Seneca Falls Conven-
tion and underscored the tension between emerging suffragist claims and the
enduring cultural emphasis on domesticity as the central arena of women’s
action (Baritono; DuBois; Hoffert). During the 1840s, while still in New York,
Farnham herself took part in these debates, opposing women’s suffrage on the
grounds that women’s most significant contributions to society derived from
their moral and domestic influence. In her articles for the weekly magazine
Brother Jonathan (1843), she contested the suffragist arguments advanced by
its editor, John Neal, maintaining that women’s freedom was rooted in the do-
mestic sphere, an arena she deemed incompatible with political participation,
which, she argued, would erode their moral and spiritual authority (“Rights of
Women”). At the same time, her appointment as matron of Sing Sing Prison
situated her within nineteenth-century reformist networks, in which her initial
collaboration with the suffragist Georgiana Bruce Kirby evolved into a close
and lifelong friendship and eventually led to her acquaintance with Margaret
Fuller, one of the most prominent advocates of women’s intellectual and social
emancipation in the antebellum period. It was in this context that Farnham’s
work at the prison attracted Fuller’s attention, prompting the latter to visit the
institution and engage directly with the conditions of incarcerated women,
an experience she later documented in the New-York Tribune and incorpo-
rated into Woman in the Nineteenth Century (184s), where she challenged
the gendered separation of spheres and articulated a vision of women’s role
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that diverged sharply from Farnham’s outlook (Mocci, “Riforme carcerarie;”
“Donne, giustizia e diritti”).

Despite her collaboration with Fuller and Kirby, Farnham’s position in
California, In-Doors and Out remained firmly grounded in the domestic
paradigm she had already articulated in the 1840s. In thislater work, she instead
aligned herself more closely with eastern discourses of female domesticity, most
notably Catharine Beecher’s conceptualization of women as transmitters of
moral values through household governance and the upbringing of children.
A prominent educator and author from a distinguished family of reformers,
also Beecher opposed women’s suffrage, arguing that women could shape the
nation most effectively through their influence within the home, an idea she
advanced in works such as A Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841), which
contributed to the professionalization of domestic labor in the nineteenth
century (Sklar). Like Beecher, Farnham extended these ideas to the frontier,
where women, strengthened by harsh conditions and the demands of commu-
nity mediation, assumed pivotal roles as agents of civilization. In line with
the nineteenth-century cult of domesticity and the paradigm of republican
motherhood (Welter; Kerber), Farnham framed domestic responsibilities as
a means to shape the moral and civic well-being of the wider community, a
logic that, even in provisional frontier households, enabled women to embody
what Paula Baker has termed “political domesticity” (620-47), legitimizing
their public role through domestic skills and values. Within this framework,
frontier women enjoyed a form of influence surpassing that of their eastern
counterparts, as their emancipation lay in their capacity to shape society and
guide communities through moral authority, untainted by the corruption
associated with political engagement.

Central in Farnham’s project was the idea of women as guardians of virtue. A
home governed by female morality was the foundation of social order, while its
degeneracy endangered the entire community. In California, where everything
was scarce, the rarity of virtuous women gave their presence a vital civilizing
force: “Her presence is the guarantee for the best manifestation of his nature
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[...] and bad as it often is, we may rest assured that without her it would
be inconceivably worse.” California thus appeared as a land where women’s
highest qualities were “more indispensable to the social weal” than elsewhere
(295), their self-sacrifice counterbalancing men’s unrestrained ambitions. She
exalted the “martyr women of California” who, despite hardship, brought a
“mission of love and purity” and transformed homes into “the holiest and
purest nursery of what is good in the heart” (294-95). Domesticity was thus
both duty and instrument: women were linchpins of stability and bearers of
national ideals, transforming the frontier into civil society not through claims
to equality but through the elevation of private virtue into public good.
Furthermore, Farnham situated women’s role within a broader ethical rev-
olution, described as “an era of improvement” that she believed was inaugu-
rating a new social order. She cited signs of progress — public schools, ad-
vances in the press and culture, reduced vice and interventions in public life
— as evidence that, over the course of her seven-year residence, California was
gradually stabilizing toward a more structured and orderly society. Despite the
turbulence of its early years, California’s extraordinary capacity for growth tes-
tified, for Farnham, to its potential as a community capable of civic and moral
regeneration (275-83; 307-10; 319-21; 361-62.). In her view, the state had already
been “redeemed from the worst of all despotisms — a despotism of ruffians,”
acquiring a population whose “intelligence and honesty” compared favorably
with other new states and attracting ever more industrious settlers. The waning
of “wild enthusiasm and insane hopes” opened the way to more regulated busi-
ness, stable labor and the consolidation of civic institutions, while the rejection
of slavery proved decisive in the political reconfiguration that accompanied
California’s admission to the Union in 1850, amid broader national tensions
over its extension into the newly acquired territories (505-06). Although she
never formally aligned herself with organized abolitionist circles in the earlier
phases of her career, her position would later converge more explicitly with
anti-slavery activism. After her short tenure as matron of the Stockton Insane
Asylum, she returned to New York in 1862 and, in the following year, became
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active in the Women’s Loyal National League, guided by prominent suffragists
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, contributing to the campaign
that petitioned Congress for a constitutional amendment abolishing slavery.
In 1863 she also responded to a call for female volunteers to serve as nurses for
the wounded at Gettysburg, an experience that further embedded her within
the humanitarian dimensions of the Union war effort and strengthened her
abolitionist outlook (Levy). According to Farnham, only free labor could en-
sure the circulation of commerce and culture between East and West and thus
constituted the pillar that would allow California to flourish as the “garden of
the Union,” a state where “true manhood” and “true womanhood” together
guaranteed the preservation of republican civilization (507).

In Farnham’s view, women’s domestic influence became inseparable from
California’s progress and from the larger project of American expansion. She
viewed the frontier both as a site of economic opportunity and a stage on
which the United States could demonstrate its exceptional character, extending
the nation’s ideals of virtue, civic responsibility and social order into new
territories. The domestic oversight of eastern women became, in her account,
an instrument of a broader national mission, linking the intimate sphere of the
household to the grand narrative of Manifest Destiny, the idea that the spread
of American values across the continent was not only inevitable but morally
justified. In this sense, women enacted a gendered form of exceptionalism:
through their cultivation of virtue, they advanced the nation’s civilizing mis-
sion in California, celebrated by Farnham as “the world’s nursery of freedom,”
a land whose development under free institutions would extend lessons of
liberty and self-government far beyond its borders, from Europe to Asia, and
even to the most remote hamlets of the globe (327-29). Seenin thislight, female
agency was foundational to the state’s political trajectory. Women anchored
institutions, stabilized communities and ensured that California embodied a
vision of American society that was uniquely capable of fulfilling its global
destiny (vii).
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Conclusion: Reclaiming the Female Dimensions of Amer-
ican Destiny

Although Eliza W. Farnham’s all-female migration project ultimately failed and
only a few women followed her to California in 1849, her initiative reveals how
she articulated a perspective in which the frontier became a testing ground
for a model of nation-building rooted in female moral leadership rather than
conquest and masculine power. Farnham’s use of domesticity, shaped by the
broader debates over women’s sphere in major eastern cities and informed by
Catharine Beecher’s vision of women’s domestic role in American democracy,
intersected with the young nation’s expansionist ambitions, offering a moral
justification for settlement and positioning middle-class eastern women as key
agents in civilizing new territories and instilling republican principles in emerg-
ing communities. Beyond its regional significance, California, in Farnham’s
view, symbolized the global reach of the American model, as its republican
governance and the vital agency of women in shaping both homes and public
life demonstrated a system whose influence could inspire societies far beyond
its borders, positioning California — and, by extension, the United States — as
a paradigm of broader moral and social order.

Farnham’s focus on women’s role in shaping the Californian frontier demon-
strates how gendered practices were mobilized to sustain and project national
ideals, linking private moral authority with public nation-building and posi-
tioning the domestic sphere at the core of American expansion. Her work thus
challenges traditional male-centered narratives of the frontier and resonates
with the historiographical arguments advanced by Amy Kaplan, who empha-
sized how domesticity functioned as a central instrument in legitimizing US
cultural and imperial projects. At the same time, it reflects a colonial and
racialized dimension, particularly in her discussion of the Spanish mission
at Santa Cruz, where she framed the process of Indigenous assimilation and
subordination as a positive and necessary outcome of the Western civilizing
mission. In this sense, her domestic ideology was inseparable from the broader
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structures of power and domination that underpinned American expansion,
illustrating how gender and race intersected in the construction of frontier
society, a nuance that enriches the insights offered by the New Western History
by foregrounding the active role of women within these hierarchies.
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ABSTRACT

This article reads Richard Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly (2006) as a critical representation
of mental illness under late capitalism, situating the film within a theoretical trajectory
that spans post-war capitalism to contemporary neoliberalism, engaging the work of
Herbert Marcuse, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Mark Fisher, and Franco “Bifo”
Berardi. Against dominant discourses that individualize and depoliticize mental distress,
the essay argues that the film addresses psychopathology as a systemic symptom of ne-
oliberal capitalism, operating under everchanging regimes of surveillance, productivity,
and control.Through a historical reading of Linklater’s adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s
1977 novel, the article traces a continuity between the countercultural crises of the
1970s that Dick experienced firsthand — defined by drug use, state surveillance, Cold
War anxieties and paranoia, and the crisis of nuclear-family life — and the generalized
mental suffering of the twenty-first century, both before and after Covid-19 pandemic.
Drawing on Berardi’s account of semiocapitalism and Fisher’s concept of capitalist
realism, the essay shows how psychic distress is normalized within contemporary
systems of power and how the forms of schizophrenia and psychic fragmentation that
Deleuze and Guattari once theorized as potentially antagonistic have become normative
conditions of subjectivity under late capitalism. Particular attention is given to the film’s
aesthetic devices and the complex media ecology which help to visualize the predictive
and productive forms of surveillance as well as the fragmentation of subjectivity under
post-Fordist conditions, most notably through rotoscoping technique and its visual
translation of the scramble suit. Bob Arctor’s cognitive collapse crystallizes a historical
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mutation in the relationship between schizophrenia and capitalism. Finally, the article
highlights Linklater’s affective strategy of re-memorialization as a politics of unforgetting,
a refusal of late capitalism’s affective flattening and historical amnesia, reframing mental
illness as an unpoliticized form of rebellion that exposes the deep entanglement of
subjectivity and neoliberal power.
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Introduction

In the twenty-first century, mental illness has become one of the most visible
yet least politicized features of advanced capitalist societies. Anxiety, depres-
sion, addiction, and burnout continue to be framed primarily as individual
pathologies rather than as natural responses to systemic deficiencies. This has
become even more evident in the wake of the recent pandemic. In Sedated:
How Modern Capitalism Created Our Mental Health Crisis, James Davies
argues that Covid confinement “brought deep questioning of our pre-Covid
neo-liberal lives” (232), further revealing the mental health system’s failure
to adequately address such issues. In temporarily suspending the ordinary
rhythms of production and consumption, the years of the pandemic made
visible the structural conditions underlying psychic distress, conditions that
were not entirely new but continuous with the pre-Covid neoliberal impera-
tives." In fact, critical theory has long insisted on the structural impossibility
of a separation between psychic life and socio-economic organization. From

1

Similarly, in the updated edition of Politics of the Mind: Marxism and Mental Distress
(2023), Tain Ferguson extends his Marxist analysis to the Covid-19 pandemic, arguing that
itdid not create a mental health crisis but rather exposed and intensified existing structural
inequalities, particularly for the working class already facing precarious employment and
housing insecurity.
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Herbert Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization (1955) to more recent interventions
by Franco “Bifo” Berardi and Mark Fisher, mental suffering appears less as
a deviation from social norms than as a privileged diagnostic of social reality
under capitalism, particularly in relation to the organization of labor.

This essay approaches these conditions both as socio-economic symptoms
theorized by these authors and as part of a broader continuity extending from
post-war capitalism to contemporary neoliberalism. A particularly revealing
example of this continuity, I argue, is Richard Linklater’s 4 Scanner Darkly
(2006). In this film, psychic disintegration seems to arise directly from the
interplay between surveillance and addiction, functioning as a response to
semiocapitalist control. Adapted from Philip K. Dick’s eponymous 1977 novel,
the film inherits a critical vision already articulated in the context of the 1970s,
a decade in which paranoia and state surveillance first emerged as a central
cultural concern. Dick’s writing repeatedly anticipated the convergence of
psychopharmacology and the fragmentation of subjectivity, framing mental
breakdown as a more direct response to opaque systems of power. But the
great merit of Linklater’s adaptation, I argue, is the critical updating of Dick’s
1970s concern about mental health and capitalism to the conditions of early
twenty-first-century neoliberal capitalism.

It is not incidental that also Franco Berardi returns to the 1970s when he
traces a historical genealogy of this condition through the relationship between
drugs and capitalist acceleration. In Phenomenology of the End, he writes:

The flourishing industry of psychopharmacology is selling more pills every year,
because drugs are the only way to manage mental suffering, anxiety, sadness. At
the end of the ‘7os, when an acceleration of productivity was forced on workers,
a huge epidemic of drug addiction swept the late-industrial metropolitan areas.
[..] Then the psychopharmacological products spread, and we entered the age
of antidepressants and mood enhancers: Prozac, Xanax, Zoloft and so on. As
semiocapitalism is based on the constant exploitation of mental energy, and
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competition is the general form of relation in the precarious labour market,
mental suffering has become a social epidemic. (38)*

For Berardi, psychopathology and economics become increasingly intertwined.
Since the 1970s, the symptoms he describes have been gradually co-opted and
exploited by the very core of social production that generates them.

Similarly, in Capitalist Realism (2009), Mark Fisher marks a decisive shift
away from spectacular or exceptional forms of madness, those theorized in the
1960s and 1970s by thinkers such as Deleuze, Guattari, and Foucault, toward
an understanding of mental illness as a generalized condition — “mental health
plague” — of late capitalism. He writes:

But what is needed now is a politicization of much more common disorders. [...]
I want to argue that it is necessary to reframe the growing problem of stress (and
distress) in capitalist societies. Instead of treating it as incumbent on individuals
to resolve their own psychological distress, instead, that is, of accepting the vast
privatization of stress that has taken place over the last thirty years, we need to ask:
how has it become acceptable that so many people, and especially so many young
people, are ill> The ‘mental health plague’ in capitalist societies would suggest
that, instead of being the only social system that works, capitalism is inherently
dysfunctional, and that the cost of it appearing to work is very high. (19)

It is precisely within this theoretical framework that Richard Linklater’s A4
Scanner Darkly becomes legible as a cultural representation of psychopathol-
ogy under late capitalism. Linklater’s sci-fi noir, while exploiting the enduring
trope of drug-surveillance, situates cognitive disintegration as inherent to a
wider apparatus of control. More crucially, the film goes beyond the treatment
of substance abuse as individual pathology and ties it more directly to neolib-
eral dynamics of acceleration and accumulation. In fact, the collapse of Bob
Arctor’s subjectivity mirrors the collapse of any stable boundary between labor

*  For Berardi, semiocapitalism is the phase of capitalism in which the production and

circulation of symbols (media content, advertisement, constant information flows, digital
communication, etc.) become the primary source of value.
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and life, interiority and external monitoring. Distant from the postmoderniza-
tion and spectacularization of Philip K. Dick’s writing, A4 Scanner Darkly, 1
contend, can be read as a historically situated allegory of late capitalist mental
illness, where symptoms evolve from exceptional deviations to become the very
core of neoliberalism’s systemic fabric.

Historicizing Dick

Linklater’s adaptation of Dick’s novel A Scanner Darkly (1977) represents a
unique attempt to reinvigorate the political and critical charge inherent to
Dick’s writing by transposing it into the terrain of the twenty-first century. Itis
no coincidence that this adaptation emerged from a reluctant, “left-wing, anti-
authoritarian, independent persona” (Stone s). A Scanner Darkly resonates
clearly with Linklater’s longstanding interest in subcultures and with his vision
of aproductivity as an alternative and counteracting model to the dominant
order. Such aproductivity is far from being a clueless celebration of leisure;
on the contrary, Linklater’s characters reflect an alternative logic grounded in
“imagination, reflection and collaboration as a rebuttal to convention, con-
sumerism and competition” (75), one that can be traced back to the Sixties
counter-cultural aesthetics. This attitude also characterizes Linklater’s broader
filmmaking ethos, as exemplified by Slacker (1990). His commitment to real-
ism in the treatment of groups that are marginalized and minoritarian serves
to represent both the victims of capitalist policies (consumerism, hedonism)
and the residual spaces where alternative life-practices might still challenge
the conformism of the established society. This dialectic, I argue, is central
to A Scanner Darkly, where a grounded social realism is juxtaposed with an
aesthetic surrealism.

In Linklater’s adaptation, Bob Arctor (Keanu Reeves) is a narcotics under-
cover detective who lives a double-life as a junkie and as a police agent named
Fred. Setin the suburbs of Anaheim, Orange County, the film stages a group of
white paranoid drug addicts sharing a suburban family house. In this dystopic
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near future scenario, the powerful Substance D, a drug that causes halluci-
nations and psychosis, has overtaken the country, with nearly 20% of the
population addicted. In order to deal with the epidemic, the government, with
the help of the New Path - a tentacular rehabilitation clinic — has developed a
high-tech surveillance system and a specific costume, the scramble suit, which
renders its wearer a shifting mosaic of millions of identities.

A Scanner Darkly remains close to Dick’s project to portray an alternative
1970s Southern California, in which suburbanized zones become the ideal
site for what Mike Davis defines, in Ecology of Fear, as the privatization of
public space in Los Angeles County and Orange County with the increase in
electronic centralized surveillance. Of course, Dick’s emphasis on drug culcure?
and control society functioned, in part, to register the 1970s American War
on Drugs and the rise of a totalitarian surveillance state in the wake of the
Watergate scandal.* Linklater’s main concern — as I aim to demonstrate in
this essay — is to engage dialectically Dick’s work and its relation to a precise
historical period to translate its anxieties into the context of post-9/11 and the
War on Terror. Linklater’s reiteration — and temporal updating — of Dick’s pol-
itics of unforgetting foregrounds the social discontent of a specific, historically
situated group of people who suffered and underwent “a punishment” that, as
Dick claims at the end of the novel’s footnotes, was “far too great” (212).

One reason A Scanner Darkly proves effective as a sci-fi noir critique of the
current state of capitalism lies in its fidelity not only for Philip K. Dick’s novel
but, more importantly, to Dick’s persona. 4 Scanner Darkly remains arguably
his most autobiographical novel, filled with personal anecdotes and firsthand

3 Dick’s novel is often considered his anti-drug novel par excellence precisely because

it is rooted in Dick and his friends’ real experience; the author famously stated that “drug
use is not a disease, it is a decision, like the decision to step out in front of a moving car”
(218).

*  Johnson interestingly argues that Michael Foucault would also have been composing
his 1975 Discipline and Punish, where he develops his concept of panopticism, around the

same time that Dick was imagining the hypersurveillance of 4 Scanner Darkly. (97)
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experiences from the late 1960s and early 1970s, when Dick lived in a suburban
home in San Rafael experimenting with drugs with other fellow dopers before
moving to Orange County in 1972.° As David Johnson suggests, in so many
ways “Scanner may be the closest that cinema has come to a biopic on the
writer albeit filtered through a science-fiction dystopia, and it simultaneously
reflects some of Dick’s most central obsessions at the time, including the rise of
totalitarian state surveillance” (97); no wonder, then, that Dick’s novels have
anticipated many of the central concerns of postmodern theory (Baudrillard
and Jameson cite Dick regularly in their works). Yet, as Mark Fisher notes,
“it is both ironic and fitting that Dick’s own fictions should have been so
central to postmodern culture” (“Mors Ontologica”). Fisher’s irony targets
the mainstreaming and the commodification of Dick’s noirish fictional worlds
in action-thriller film adaptations such as Spielberg’s Minority Report (2002),
Woo’s Paycheck (2003), and, most of all, Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner. The
negative influence of Ridley Scott’s film is, for the British theorist, the result of
Scott’s hyper-aestheticized rendition of Dick, which, as Fisher claims,

excises all the trash which isn’t picturesque, eliminates the low-rent kookiness
and transforms Dick’s balding, paunchy losers into classically anti-heroic Noir
‘tecs. Blade Runner’s impact quickly went beyond influence, and it became
metonymically implicated in late capitalism.

In the world of A Scanner Darkly, there is no space left for the techno-
fetishism nor for the baroque futurism of Scott’s Blade Runner. While Scott’s
focus on androids was a way to question the possibility of representing the real
faithfully, the pivotal question in Linklater’s adaptation is about the possibility
of knowing reality at all.

5 As Johnson claims, “Several events in both novel and film come from this period,

including a friend’s hallucination of insects in his hair, another friend’s trying to make
cocaine from sunblock, an unexpected car malfunction, a suspicious break-in that seemed
both to confirm Dick’s theories and to cast doubt on his sanity, and a woman whom Dick
was in love with and whom he once accused of being an undercover agent” (97).
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New Paradigms of Schizophrenia

This ontological disorientation is dramatized through Bob/Fred’s inability to
carry on his investigation precisely because he is no longer able to identify
the reality he inhabits. Both Substance D and the scramble suit become a
metaphor for the loss of identity — “Mors ontologica, Death of the spirit. The
identity. The essential nature.” (Dick 195) — and paranoia is an immediate
symptom of this process, as exemplified by Freck’s visions of ineradicable bugs
in the opening scenes of the film. In this sense, it is reasonable to read 4
Scanner Darkly as an allegory of subjectivity collapsing under the pressures
of semiocapitalism. The scramble suit, which endlessly recombines faces and
voices, becomes a perfect metaphor for what Berardi describes as the fracturing
of the self in cognitive capitalism. To distinguish between a persistent state of
paranoia and what we might still be tempted to call “reality” becomes impossi-
ble, not simply because of the consequences of drug abuse — as the hippie Ernie
ironically tells Bob Arctor, “Don’t blame the drugs” (Linklater) — but precisely
because reality itself has become distorted and displaced. This was a major
concern in Dick’s 1977 sci-fi noir, where paranoia served as a lens to express
the post-Watergate anxiety,® a theme already present in several noir films of
the period such as Francis Ford Coppola’s The Conversation (1974) and Alan
Pakula’s The Parallax View (1974). In his film adaptation, however, Linklater
consciously updates the problem of reality to reflect the post-9/11 condition.
In a 2006 interview, Linklater claims: “Post 9/11 I re-read [ A Scanner Darkly]
and saw it in a whole new way. The way power works and surveillance and
government control. All those elements make it more relevant than ever. What
was paranoid then is our reality” (Russell).

¢ Inrelation to the context of the novel’s writing, Rob Stone stresses the importance of

the fact that “Dick believed himself to have been identified as an enemy of ‘the establish-
ment,’ which he was convinced had him under surveillance” (162).
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If the scramble suit was for Dick a perfect device to dramatize the fragmen-
tation of both identity and reality, then for Linklater there could be no more
effective technique for representing paranoia, disorientation, and distortion
than rotoscoping. Since rotoscoping reproduces live-action with the realistic
physical movement of characters, Linklater’s use of it demonstrates that dis-
torted reality is not merely a simulacrum or substitution of the real, but rather
the way in which we now perceive reality in postmodern society. In other
words, rotoscoping reality is, for Linklater, the exact opposite of hyperreality.
As Steven Shaviro suggests, rotoscoping is rooted in the real, yet the real has
been somehow displaced or distorted, “with the implication that this displace-
ment and distortion is itself, in a deeper sense, the bedrock Real of the society
of addiction and control” (“A Scanner Darkly”). This ontological instability is
intensified by rotoscoping’s treatment of the body as a temporal construction
rather than a stable visual referent. As Panpan Yang argues, “the purpose of
rotoscoping is not to make the cartoon character be realistic, but to make it fee/
realistic” (37). This technique produces a sort of double temporality in which
the filmed body and the drawn body coexist as layered traces of time: the body
in rotoscoping is never fully traceable in the image, but always appears as a
temporal residue. As a result, rotoscoping creates “an uncanny sense of mul-
tiple cohabiting worlds and foregrounds a clear sense of temporal discrepancy
that cannot entirely dissolve into homogeneous time” (40). It seems to me
that the distorted perception and layered temporality generated by rotoscoping
become, for Linklater, the most effective technical means of dramatizing the
condition of the neoliberal subject as a being produced through instability and
discrepancy. From this perspective, the on-screen rendering of the scramble
suit is particularly emblematic. In an already-distorted visual world - one
rendered so by rotoscoping — the scramble suit does not merely point to the
loss of identity, but allows its wearer to assume a multiplicity of identities,
adapting to what Fisher calls the flexibility of the post-Fordist control society
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(Capitalist Realism 28), with its ever-shifting demands and its reconfiguration
of temporality into a continuously adaptive structure.”

In this society of control, Bob Arctor is no longer able to perceive his
existence in time and space without access to the surveillance-room scanner
which (in his role as Fred) monitors both his movements and the life in the
druggies’ house around the clock. He can no longer access or control his
life without technological mediation (the scanner). He has now become a
camera for New Path. It is ironic that Bob (as agent Fred) must not only
spy on his roommates but he also has to spy on himself. The watcher and
the watched become mutually implicated in a cybernetic loop. In Berardi’s
terms, the film enacts the temporality of semiocapitalism. Arctor’s paranoia
and hallucinations are not merely symptoms but productive forces which
generate data, refine surveillance algorithms, and render him complicit in the
very system that exploits him. The video surveillance creates, as part of what
Matthew Fuller calls media ecology, “a fleck of identity” (the scramble suit).
As Fuller argues, “surveillance in the contemporary sense needs also to indicate
prediction and production” (149); within this media ecology, newly produced
forms of subjectivities become sites of extraction, where psychic fragmentation
is itself directly harnessed for control and commodification.

When Fred becomes addicted to Substance D and the police realize that
Bob and Fred are the same individual, the possibility of truth itself is nullified.
The holoscanner machine becomes the sole source of reality: its recordings
stand as the only viable reality in a system where first-person knowledge is
no longer possible. This condition resonates deeply with Berardi’s critique of
capitalist digital acceleration. In The Soul at Work, he writes “The universe of
transmitters — networks, interfaces, flows of signs — expands faster than the
universe of receivers, the finite sensibility and temporal capacity of human

7 The question of identity becomes itself an ontological issue problematized by Dick.
As Bob asks himself in the novel “How many Bob Arctor are there? [...] Which of them is

me?” (74-75).
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subjects. The gap between signal and reception is where psychic suffering
grows” (32).

The machine, as a technologized apparatus of late capitalist ideology, comes
to signify a more authentic access to truth than the fragmented self, revealing
the depthless substitution of introspection with technological mediation. Fol-
lowing Berardi, the subject of A Scanner Darkly experiences a fragmentation
of past, present, and future, and the forms of psychic distress — psychosis,
paranoia, anxiety and depression — become temporal pathologies. In fact,
when discussing surveillance video in Post-Cinematic Affect, Steven Shaviro
asks “is there any better figuration for the ways in which the obsessive stor-
ing and cataloging of personal memories [...] is inseparable from a certain
commodification (or ‘alienation,’ in the strict Marxist sense rather than the
looser existential one) of the past, and of our ‘mental privacy’ itself?” (113). In
this sense, Bob experiences a cognitive disintegration wherein the boundaries
between inner subjectivity and external surveillance dissolve.

What does a scanner see? he asked himself. I mean, really see? Into the head?
Down into the heart? Does a passive infrared scanner like they used to use or a
cube-type holo-scanner like they use these days, the latest thing, see into me -
into us - clearly or darkly? I hope it does, he thought, see clearly, because I can’t
any longer these days see into myself. (Linklater)

The scanner thus assumes the function of the memory and unconscious itself
to the point that it can also record Bob’s sexual fantasies and feelings about
Donna (Winona Ryder), the unattainable woman who denies Bob physical
contact and whose drug addiction has nullified her sexual desire. In a later
scene, another moment of “ontological scrambling” takes place: Bob/Fred
wakes up in the middle of the night beside a woman with whom he hasjust had
sex and consumed Substance D pills. As we watch, her body slowly morphs
into Donna’s and then shifts back again. Later, when Bob (now operating
under the Fred persona) checks the surveillance tape, he discovers that “the
metamorphosis takes place on the tape as well.” As Shaviro puts it, “the
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hallucination has been objectified: it plays out for the scanner, as well as for
Arctor” (“A Scanner Darkly”).

By the film’s conclusion, we learn that Donna is herself an undercover
agent, tasked with discovering whether New Path is also the manufacturer of
Substance D. It is Donna who will facilitate Bob’s infiltration into the New
Path rehabilitation. Asan agent operating in the film’s affective dimension, she
functions as a reminder of Bob’s pre-addiction life. Through a flashback, we
learn of his past as a conventional family man, with a wife, two children, and a
suburban home, a life he consciously renounces. Following the moment when
Arctor hits his head on the kitchen cabinet, his voiceover monologue offers
a key moment of self-disclosure: “I realized I didn’t hate the kitchen cabinet
door: T hated my life, my house, my family, my back yard, my power mower”
(Linklater). Bob Arctor’s abandonment of the nuclear family can be read as
a kind of anti-conformist gesture, deeply resonant with the countercultural
rejection of Cold War-era domesticity in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet, this rejection
gradually becomes overwritten by a melancholic nostalgia of his past life. The
suburban family house, once an ideological totem of postwar American stabil-
ity and containment, becomes for Bob a haunted object, where his anxieties of
instability are projected: “A family, children, and a woman, could live there.
It was designed for that. Such a waste. They ought to confiscate it and put
it to better use” (Linklater). Here, Bob shows a deep melancholia for the
very family values he earlier repudiated. In this dialectic, the family comes
to represent both a rejected structure and a lost refuge. The contradictory
position of the family in the Post-fordist society comes to be problematized:
yet, in the words of Fisher, “the family becomes an increasingly important place
of respite from the pressures of a world in which instability is a constant” (Cap-
italist Realism 33). Ironically, it is the tentacular, state-sanctioned corporation
New Path that provides Bob a nightmarish substitute for the family. When
he is sent to the New Path rehab and assumes his third and final persona -
Bruce — he is instructed by a New Path manager: “you’re not supposed to
make any one-to-one relationships here at New-Path--didn’t they tell you that?
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You’re supposed to relate only to the family as a whole” (Linklater, A Scanner
Darkly, emphasis mine). This brings me to Franco Berardi’s argument that
under semiocapitalism the working mass no longer exists, as workers cannot
develop a shared consciousness, deprived of community, solidarity, and leisure,
while subjected to stress, and competition. At the New Path farm, Bruce/Bob
reaches the ultimate stage of his alienation. As Berardi writes:

as cognitive labour is subjugated by the abstract law of valorization and human
communication is transformed into abstract interaction among disembodied
digital agents, the social body has become detached from the general intellect.
The subsumption of the general intellect by the corporate kingdom of abstraction
is depriving the living community of intelligence, understanding and affective
emotion. (Futurability 100)

In A Scanner, Bruce/Bob’s mind, emotions, and attention are fully integrated
into systemic control, illustrating how semiocapitalism transforms subjectivity
into a productive resource while eroding the social and affective bonds that
might sustain collective intelligence or resistance. At New Path, he discovers
the presence of tiny blue flowers amongst a field of corn, the ‘mors ontolog-
ica,” the flowers from which Substance D is made. We understand the full
implications: New Path is not merely a rehabilitation clinic for drug-users but
also the clandestine manufacturer of the Substance. It comes to represent the
apex of neoliberal logic: an organization that sells both the disease and the
cure, embodying what Fisher calls “the pre-emptive, formatting and shaping
of desires” (Capitalist Realism 9) of capitalist culture. Ironically, after escaping
one type of conformity — with the rejection of suburban family life - Bob
Archer enters another updated sphere of conformity from which, this time,
he has no escape. In “Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of
an Information Civilization,” Shoshana Zuboft explains exactly what seems to
be Bob’s entrapment:

In a world of Big Other [...] [cJonformity is no longer a 2oth century-style act
of submission to the mass or group, no loss of self to the collective produced by
fear or compulsion, no psychological craving for acceptance and belonging [...]
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Each one of us may follow a distinct path, but that path is already shaped by
the financial and, or, ideological interests that imbue Big Other and invade every
aspect of “one’s own” life. (304)

It is interesting that Zuboft uses the word “path” to describe the twenty-first
century new order of surveillance capitalism that includes and prescribes indi-
viduals’ experience. In A Scanner Darkly, New Path (which could also stand
for New Pathology) is a drug rehabilitation clinic capable of modifying “the
behaviors of persons and things for profit and control” (Zuboft 305). What
Zuboff calls the Big Other resonates deeply with the surveillance society of
A Scanner Darkly wherein New Path becomes only its synecdoche. Partic-
ularly in relation with the 1970s society of the film, the Big Other comes to
represent the neoliberal dynamics of co-optation of countercultural impulses;
psychedelic experimentation and hedonistic freedom are all incorporated in
the logics of capitalist accumulation. As Fisher putsit, “.4 Scanner isabout the
painfully drawn-out end of the Sixties — the collapse of psychedelic expansive-
ness into sulphate psychosis” (“Mors Ontologica”). The blue flower, marked
by the New Path manager as “the flower of the future,” is denied to Bob who is
told he has “had too much of the good thing already” (Linklater). Bob’s mental
deterioration becomes emblematic of “the slow cancellation of the future” that,
Berardi argues, “got underway in the 1970s and 1980s” (After the Future18). If
Arctor’s past and present are trapped in the hypersurveillance archive of the
scanner, not much different is reserved for his future.

Beyond Deleuze

The struggle between Bob’s consciousness and his new ontological vertigo
metaphorically culminates in brain damage — exemplified by the conflict be-
tween the two hemispheres of his mind - to the point he becomes an empty
body, brain dead. Bob, now as the Bruce persona, exists in “a suspension of
time and activity, a kind of cruel parody of actual death” (Palmer 188). This
terminal stage of “subjectless” affectivity gestures toward what Fredric Jameson
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defined as “the so-called death of the subject” in postmodern era, “or, more
exactly, the fragmented and schizophrenic decentering and dispersion of this
last” (Postmodernism 413). Not surprisingly, Jameson interestingly links the
“perpetual temporal distraction of post-sixties life” to the “the bad trip” of
the countercultural Sixties. He claims: “psychic fragmentation is raised to a
qualitatively new power, the structural distraction of the decentered subject
now promoted to the very motor and existential logic of late capitalism itself”
(117). The decentralism inherent to the postmodern condition is evoked in .4
Scanner Darkly through Bob’s fundamental inability to relate meaningfully to
time and space.®

Following Deleuze and Guattari’s analysis in 4nti-Oedipus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, the schizophrenic process may also open a space of antagonism,
a potential rupture against the capitalist logic of conformity and repression. In
this respect, I align with Rob Stone’s reading of A Scanner Darkly, according
to which the schizophrenic subject in the film can be “capable of resisting the
‘normalization’ of conformist Western society in which citizens are trained to
desire their own repression” (159). Yet, what A Scanner Darkly reveals is a
historical mutation in the relationship between schizophrenia and capitalism.
The forms of psychic fragmentation that Deleuze and Guattari once theorized
as potentially antagonistic have become normative conditions of subjectivity
under late capitalism. This mutation helps explain why schizophrenia in the
film appears not as a site of resistance but as a condition of vulnerability and
exhaustion. Arctor’s divided consciousness does not undermine the system; it
renders him more manageable as his mental disintegration feeds directly into
the accumulation of data, the refinement of surveillance technologies, and the

consolidation of institutional power.

Here Jameson, on the backdrop of Lacan’s theories about the interaction between sig-

nifier and signified, concludes that when such interaction is missing, “we have schizophre-
nia in the form of a rubble or distinct and unrelated signifiers” (Postmodernism 72).
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However, within this framework, Linklater’s film introduces a crucial af-
fective dimension that recovers a latent site of resistance from Dick’s original
narrative. Unlike the novel, which is entangled with Dick’s autobiographical
proximity to the events it depicts, the film historicizes Dick’s own experience by
creating an additional layer of introspection, a sort of memory of the memory.
In doing so, Linklater’s A Scanner Darkly also invites us to consider, in the
twenty-first century context, mental disease as an historically situated expres-
sion of (un)politicized rebellion.

Affectivity and Unpoliticized Rebellions

“Back to work, Bruce” (Linklater): these are the last words spoken to the
protagonist of A Scanner Darkly, delivered by executive director of New Path.
The film concludes with Bruce condemned to a life of meaningless, automated
labor within the evil network that ruined his life, a condition antithetical to
the slacker ethos of the drug subculture to which he once belonged. This
ethos is not simply evoked through the film’s stoner language, but, more inter-
estingly, through 4 Scanner Darkly’s alignment of psychedelic consciousness
expansion with an anti-work ethic. The dopers, in this context, become what
Marcuse considered “politically significant” figures: “those who don’t earn a
living, atleast notin an ordinary and normal way” (One-Dimensional Man 62.).
While “such characters, and the forms of life with which they were associated,”
as Fisher claims, “would come to the fore in the counterculture” (K-Punk 778),
the film shows the same subjects as exemplifying figures of the countercul-
tural collapse. Still, their mental condition, however debilitating, can also be
read through what Marcuse defined as a “struggle against necessity.” In Eros
and Civilization, Marcuse addresses the problem of psychosis. Rethinking
Sigmund Freud’s claim that neurosis and psychosis are an expression of the
rebellion of the id against the outer world, Marcuse writes:

This rebellion, although originating in the instinctual “nature” of man, is a
disease that has to be cured - not only because it is struggling against a hopelessly
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superior power, but because it is struggling against “necessity.” Repression and
unhappiness must be if civilization is to prevail. (246)

What Marcuse terms “necessity” is institutionalized, in the film, by the New
Path rehabilitation clinic. As argued, New Path, producing both the drug and
the cure, represents the way in which the circularity of capital is guaranteed
(through selling drugs and rehabilitating druggies). But its reach goes further:
the capiralist mega-network neutralizes any possibility of disruption, making
sure that external agents do not interfere with the process or call its legitimacy
into question. In this light, New Path’s real enemy is not drug addiction per
se, but the schizophrenic subject whose symptoms point to the very dysfunc-
tionality of the capitalist system. Linklater underscores this by insisting on the
very symptoms of the characters’ psychic disorders. As James Barris (Robert
Downey Jr) explains to the paranoid Charles Freck (Rory Cochrane), “You see,
all symptoms are purposeful, be they positive or negative” (Linklater).

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, A Scanner Darkly opens
onto broader questions regarding the pervasiveness of mental disorders in
contemporary society. In The Selfish Capitalist, Oliver James connects rising
rates of mental distress — he uses the term “affluenza” — to the imperatives
of neoliberalism. Crucially, James emphasizes the predictability of outcomes
within economic systems that privilege status and accumulation over stability
and collective well-being. In A Scanner Darkly, the strategy of unmasking
the inherent dysfunctionality of capitalism appears to be a strategy against the
depersonalization (and de-temporalization) of the late capitalist culture.

The most effective way in which Linklater’s film comes to implement this
strategy is, I contend, through a reiteration of the personal and affective el-
ements of Dick’s novel. The film’s closing gesture resituates the emotional
and historical specificity of Dick’s personal loss, an act that functions as a
strategy against the neutralization of emotion in the late capitalist aesthetics
(what Jameson termed “the waning of affect”). Linklater explicitly brings
Dick’s dedication — a litany of friends lost to death or permanent mental
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damage - to the screen, reintroducing it not merely as a footnote or closing
credit, but as the emotional and political culmination of the entire narrative.
The litany of names — “To Gaylene deceased, To Ray deceased, To Francy
permanent psychosis, To Kathy permanent brain damage” - is not solely an
act of mourning but a refusal of collective amnesia in the form of cinematic
re-memorialization. “They remain in my mind, and the enemy will never
be forgiven. The “enemy” was their mistake in playing. Let them all play
again, in some other way, and let them be happy. Philip K. Dick” (Linklater).
Linklater re-stages Dick’s intention to unmask the multiple, often invisible,
ways in which late capitalism imposes its strength. The director’s sustained
focus on the psychic disorders afflicting his protagonists — and the alienation
that defines their experience — demonstrates how, as Mark Fisher argues in the
closing pages of Capitalist Realism, “affective disorders are forms of captured
discontent” (80): symptoms that, under certain conditions, can be reactivated
as effective sites of antagonism. The concern shared by Dick’s characters -
vanishing from history, being forgotten, misunderstood — is also echoed in the
words of the undercover agent who helps Donna to infiltrate Bob into New
Path:

The whole process lies hidden beneath the surface of our reality, it will only be
revealed later; and even then, the people of the future, our children’s children
will never truly know this awful time we’ve gone through, and the losses we took
[...] maybe some footnote in a minor history book. Some brief mention with no
list of the fallen. (Linklater)

This anxiety of erasure — much like the reiteration of “the list of the fallen” in
the film’s closure - is a paradigm example of what I defined as Linklater’s strat-
egy of re-memorialization. A Scanner Darkly works against this anxiety by
returning to specificlives and fragile collectivities, not to romanticize them, but
to recognize communal resistance to the isolating logic of the reality principle.
In the final scene, Bruce bends down to pick a blue flower growing among the
corn — the origin of Substance D — before disappearing into the homogeneous
vastness of the field, and pronouncing the last line of the film: “a present for
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my friends, at Thanksgiving” (Linklater). Here, A Scanner Darkly’s gesture
becomes an anti-amnesiac antidote against the affective flattening and collec-
tive erasure of late capitalist culture.
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ABSTRACT

This essay rereads John Steinbeck’s In Dubious Battle (1936) through Erich Fromm'’s
theory of escape mechanisms, arguing that the novelist and the German analyst arrived
at strikingly similar ideas independently of one another, working within roughly the
same years. This case of parallel thinking reveals significant, previously unexamined
links between Steinbeck’s phalanx theory and Fromm’s framework, later developed in
Escape from Freedom (1941). The pairing helps push back against a critical tradition
— running from Edmund Wilson through Harold Bloom to Leslie Fiedler — that has
dismissed Steinbeck’s characters as psychologically shallow, verging on the “animal.”
Psychological depth, the essay argues, is very much present — it just isn’t conveyed
through introspection, but through the unstable, often destructive relationship between
the individual and the group. The analysis focuses on the arc of Jim Nolan, the young
Communist organizer at the center of the novel. Drawing on Fromm’s concept of
masochism — the attempt to escape the burden of individual freedom by dissolving
oneselfinto a cause larger than the self — the essay follows Jim’s trajectory: from an initial
torpor, the product of a meaningless life ground down by capitalist exploitation and a
broken family history, through his absorption into Party ideology, to the moment this
masochistic disposition flips into a sadistic, authoritarian assertion of self. That reversal,
the essay contends, doesn’t betray the character’s internal logic but completes it: for
Fromm, masochism and sadism share the same underlying inability to bear individual
aloneness. Steinbeck, the essay concludes, is far from undermining the workers’ cause;
if anything, he strengthens it, showing that real political commitment depends on holding
onto one’s individual conscience rather than losing it in the crowd.
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Introduction: A Shared Vision of the Human

In a 1951 letter to his friend George Albee, John Steinbeck wrote of a book
he had recently read: “I find it a brilliant piece of analysis. It is all the things
we have thought about, but stated clearly and well” (qtd. in DeMott 44-45).
He was referring to Erich Fromm’s Psychoanalysis and Religion. In his book,
Fromm analyses the moral decay of contemporary individuals (1), calling for
the analyst to become a “physician of the soul” — understanding “soul” as
an umbrella term for that part of the human psyche concerned with “higher
human powers” (6): “love, reason, conscience and values.” Pursuing the
reflection he had first developed in Man for Himself, Fromm continued his
attempt to build a secular ethics, nurturing the human being’s most creative
capacities. As Robert DeMott points out (148), the book would also serve
Steinbeck as inspiration for the character of Samuel Hamilton in East of Eden.

Yet the affinities between their thought run deeper than any direct influ-
ence, and indeed precede the consonance acknowledged by Steinbeck’s 1951
letter to Albee. Working independently within their respective fields, Stein-
beck and Fromm described the same psychological patterns in roughly the
same period, observing the interplay between the individual and the group
in Western capitalist societies. In the mid-to-late 1930s, Steinbeck developed
a theoretical framework to interpret the behaviour of groups, inflecting it with
a strongly biological register, known as the “phalanx theory.” As Steinbeck

In fact, the phalanx theory has a transhistorical scope: Steinbeck was convinced he had
identified a universal psychological mechanism operative in any human group at any point
in time (Steinbeck to Sheffield). In In Dubious Battle, however, he situates this mechanism
within a specific historical context - that of Western capitalist society and the exploitation
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wrote to Carlton “Dook” Sheffield in a 1933 letter, the individual “plugs into
the phalanx” through an unconscious “keying mechanism,” by which he loses
his identity within the group (Steinbeck to Sheflield). Steinbeck narrativized
this theory in [n Dubious Battle (1936) — by which point it had undergone sig-
nificant development from its earliest formulation in the 1933 letters. Fromm,
observing similar psychological patterns, builthis theory of escape mechanisms
— describing the processes by which individuals surrender their autonomy to
collective or authoritarian structures — which he developed into the broader
argument of Escape from Freedom (1941).

Starting from analogous phenomena, the two authors arrived at strikingly
convergent conclusions. Underlying both reflections is a shared vision of the
individual. In both Fromm and Steinbeck, the human being cannot live a
peaceful life, either with himself or with others, unless he/she assumes respon-
sibility for his own independence — a responsibility that may also entail the
risk of loneliness. In an article entitled 7 Am Revolutionary, included in the
collection America and Americans, Steinbeck stated that his “revolt” would
consist in this: “to believe in and to fight for the right of the individual to
function as an individual without pressure from any direction” (90). The
writer declared himself convinced that:

The greatest and most permanent revolution we knew took place when all men
finally discovered that they had individual souls, individually important. This
concept permanently changed the face of the world. But it has another step to
go. The release of the individual mind to a sense not only of its value but of its
preciousness will cause an even greater change. Such a revolution is on the way.

(90)

Fromm, for his part, devoted his reflection to showing how modern man
has rejected the “individuality and uniqueness of personality” (vi) in order to

endemic to corporate agriculture. This represents a significant development of the theory:
what in Steinbeck’s letters remained an abstract psychological observation becomes, in the
novel, a socially situated and politically charged narrative.
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submit to the power of “anonymous authorities” (125). The alternative, for
Fromm, lay in recovering precisely that sense of individual responsibility and
independence that submission to authority forecloses.

Employing Fromm’s theoretical framework as an interpretive lens for the
novel thus proves a productive hermeneutic practice — not to argue a direct
historical influence, but to render explicit a psychological grammar already
embedded in Steinbeck’s fiction, and to illuminate precisely that dimension of
the phalanx that existing scholarship has leftin the background. The critical lit-
erature has concentrated almost exclusively on the biological metaphor of the
group as a living organism, largely overlooking both the novel’s psychological
depth and the implicit social critique that follows from it. Above all, a reading
of this kind can free Steinbeck from a long-standing critical dismissal - rooted
in assumptions about psychological inwardness — that this essay will examine

before proposing an alternative.

John Steinbeck and Post-Freudian Criticism

From its earliest reception, John Steinbeck’s work has often been read through
a lens that denies his characters full psychological depth. Some contempo-
raneous observers — and, later, influential strands of literary criticism — sug-
gested that he treated his characters more like animals than like psychologically
complex human beings. A similar position was in fact articulated by Edmund
Wilson who described Steinbeck’s characterization as essentially biological, ar-
guing that he portrayed men “so rudimentary that they are almost on the
animal level” (Wilson 37). “The chief subject of Mr. Steinbeck’s fiction,” Wil-
son wrote, “has been thus not those aspects of humanity in which it is most
thoughtful, imaginative, constructive [...] but rather the processes of life itself”
(40). The accusation of biological reductionism is closely tied to a specificidea
of characterization — one that allegedly succeeds in bringing the characters’ psy-
chic life into full view. Over time, this line of criticism solidified into a durable
interpretive framework. What had begun as a localized remark on Cannery



Masochism, Authoritarianism, and the Crowd 203

Row was transformed, in Wilson and in later critics, into a general assessment
of Steinbeck’s narrative practice and artistic value. The result was a persistent
image of Steinbeck as a writer whose work privileges surface observation over
inwardness, and biological process over psychological complexity.

In the introduction to Jobhn Steinbeck: Modern Critical Views (2008),
Harold Bloom offered a notably unflattering assessment of the author. Al-
though he acknowledged the Emersonian resonances of The Grapes of Wrath
— particularly its relation to “The Over-Soul” — and its humanitarian scope, he
ultimately concluded that “Steinbeck is not one of the inescapable American
novelists of our century” (s5). Steinbeck appears only marginally in Bloom’s
major works, and with the sole exception of The Grapes of Wrath, he is largely
absent from Bloom’s Canon. This exclusion is consistent with Bloom’s belief
that Steinbeck was incapable of producing characters with psychological depth,
a quality the critic later elevated into a central criterion of literary value. As he
wrote, Steinbeck “inevitably falls into bathos” (Bloom s Modern Critical Views
4), “lacks invention,” and is “clearly incapable of creating characters with real
inwardness” (1).

Fiedler was even more severe. “On aesthetic grounds,” he wrote, “I origi-
nally refused to take Steinbeck seriously” (167). Drawing partly on Bloom’s
views, he described Steinbeck’s prose as overwhelmed by sentimentality, by
the insipidity of his characters, and by political partisanship. “Such sentimen-
tality,” he argued, “depends [...] on stock responses to stock characters” (165).
Although Fiedler acknowledged an underlying Oedipal conflict in the story
of the Joad family (170), he nonetheless maintained that Steinbeck failed to
create characters of lasting “archetypal resonance” (167). Drawing on Jungian
terminology, he claimed that none of Steinbeck’s figures attained the status
of myth — understood as a cultural form capable of articulating fundamental
human concerns through archetypal structures.

There is a certain irony in these judgments. Wilson, Bloom, and Fiedler
were all deeply shaped — albeit in different ways and to different degrees — by
Freudian psychoanalysis, which they employed extensively in their own critical
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work. Yet when reading Steinbeck, this psychoanalytic sensitivity appears to
falter precisely where questions of psychiclife and psychological formation are
most at stake. In fact, what those critics identified as a lack of psychological
depth emerges instead as a different, historically specific mode of psychological
representation — one that situates the psyche not in inward soliloquy, but in
the unstable and often destructive interplay between the individual and oth-
ers. This becomes particularly clear in /n Dubions Battle, which Bloom once
described as “a dreadful struggle” to read (Bloom’s BioCritiques 2). Here, psy-
chological development unfolds not through introspective self-analysis, but
through the erosion of the character’s intersubjectivity — his gradual absorption
into, and eventual dissolution within, a collective entity that leaves no room
for individual selthood. Working within a deliberately plain idiom, Steinbeck
reconfigured ideas drawn from sociology and psychology into a narrative form
that foregrounds the pressures exerted by collective structures on individual
subjectivity.

Escape for Freedom

Set in California’s imaginary Torgas Valley, /n Dubious Battle follows the
adventures of two members of the Communist Party, Mac and Jim, and their
efforts to organize a revolt among the migrant workers. Of the two, Jim is a
young man who has only recently joined the Party and who must assist the
older Mac in his operations. The narrative focus is directed above all to the
two “reds” who organize the strike, Mac and Jim, with the latter emerging as
the true protagonist of the story. “Why did [Steinbeck] focus on communist
organizers and oppressed workers in /n Dubious Battle, rather than on the
big growers, local police, and vigilantes, who had also organized themselves
to fight the workers?” Milton Cohen asks (17), and he adds: “Steinbeck was
clearly curious about these passionate organizers and their selfless devotion to
this cause, devotion that often landed them in jail or in a ditch badly beaten
or worse” (18). In this sense, [n Dubious Battle appears to be more than a
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study devoted exclusively to the masses — though that dimension is certainly
present within the novel. Itis also, and perhaps primarily, a reflection on the
individual in relation to dependence on an authority, or rather on an ideology
that takes possession of him. Above all, the novel is the story of Jim Nolan: of
his initial inertia, his commitment to the Communist cause, and his ultimate
annihilation. This focus, slightly displaced from the more common role of
the engagé intellectual, leads Steinbeck not to celebrate Jim’s commitment but
to anatomize it — and it is perhaps this unflinching dissection that led him to
consider that he had written a “brutal” book (Life in Letters 98). As early as
1940, in an essay entitled “Proletarian Writing and John Steinbeck,” Claude
E. Jones suggested that Steinbeck’s novel could not be counted among the
tradition of the proletarian novel, since, like other works by Steinbeck, it failed
to meet “some criteria of proletarian writing” (456). Mary McCarthy, writing
in The Nation, was more severe: she remarked that “it is unfortunate that the
legitimately dramatic incidents of the strike are subordinated to such infantile
verbalizations” (qtd. in Benson 324). According to McCarthy, Steinbeck’s
novel, as an “infantile verbalization,” seems inappropriate in its displacement
of the focus from the struggle of the proletariat to what appears as a vague and
intellectualist reflection on the individual.

Erich Fromm’s theorization in his book Escape from Freedom (1941) takes its
starting point from a similar concern with the individual and his relationship
to society. Fromm had already been living in the United States for several
years when he published the book - since 1934 he had held a professorship
at Columbia University. The guiding question of the German psychoanalyst’s
entire investigation is the following: how is it possible that, despite the histor-
ical development of individual freedoms in Europe since the age of feudalism,
educated men in Western countries should prefer to submit to the absolute
power of a dictator rather than exercise their democratic rights?

A hypothetical response to this question is given in the first pages of
the book, as a thesis that the analyst is determined to prove in his work.
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Fromm argues that modern man, once liberated from the constraints of pre-
individualistic society — a structure that had simultaneously provided security
and imposed limitations — finds himself in a condition of disorientation and
anxiety (viii). As Friedman observes, it was the “contemporary crisis over free-
dom” that “compelled Fromm to put aside a study of the “character structure
of modern man.” The crisis threatened “the greatest achievements of modern
culture — individuality and uniqueness of personality” (99). The book, there-
fore, arose as a response to the readiness with which men seemed to embrace
the dictatorships that had led the world into war — and from which, in the case
of Nazism, Fromm himself had been forced to flee. Yet the work subsequently
took on what might be called a universal scope, addressing Western civilization
asa whole rather than men circumscribed by specific political contexts. Indeed,
as Friedman rightly notes, “Fromm’s insights were intended to apply not only
to twentieth-century fascist regimes but to democracies such as the United
States” (1x). This is because Fromm identified this tendency toward submis-
sion as a characteristic inclination of modern Western man: “Psychologically,
this readiness to submit to the Nazi regime seems to be due mainly to a state of
inner tiredness and resignation, which [...] is characteristic of the individual in
the present era even in democratic countries” (233). For Fromm, this tendency
is rooted not primarily in ideology or philosophy, but in psychology — or, more
precisely, socio-psychology. The alternative to this dark course, he believed,
was recovering spontaneity — a “spontaneous relationship to man and nature”
characterized by “love and productive work” (46), in which modern man could
find “freedom in the positive sense of the realization of his individual self; that
is, the expression of bis intellectual, emotional and sensuwous potentialities” (viii,
emphasis added).

This vision, I would argue, is also Steinbeck’s own. Throughout his work, a
similar impulse toward affirming individual autonomy and “uniqueness” runs
deep, grounded in the conviction that liberation is inseparable from creative
self-realization — the very capacity Fromm locates at the heart of positive
freedom. As Cyrus Ernesto Zirakzadeh has demonstrated, Steinbeck regarded
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human creativity as a necessary product for the perpetuation of human society.
The writer used the terms “creativity” and “creative mind” to denote not
simply an internal psychological state — such as a mental predisposition toward
fantasy, introspection, or contemplation — but rather a faculty that wondered
aboutand wrestled with the outside world, seeking to transform the status quo.
As Steinbeck put it, “Creativeness has its foundation in inspection, criticism
and rearrangement” (America and Americans 90). For Steinbeck, this creativ-
ity was inseparable from freedom, conceived as the capacity — economic, social,
and personal alike — for self-determination, that s, the autonomous exercise of
creativity free from external restraints. Zirakzadeh aptly describes this notion
of a heroic solitude of human beings within the social setting as a form of semi-
anarchism (7), and he recalls a memorable passage from East of Eden which
states: “The preciousnesslies in the lonely mind of aman” (132). These themes,
as is evident, strongly call upon the individual to express his own individuality
with courage, without indulgence. In this sense, In Dubious Battle may be
the first work of the Californian author in which such an emphasis becomes
apparent, though in a negative form - for, as we shall see, Jim Nolan ultimately
lacks the courage to exercise his personality with sufficient freedom.

Beyond its sociological and biological dimensions (the phalanx), and its
political one (the struggle between oppressors and oppressed), Steinbeck’s
novel acquires yet another, fundamental layer of interpretation. It is one
related to Jim’s inner life and vicissitudes — his detachment from the world,
and his condition at the crossroads between psychopathological disorder and
existential doubt. From this perspective, the character of Jim in many respects
seems to anticipate the kind of characters that would later make French exis-
tentialism famous — such as Antoine Roquentin in Sartre’s Nausea (1938) or
Meursault in Camus’s The Stranger (1942). The beginning of the novel, from
this perspective, is revealing:

At last it was evening. The lights in the street outside came on, and the neon

restaurant sign on the corner jerked on and off, exploding its hard red light in
the air. Into Jim Nolan’s room the sign threw a soft red light. For two hours
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Jim had been sitting in a small, hard rocking chair, his feet up on the white
bedspread. Now that it was quite dark, he brought his feet down to the floor
and slapped the sleeping legs. For a moment he sat quietly while waves of itching
rolled up and down his calves; then he stood up and reached for the unshaded light.
The furnished room lighted up - the big white bed with its chalk-white spread,
the golden-oak bureau, the clean red carpet worn through to a brown warp. (In
Dubious Battle 3)

Jim is described in his rather miserable room: the featureless white bed, the
worn carpet, the lamp without a shade, the hard chair on which he sits, and
nothing more to be described, perhaps to preserve the room’s anonymity. The
space is clean, but it is a cleanliness that only heightens the sense of impersonal-
ity, in fact consistent with (and also emphasising) the strongest impression of
alienation that emanates from the protagonist himself. Jim is presented as an
automaton: “for two hours Jim had been sitting in a small, hard rocking chair,
his feet up on the white bedspread” (3). All the while, an intermittent red light
flashes in from the street, obtrusively filling the room, yet Jim seems entirely
unaffected by it — perhaps not even aware of its presence. Furthermore, it is
both interesting and significant that the very first sensation conveyed by the
omniscient narrator is Jim’s experience of torpor. His legs tingle, having gone
numb, as though, in a sense, they were already bound up with the protagonist’s
inertia. The opening scene anticipates what will later become apparent: the
exhaustion of a character immobilized in expectation of something yet to come.
Evening thus marks a threshold between a state of non-life and the beginning
of anewlife: Jim becomes active only when the momentarrives, whereas before
he remains motionless, like a statue. In line with these considerations, Jay
Parini aptly observes:

In Dubious Battle follows the political adventures of one man: Jim Nolan who
quite literally wakes up and smells the bacon [..] One of American literature’s
isolatos, he is a man without past, having no family, no property, and no visible
attachments. He abandons his few connections to the people in the boarding
house where he lives and takes the road, having made the firm decision to join
“the Party.” (165)
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Jim then rises and goes downstairs to pay the rent to the surly landlady without
batting an eye and proceeds without the slightest hesitation to the headquar-
ters of the Communist Party, where he becomes a part of it. As Howard Levant
has noted, the adherence to the party marks for Jim a transition from inert
mood to a vivid new state: “a controlled series of images sets the tone and
sharpens the meaning of Jim’s awareness that he had been “dead” and now is

> »

partly ‘alive’” (21). During the recruitment, even Comrade Nilson notices Jim’s
unusual detachment: “Youlook half drunk, Jim. What’s the matter with you?”
he asks. Jim’s answer is paradigmatic: “I don’t know. I feel dead. Everything
in the past is gone” (Steibeck, /n Dubious Battle 9).

But there is more. What becomes clear from the few occasions on which Jim
speaks in the novel is the profound self-contempt he harbors. In his eagerness
to place himself at the service of the cause, Jim implores his superior, Mac -
who has been assigned the task of training him — with these words: “Well,
let me do things, won’t you, Mac? I don’t want to be a stooge all my life”
(s5). Later, he impatiently reiterates the request: “What do you want me to
do? [..] All I do is just listen. I want to do something” (94). And then,
again: “Give me some work” (140). Notably, a considerable number of pages
pass between the first and the last request, during which Jim Nolan is indeed
occupied with various tasks. He performs various organizational duties (102-
103), assists Mac in delivering London’s daughter-in-law’s child (56-59), and
takes part in the communal life of the laborers. One may reasonably infer,
therefore, that what persists is a state of inner paralysis - no longer the result
of mere inaction, but the unchangeable persistence of a state of anxiety born
of self-contempt. Nolan feels useless, senseless, unkempt; and when at last
he glimpses something through which he might realize his ideal, he becomes
impatient to carry out his grandiose designs — the only thing that, in his own
eyes, can redeem him from a state he himself regards as pitiable.

Of course, Freud would have had much to say about this kind of psychic
state. He would probably have suggested that Jim Nolan’s condition was, in a
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loose sense, assimilable to something akin to an obsessive neurosis brought on

by a form of “social or moral anxiety” — where:

The ego escapes it by obediently carrying out the commands, precautions and
penances that have been enjoined on it. If it is impeded in doing so, it is at
once overtaken by an extremely distressing feeling of discomfort which may be
regarded as an equivalent of anxiety and which the patients themselves liken to
anxiety. (128)

Such a theoretical framework — which, of course, underpinned the very foun-
dations of psychoanalysis at the beginning of the century - is also partly at the
basis of Escape from Freedom. “While hostility against others is often conscious
and can be expressed overtly,” Fromm says “hostility against oneself is usually
(exceptin pathological cases) unconscious, and finds expression in indirect and
rationalized forms. One is a person’s active emphasis on his own wickedness
and insignificance” (117). For him, the hatred fomented by the superego against
the ego — expressed in the text as a more general sense of irrelevance — lies
at the root of the individual’s need to abdicate his own will. However, yet
while acknowledging that “[Freud] and his followers in modern psychology
not only uncovered the irrational and unconscious sector of man’s nature”
(23), Fromm maintains that Freud’s perspective was nonetheless tainted by the
“spirit of his culture” (24). For Fromm - as for other analysts of the time who
were disputing Freud’s legacy, such as Wilhelm Reich and Karen Horney* —

*  “Inpsychoanalytic literature a viewpoint different from Freud’s has been presented by

Wilhelm Reich, Karen Horney, and myself. Although Reich’s views are based on the orig-
inal concept of Freud’s libido theory, he points out that the masochistic person ultimately
seeks pleasure and that the pain incurred is a by-product, not an aim in itself. Horney was
the first one to recognize the fundamental role of masochistic strivings in the neurotic
personality, to give a full and detailed description of the masochistic character traits, and
to account for them theoretically as the outcome of the whole character structure. In her
writings, as well as in my own, instead of the masochistic character traits being thought
of as rooted in the sexual perversion, the latter is understood to be the sexual expression of
psychic tendencies that are anchored in a particular kind of character structure” (172).
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Freud was mistaken in treating certain features of the human psyche as fixed
characteristics. Rather, they were to be regarded as products of society in
a particular moment, a view that led Fromm to conceive the abdication of
human will as a historical process itself. This process began, paradoxically,
with the emancipation of the individual from the hierarchical orders of the
Middle Ages — the feudal system, the Church, and the guilds - yet its negative
counterpart was a new sense of disorientation, isolation, and powerlessness.
With the Reformation, this despair was suffused with new meaning, together
with self-hatred and the doubt of not being among the saved: “It was the
irrational doubt which springs from the isolation and powerlessness of an
individual whose attitude toward the world is one of anxiety and hatred” (90).
Subsequently, this transformation reaches its culmination with the rise of
capitalist society. As Fromm has explained: “under capitalism, one ceased
to live in a closed world the center of which was man.” Instead, man was
dominated by suprapersonal forces of capital and markets; he lost his sense
of unity with his society and his sense of a place in the universe (106). A society
made up of isolated consumers, ruthlessly subjected to the laws of capital -
much like Steinbeck’s protagonist, who joins the strikers in their struggle, or,
one might say, in the phalanx.

It is clear, then, that both Fromm’s reflection and Steinbeck’s character are
constructed on this very same point of departure: the experience of powerless-
ness and self-disdain. As evidence of this, one may consider what Steinbeck
wrote to George Albee in 1935, a year before the publication of the novel:

I’'m not interested in strike as means of raising men’s wages, and I’'m not inter-
ested in ranting about justice and oppression, mere outcroppings which indicate
the condition. But man hates something in himself. He has been able to defeat
every natural obstacle but himself he cannot win over unless he kills every indi-
vidual. And this self-hate which goes so closely in hand with self-love is what I
wrote about. (98, emphasis added)

Steinbeck’s intention is to begin from this profound self-hatred of man and
to develop his narrative from there. The character on whom he concentrates
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all of this is Jim Nolan who, fully “modern” in Fromm’s sense, finds himself
disoriented and rootless in a society that is only apparently “free.” His father
is dead, killed while attempting to blow up the slaughterhouse where he had
worked; his sister has disappeared into a probably degraded life. His mother
has recently died of illness, yet Jim shows no empathy, admitting that he had
not felt any sorrow even when it came time for her funeral: “She just stared at
me. I asked her if she wanted a priest, but she didn’t answer me, just stared.
"Bout four o’clock in the morning she died. Didn’t seem like dying at all. I
didn’t go to the funeral. I guess they would’ve let me. I didn’t want to”
(Steinbeck, In Dubious Battle 8). Such an uprooting from social reality can
be directly connected to Jim’s sense of desolation in his room with which the
novel opens. And the aloneness, in turn, deepens his self-hatred, or in Fromm’s
word, “masochism.” “I come now to the main question: What is the root of
both the masochistic perversion and masochistic character traits respectively?
[...] Psychoanalytic and other empirical observations of masochistic persons
give ample evidence [...] that they are filled with a terror of aloneness and
insignificance” (172-173).

This condition, for Fromm, leads to the desperate attempt to recover some-
thing that might restore a sense of security. “Masochism is one way toward
this goal” he contends. “The different forms which the masochistic strivings
assume have one aim: to ger rid of the individual self, to lose oneself’; in other
words, to get rid of the burden of freedom” (173, original emphasis). What
can reassemble the fragmented individual, then, may be an authoritarian ideal
to serve — yet one which, when pursued in self-forgetful devotion, turns into
the dissolution of the self into a cause. As a matter of fact, Fromm suggests
that as long as the individual is torn between the wish for independence and
strength and the sense of insignificance or powerlessness, he remains caught
in a painful inner conflict. It is only by diminishing the individual self - by
silencing the awareness of one’s own separateness — that one may find relief
from this torment (r74). This is the case with Fascisms, with Nazism, with
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Communism - systems of government in which the individual offers up their

submission:

The other side [besides the annihilation of the self] is the attempt to become a
part of a bigger and more powerful whole outside of oneself, to submerge and
participate in it. This power can be a person, an institution, God, the nation,
conscience, or a psychic compulsion. By becoming part of a power which is felt
as unshakably strong, eternal, and glamorous, one participates in its strength and
glory. (177, emphasis added)

Given what we have discussed so far, we can say with a fair degree of certainty
that what animates Jim Nolan is not only the genuine impulse to serve a just
cause. He fights on the side of the oppressed; yet his fervor for the cause seems
to be rooted in the personal unease we have mentioned.

This is confirmed once more by the scene that follows, in which, after the
traumatic death of Joy — an old laborer and veteran, shot down by three bullets,
fired by vigilantes — Mac and Jim are seated in a tent through which the rain
seeps. When Mac laments the harsh conditions in which they must act, Jim
responds: “Don’t worry about it, Mac. Sometimes, when a guy gets miserable
enough, he’ll fight all the harder. That’s the way it was with me, Mac, when my
mother was dying, and she wouldn’t even speak to me. I just got so miserable
I d’ve taken any chance. Don’t you worry about it” (Steinbeck, /n Dubious
Battle 207). Itis Jim himself, at this pointin the narrative, who directly links his
personal unease to a more passionate and orthodox fulfillment of his political
duties. It is almost as if a situation of greater misery were desirable for the
perfect success of the strike. The struggle is, in this sense, a “mechanism of
escape” in Fromm’s terms — the occasion to take a risk in order to break free
from misery.

Fromm’s formulation helps clarify how the counterpart to an initial con-
dition of weakness and misery lies in identifying with a force regarded as
invincible, and in partaking of the authority and prestige it confers. This
transformation described by Fromm — the passage from a “free but powerless
individuality” to a “strength within the mass” — is precisely the arc traced by
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the character of Jim. Over the course of the narrative, in fact, the protagonist
moves from the phase of prostration described above to one in which he stands
out for the firmness and strength of his new convictions. As Levant has noted,
“Jim’s certainty strengthens this pattern, since it does not imply a synthesis. Jim
is another sort of creature, a man who comes to love violence and power” (27).
In asignificant passage, where Jim converses with the old Dan — wounded after
a fall and delirious with fever — Levant identifies for the first time in the text a
crucial change in Jim. “The poor damn rats,” Dan mutters contemptuously in
his delirium, “they never had nobody to tell ’em what to do. They never had
no real leader.” Jim, however, responds with icy lucidity, agreeing with him
(Steinbeck, In Dubious Battle 216-17). “So, indirectly, and prior to the event”
Levant continues,

Steinbeck provides an evaluation of the strike’s development into pure violence
under Jim’s leadership. Dan’s feverishly exaggerated projection of the private
will is less dangerous than Jim’s actual authoritarian rule which operates silently,
bebind the scenes [...]. (28, emphasis added)

This “silent process” is what has been tentatively addressed in this paper. While
wounded in the arm, Jim, as if in an epiphanic moment after speaking with
Dan, now directs his destructiveness outward rather than inward. Out of his
disorientation, Jim has arrived at a new violence, which now clashes with the
methods of his former mentor, Mac. At the beginning of the narrative, in fact,
Mac appeared more unscrupulous than the hesitant Jim, and he constantly
sought to “use” whatever misfortune befell the workers for the sake of the
strike’s success (Steinbeck, /n Dubious Battle 60; 93; 94; 101; 103; 163; 201; 272;
292). But then, as the plot progresses, something changes, as Levant notices,
“The novel is able to develop in terms of Jim’s inhuman logic because in theory
Macaccepts Jim’s faith in violence. The distinction is that Mac remains human
in practice, since more removed from a worship of violence than Jim” (29).
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In this “worship of violence” one cannot but reread Fromm’s words: “be-
coming part of a power which is felt as unshakably strong, eternal, and glam-
orous” (154). The masochistic aspect of Jim, so far extensively represented, is
now giving way to a sadistic side — a turn that is also perfectly explained by
Fromm: “Besides these masochistic trends, the very opposite of them, namely,
sadistic tendencies, are regularly to be found in the same kind of characters”
(165). Yet the motivation underlying such destructiveness, in Fromm, is fun-
damentally different from what Levant calls “faith in violence.” For Fromm,
in fact, the essence of sadistic impulses lies rather in “the inability to stand
the aloneness of one’s individual self,” which in the case of sadism no longer
seeks to eliminate itself through disappearance, but rather to “enlarge [the
self] by making another being part of myself and thereby I gain the strength I
lack as an independent self” (180). This ambivalence is perfectly conveyed in
the disturbing words Jim addresses to Mac, at a moment when their roles are

reversed:

Then I got hurt. And sitting here waiting, I got to know my power. I’m stronger
than you, Mac. I'm stronger than anything in the world, because I'm going in a
straight line. You and all the rest have to think of women and tobacco and liquor
and keeping warm and fed.” His eyes were as cold as wet river stones. “I wanted
to be used. Now I’ll use you, Mac. I’ll use myself and you. 1 tell you, I feel there’s
strength in me. (Steinbeck, In Dubious Battle 274, emphasis added)

Such an explanation of Jim’s violent transformation is far more plausible: in
reading the novel, in fact, we find no other concrete reasons to think that the
protagonist could have turned from a hesitant young man eager to join the
revolution into a bloodthirsty one in so short a time.

From this moment on, Jim takes the reins of the strike and does so in an au-
thoritarian manner. Not by chance, when confronted with his new directives,
London, the charismatic and respected worker, exclaims: “The whole thing
sounds kind of Bolshevik” (278). This new despotic authority, which Jim has
now come to exercise after pages of servitude, is described by the protagonist as
“the great forces at work that create little troubles like this strike of ours. And
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the sight of those forces does something to you, picks you up and makes you
act. I guess that’s where authority comes from” (279).

This authoritarian turn in Nolan’s character is regarded by Fromm as a typ-
ical response of the sado-masochistic personality - tellingly, the analyst states
that “I prefer to speak instead of the sado-masochistic character, especially
when not the neurotic but the normal person is meant, of the authoritarian
character” (186).

The inevitable epilogue of the novel — and of Jim’s masochism - is, of
course, the death of the protagonist. Nolan, rushing toward the fire set by
the vigilantes at the home of Anderson, a supporter of the strike, is cut down
by rifle shots. Mac, though stricken with grief, will also use this death propa-
gandistically, in order to rally the strikers.

Conclusions

In Dubious Battle, as shown above, is a novel that vividly portrays the mental
states of its protagonist, Jim Nolan — but does so in a counterintuitive way.
Rather than dedicating itself to a portrait of his interiority, it chooses to
represent him through his relationships with others, eschewing the canonical
stylistic apparatus of the literature of those same years that signals a character’s
subjectivity. And yet, much of Jim’s psychology is conveyed with considerable
effectiveness precisely through this choice to privilege the breadth of his rela-
tional life over the depth of his emotional one. This is achieved with great
precision: we are able to reconstruct a substantial portion of his life through its
salient moments. We learn of his sense of displacement and isolation, rooted in
a dysfunctional family history — the violence suffered at his father’s hands, the
rejection he received from his mother on her deathbed, and the painful disap-
pearance of his sister. We witness Jim’s sense of insignificance within capitalist
society: poor, rootless, without possessions or education. This powerlessness
is perfectly framed from the novel’s opening scenes, where the physical torpor
Jim experiences is in fact the embodiment of a mental state — his very limbs
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become a symbol of his paralysis. The novel then shows how these elements
coherently produce a character of masochistic disposition, eager to be used as
an object, to undergo a self-annihilation that will precede an actual martyrdom.
In his fanaticism, Jim does not so much desire to place his creativity and full
expressiveness at the service of a just cause, but rather to be reabsorbed into
an ideology and a cause as though they were a new maternal womb - and
to disappear within it, beloved. We see, finally, how this desire moves from
masochistic passivity to sadistic activity, as the powerless Jim is at last able to
discharge onto others the same aggression born of his powerlessness.
Steinbeck’s novel depicts the story of a man who embraces a correct position
for the wrong reasons. In doing so, the writer did not attempt to sabotage the
workers’ cause, as Mary McCarthy believed. On the contrary, he elevated it:
on the one hand, by narrating the story of the desperate loneliness of a young
man who, like many others, had been abandoned by capitalist society; on the
other, by insisting — as he did throughout his career — that the individual can
only truly contribute to the fight for a more just society if he preserves his own
personality and conscience, rather than dissolving them into the mass.
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Introduction

American Studies has always been shaped by movement across borders: by
the circulation of texts, people, ideas, cultural imaginaries, and institutional
models. Yet the field is also shaped by the specific places in which it is taught.
What American Studies means in Modena, Wagram, Timisoara, or Nijmegen
is not simply a local variation of the discipline. Rather, these locations generate
distinct questions, pedagogical practices, and critical vantage points as the
contributions to this Forum show. They remind us that American Studies
outside the United States is never merely derivative. It is often productively
estranging: it brings the United States into view from elsewhere while also
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turning local assumptions, curricula, and cultural formations outward toward
transnational debate.

The title of this Forum, Outside In, Inside Out: Teaching American Studies
in a Changing World, echoes the theme of the 2006 annual meeting of the
American Studies Association (ASA), “The United States from Inside and Out:
Transnational American Studies,” and takes up Winfried Fluck’s reflections on
what is at stake when American Studies is framed as transnational. To teach
American Studies “from the outside in” is to approach the United States from
geographic, institutional, and cultural locations beyond its borders. To teach it
“from the inside out” is to recognize that these locations do not simply receive
American cultural meanings; they also offer opportunities to study the United
States from within, examine resulting insights in relation to local histories,
and feed them back into the field in altered form. The four essays collected
here explore this dynamic across different educational settings and national
contexts, showing how American Studies pedagogy is redesigned through ques-
tions of sequencing and translation (Manlio della Marca), stereotype critique
(Monika Wimmer), curriculum building and public humanities scholarship
(Gabriela Tucan et al.), and sustainability and memory, combined with place-
based learning (Frank Mehring).

The urgency of such work is hardly new. In his 2006 ASA presidential
address, Emory Elliott asked how teaching and research might contribute “to
thoughtful citizenship and to a more humane future” (6). Elliott’s question
built on Amy Kaplan’s insistence that American Studies had to respond to the
imperial violence and political rhetoric of the post-9/11 moment with “urgency
and bewilderment” (1). For Elliott, this moment required not only critical
analysis of US power but also “genuine inclusiveness and broad international
collaboration” (6). Scholars working inside and outside the United States, he
argued, needed more sustained dialogue.

Alfred Hornung had already made a related point two years earlier in his
response to Shelley Fisher Fishkin’s 2004 ASA presidential address. Writing in
the context of the Bush administration’s unilateral approach to global politics
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with its military occupation of Iraq in the so-called War on Terror, Hornung
emphasized that American Studies scholars possessed forms of cultural exper-
tise urgently needed in moments of conflict. Ata time when the US govern-
ment was perceived critically around the world, he argued, “the worldwide
American studies community could demonstrate the effectiveness of an inter-
actional network of transatlantic American studies” (70). Two decades later,
this call for an interactional network has lost none of its force. If anything,
it has become more urgent as academic freedom, international collaboration,
and the public legitimacy of critical inquiry have again come under pressure.

Fluck’s intervention remains particularly useful for the purposes of this
Forum because he both acknowledges and complicates the value of outside
perspectives. He warns that “there is no automatic equation between outside
location and outside perspective” (25). Such a caution matters for transna-
tional American Studies: the mere fact of teaching the United States from else-
where does not guarantee critical distance. At the same time, Fluck insists that
scholars outside the United States “play a crucial role in explaining ‘America’
to students and other members of their own societies” and therefore require a
“systematic understanding of American society” (28).

His argument culminates in a warning against the fallacy that globalization
renders US power porous or insignificant. Globalization, he writes, may in-
stead mean that American power “is reconfiguring itself” and “may emerge
in even more effective [...] forms than ever before” (29). For Fluck, then, the
task is not to abandon the analysis of the United States in favor of a vague
transnationalism, but to return to the analysis of “the cultural sources of
American power” (29). Difference in location, interest, and institutional need
should not be dissolved into a single formula; it should become the basis for
complementary agendas.

More recently, Alex Lubin has productively situated American Studies
“elsewhere.” In his 2025 ASA presidential address, he shifted attention to
“knowledge production about the United States that comes from elsewhere”
(223). This elsewhere is not simply a geographic outside. It is also a position
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from which the United States can be studied as a formation of power, violence,
circulation, and resistance. Alyosha Goldstein’s response to Lubin sharpens
this point by describing “America” not as a territorially fixed object but as “a
dynamic and genealogy of power” (243). Drawing on Kandice Chuh, Gold-
stein reminds us that “America” need not be the “point of arrival” of Amer-
ican Studies (243). Jasbir K. Puar identifies in Lubin’s address a demand for
engagement with American Studies knowledges produced “on the periphery
of the US empire” (253). Together, Fluck, Elliott, Kaplan, Hornung, Lubin,
Goldstein, Chuh, and Puar clarify what is at stake when American Studies
is taught from outside the United States: not the simple addition of inter-
national perspectives, but a reorientation of the field’s objects, methods, and
responsibilities.

This Forum appears ata moment when the transnational work of American
Studies has become both more difficult and more necessary. Recent develop-
ments in the United States have intensified concerns about academic freedom,
educational autonomy, diversity, research funding, and international scholarly
collaboration. In April 2025, the Board of the European Association for Ameri-
can Studies expressed concern about developments affecting scientific freedom,
academic autonomy, and transatlantic dialogue (Board of the European As-
sociation for American Studies). These concerns are part of a wider debate
about restrictions on academic freedom and international research collabora-
tion. Against this backdrop, teaching American Studies outside the United
States becomes more than a matter of disciplinary transmission. It becomes
a practice of sustaining critical dialogue across borders, preserving spaces for
historical complexity, and asking how the field can respond to democratic
fragility, cultural polarization, war, environmental crisis, and the changing
conditions of knowledge production in the age of Al technologies.

The essays in this Forum do not offer a single model for such teaching.
Instead, they present situated practices that emerge from particular classrooms,
institutions, and communities. Manlio della Marca opens the Forum with
reflections on teaching an introductory course in American Literature and
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Culture at the University of Modena and Reggio Emilia. His essay begins,
appropriately, with beginnings: the first day of class, the opening slide, the
syllabus, and the pedagogical decisions through which students first encounter
the field. Rather than treating the survey course as a chronological march
through literary history, della Marca asks what happens when students enter
American literature through juxtaposition, contemporary cultural resonance,
and “working backwards” from the present. Course design here becomes
an epistemological act. Choices about sequence, translation, and creativity
become ways of rethinking what American Studies is and how students might
inhabit it. His attention to translation is particularly important in contexts
where English is the language of instruction but not the first language of
students. The American Studies classroom becomes a multilingual space in
which students do not merely study American texts; they actively negotiate
the linguistic and cultural conditions of their own access to them.

Monika Wimmer’s contribution shifts the Forum from the university class-
room to Austrian secondary education and to the local afterlives of Karl May’s
Winnetou. Her case study of the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram demonstrates how
American Studies can engage cultural materials that may appear geographi-
cally distant from the United States but are deeply implicated in European
constructions of “America” and Indigeneity. The essay asks how teachers can
work with familiar, even beloved, popular representations without simply dis-
missing them or reproducing their stereotypes. By juxtaposing students’ prior
associations with Indigenous perspectives and critical media analysis, Wimmer
shows how locally embedded cultural performances can become entry points
into questions of representation, power, and cultural imagination. Her essay
thus makes a compelling case for the relevance of American Studies not only
in tertiary education, but also in teacher education and secondary classrooms,
where cultural assumptions are formed, repeated, and potentially transformed.

The essay by Gabriela Tucan, Cristina Cheveresan, Cristina Biniceru,
Loredana Bercuci, and Alexandru Oravitan offers an institutional perspective
on the development of American Studies in Timisoara, Romania. It traces the
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evolution of an MA program that has become a regional platform for inter-
disciplinary teaching, research training, and the public humanities. The essay
demonstrates that American Studies programs outside the United States are
shaped not only by disciplinary debates, but also by accreditation structures,
student needs, funding opportunities, and - last but not least — local contexts.
Particularly important is the American Studies Center in Timisoara, founded
in 2022, as a bridge between American Studies curriculum development, aca-
demic networking, and community engagement. Through public lectures,
international partnerships, student symposia, and book and movie clubs, the
American Studies MA program and the American Studies Center in Timisoara
have helped strengthen student research output and created spaces for public
engagement beyond the classroom.

Frank Mehring closes the Forum by proposing “sustainable American Stud-
ies” as a place-based, praxis-oriented approach to teaching in times of war,
climate crisis, and democratic vulnerability. His TOPO framework — The-
ory, Organization, Performance, Outreach — links environmental humanities,
memory studies, and experiential learning. The RUDESA Spring Academy
and the project on Canadian liberators buried in the Dutch-German border
region show how American Studies can be grounded in local landscapes while
remaining transnational in scope. Here, “America” is encountered as a histor-
ical presence embedded in European memory cultures. By transforming stu-
dent research into exhibitions, digital formats, and public-facing publications,
Mehring highlights the capacity of American Studies pedagogy to cultivate
historical consciousness, ethical responsibility, and civic agency.

Read together, the four essays suggest that teaching American Studies today
requires attention to scale. It moves between the first day of class and the
long history of disciplinary formation; between the local spectacle and global
Indigenous critique; between the MA curriculum and the public humanities
center; between the university campus, the border region, the archive, and
the cemetery. The Forum’s contributions also insist that pedagogy is not a
secondary or merely practical dimension of American Studies. It is one of
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the field’s primary intellectual sites. In the classroom, in teacher training,
and in community-engaged projects, American Studies is continually being
redefined.

I understand this Forum as a beginning rather than a conclusion: a spring-
board for what might become a more sustained platform for sharing peda-
gogical resources, collaborative projects, and mentorship across countries and
institutional contexts. The essays collected here reflect the collaborative, dia-
logic, and border-crossing ethos that American Studies needs to incorporate
at its best. To teach the field “outside in” and “inside out” is to recognize
that American Studies is not located in one place. It is made and remade
elsewhere, wherever scholars, teachers, students, and communities use it to ask
how culture travels, how knowledge is situated, how power is analyzed, and
how critical inquiry can remain open in difficult times.
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I sought to bring the field to the students,
rather than the students to the field.
That probably was not a wise choice.

Paul Lauter, “Teaching an Introductory Master’s
Degree Course”

“Call me Ishmael” — beginnings and openings, we teach our students, are
crucial textual zones where complex negotiations take place. The first session
of a course is also, in its own way, a beginning, and what we do — or do
not do — as well as how we do it, can significantly impact the trajectory of
the voyage we are about to embark on with our students. During the ten
years I have been teaching American Literature and Culture to graduate and
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undergraduate students, first in Germany and more recently in Italy, I have
often thought about how to begin a course or seminar and what I would
do on the first day of class. In this essay, I share my “field notes” from the
first day of an introductory undergraduate course I recently taught at the
University of Modena, Italy, and use them as a springboard to reflect on some
of the epistemic and pedagogical transformations within the field of American
Studies." In doing so, the essay also explores such questions as: What are the
pros and cons of a non-chronological sequencing of the course readings? How
might translation activities be integrated into the American Studies classroom?
What role should creativity play in an American Studies course?

A few minutes before the first course meeting begins, as the classroom fills
with students, I take a look at the PowerPoint slide projected on the screen
behind me: itis a map of the world studded with red dots. Each red dot stands
for one of the novels and short stories that we will discuss over the semester;
the position of the dots on the map is determined by each story’s setting. For
such texts as Moby-Dick or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, all novels
in which the action is distributed across several geographical locations, I use
lines in addition to the dots. Besides the dots and the lines, the portraits and
photographs of some of the canonical and emerging writers covered in the
course constitute another important component of the visual. Over the years,

1

From 2023 to 2025, I taught three iterations of the course. The syllabus can be viewed
at <https://unimore.coursecatalogue.cineca.it/corsi/2023/10166/insegnamenti/2025/239
40/2017/9999?annoOrdinamento=2017>. Here and elsewhere in this essay, for the sake
of intelligibility and for lack of a better equivalent, I use the term “American Studies,”
but as Donatella Izzo reminded her readers in 2018, “there is no such institutional field
in the Italian university system. We have teachings of Anglo-American literature [...] and
teachings of North-American History [...]. There is not a single official American Studies
course, or degree, or department in the whole country” (184-8s). Since the publication of
1zz0’s article, a few public Italian universities have started to offer degrees in “American
Studies.” Up-to-date information on American Studies degree programs at Italian public
universities is available through Universitaly, the official portal of the Italian Ministry of
University and Research: <https:/Avww.universitaly.it/it>.


https://unimore.coursecatalogue.cineca.it/corsi/2023/10166/insegnamenti/2025/23940/2017/9999?annoOrdinamento=2017
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I have noticed that the slide never fails to capture the students’ attention. As
we wait for some latecomers, the students gather in small groups and discuss
what they see in front of them. From a distance, only fragments of their
conversations are audible: “Who is that guy wearingabandanna?” onestudent
asks another. They will learn in a few minutes that he is not Johnny Depp,
alias Jack Sparrow of The Pirates of the Caribbean, the American film series
based on Disney’s theme park attraction, but the late David Foster Wallace.
The course has not officially begun yet, but America is already in the air, so I
drink a sip of water, turn on the mike, and say: “Let’s get started. Welcome to
Introduction to American Literature and Culture” In the first part of the class,
I usually briefly introduce myself and then ask the students to do the same, if
the number of students enrolled in the course allows for this activity. I also
encourage them to create name tents, so I can start to learn their names, and
they can learn each other’s names as well. After the introductions, I go over
the syllabus. And this brings me to my first point and to some reflections on
course design choices.

Indeed, a key concern in redesigning the course to make it more engaging
has been the sequencing of the readings, as this aspect directly impacts student
interest and participation from the first day of class. In Italy and in other
European countries, for decades, most university courses offered by foreign
languages and literature departments have been shaped, although to varying
degrees, by the persistent legacy of Hegelian historicism. In this regard, as
Winfried Fluck has convincingly argued, American Studies is no exception
(8-9). More recently, also the Americanist Giorgio Mariani, focusing on the
development of American Studies in Italy, has aptly pointed out that “the
combined influence of a strong philological tradition [...] Crocean idealism
and, after WWII, some version of Gramscian Marxism” has been such that
Italian Americanists “have always been historical/contextualist regardless of
whether the major philosophical influence was that of G. W. Hegel, Karl Marx,
or the two combined” (268). However, while a certain dose of Hegelian or
Marxist historicism can counterbalance an overemphasis on textual autonomy,
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this often comes at a cost, namely a predominantly chronological organiza-
tion of the course material. Yet yielding to this intellectual reflex, we may
limit pedagogical effectiveness, as we might overlook opportunities to hook
students through contemporary cultural texts. I am therefore very sympa-
thetic to Donatella Izzo when, in discussing potential strategies for revitalizing
the humanities and the role of American Studies in the European context,
she evokes the “great opportunity of working backwards from contemporary
popular representation to a more established historical, cultural, and artistic
legacy” (187). But how could this approach be implemented in pedagogical
practice? When I first started teaching, the first readings of an introductory
course would likely have included a couple of short stories by Hawthorne and
Poe. Instead, today, I usually begin by assigning Kristen Roupenian’s “Cat
Person.” Published in the New Yorker in December 2017 at the height of the
#M¢eToo movement, Roupenian’s short story rapidly went viral, becoming the
most-read and most-shared piece of short fiction in the magazine’s history. A
story about sex, modern dating, and the complexities of consent, “Cat Person”
focuses on the short relationship — culminating in a bad date — between a 20-
year-old college student named Margot and a 34-year-old man named Robert.
As we discuss the story, I introduce Laura Mulvey’s concept of “the male gaze”
(11), and from here we “work backwards” - to use Izzo’s phrase — reflecting
on the implications of Poe’s (in)famous declaration in “The Philosophy of
Composition” that “the death [...] of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably,
the most poetical topic in the world” (486). In general, over the years, my way
of organizing and discussing the course material has become more informed by
the Poundian principle of juxtaposition and less by the linearity and teleology
that still have a lingering, and often unacknowledged, influence on the study,
teaching, and writing about national literatures.

Let me now turn to my second point: translation and American Studies.
Perhaps because my personal and professional trajectory has led me to spend
long periods of my life in several places within and outside Europe, I have
developed a particular interest in how we inhabit and use multiple languages
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at the same time. An interest further nurtured by my encounter with the ex-
perimental translations of Ezra Pound (whose political stance I firmly oppose)
and by my scholarly activities as co-curator of the Eva Hesse Archive of Mod-
ernism and Literary Translation at LMU Munich. The pedagogical fallout of
these different experiences has been that of forcing me to think more deeply
about the multiple ways in which translation activities could be incorporated
into the American Studies classroom, particularly in contexts where English
is the language of instruction but not the students’ first language, as is the
case with many courses in American Literature and Culture offered by Italian
universities. For example, in my course, I use the “Etymology” section of Moby-
Dick to alert my students to Melville’s “theoretical interest in the nature of
language and translation” (Huber 160). In a subsequent class, we compare
selected passages from Cesare Pavese’s groundbreaking 1932 Italian translation
of Moby-Dick with their rendering in a more recent translation by the poetand
translator Alessandro Ceni. Students generally react very positively to hands-
on translation activities, and having them work in small groups on translation
assignments related to the course texts has proven effective in fostering modes
of reading attentive to details — one of the skills that, I believe, in American
Studies we should put back at the center of our pedagogy.

My third and final point relates to American Studies, but its implications
extend to other disciplinary fields as well, and it engages the fundamental
question of what role creativity could or should play in a teaching and learning
environment that is entering a phase I propose to call “Alducation”: a term
I invoke here to capture the complex pedagogical ecosystem emerging from
the collision between older forms of knowledge transmission and the new
knowledge landscape shaped by the pervasive presence of generative Al inside
and outside the classroom. Let me say that while I wouldn’t include myself in
the camp of the so-called techno-enthusiasts, honestly, I am always profoundly
skeptical of those depicting end-of-humanity scenarios caused by technological
change. Nonetheless, I believe that we might actually be at an inflection point
in the cognitive evolution of our species. For this reason, while we navigate
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these challenging times, as NYU’ Clay Shirky has recently reminded us, “as
educators we have to do more than ensure that our students learn things,” we
have, I believe, to offer them the possibility of making mistakes combined with
the opportunity to explore radical creativity, because as Ralph Waldo Emerson
put it in his famous 1837 address “The American Scholar,” there is “creative
reading as well as creative writing” and colleges “can only highly serve us, when
they aim not to drill, but to create; when they [...] set the hearts of their youth
on flame” (59). Let Al be generative; let us be more creative.
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Introduction

Cultural representations of the United States and of Indigenous peoples are
mostly mediated through local imaginations rather than direct experience in
European secondary and tertiary classrooms. Given their ubiquity, such rep-
resentations are encountered by learners in secondary education at a particu-
larly formative stage. These representations often take the form of literary
narratives or adaptations for stage and screen, shaping cultural understandings
and reproducing ideological frameworks (Paul 13). Teaching American Studies
— an interdisciplinary field examining US cultural, historical, political, and
social contexts — is therefore not only significant within university education
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in European countries. It is equally relevant in the secondary education class-
room, offering opportunities to turn perspectives — in the words of this forum
- “inside out,” that is, to encourage students to critically interrogate how
representations of the United States are constructed, whose perspectives they
reflect, and how they shape cultural understanding. Drawing on classroom
experience at the lower secondary level, the following discussion examines how
local spectacles such as the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram can be used in English
language teaching to foster cultural awareness, while also outlining approaches
transferable to university contexts (for example in the education of pre-service
English teachers). One pivotal example of local imaginations of the United
States in the Austrian context is the persistence of German author Karl May’s
Winnetou narratives, which continue to circulate in popular culture.

While the appropriate use of Native' cultural artifacts, symbols and identi-
ties has garnered significant public interest in North America in recent years,
leading to polarizing discussions (for example, Ian Ousley), resignations (for ex-
ample, Mary Ellen Turpel-Lafond) and rebranding (for example, “Washington
Redskins”), the phenomenon of Indianthusiasm (Lutz 13), known in German
discourse as Indianertiimelei, has led to the defense of certain portrayals of
Indigenous culture in German-speaking central Europe. At the center of the
fascination of German speakers with imagined Indigeneity is the character
Winnetou, a fictional Apache chief created by Karl May in the late nineteenth
century and brought to the big screen in the 1960s in several western movies
(1962-1968) (Michaels 207-08). Imagined Indigeneity is understood here as
a culturally constructed and mediated representation of Indigenous identity
shaped by German and Austrian literary and popular media rather than by
lived realities. The persistence of this fascination is further reflected in the box
office success of German comedian Michael “Bully” Herbig’s 2025 film Das
Kanu des Manitu (Maniton’s Canoe). According to the Austrian Economic

1

The terms “Indigenous” and “Native” are used interchangeably to refer to the original
inhabitants of the Americas and their descendants.
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Chambers (WKO), the film reached 800,000 cinema admissions in Austria by
October 2025, making it the year’s most successful film. While Austriaitself has
not produced its own western in a while, local performances still perpetuate
their interpretation of Karl May with the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram in Lower
Austria, a hybrid of historical reenactment and a Western-themed outdoor
drama with an almost three-decade tradition. During summer, staged scenes
— such as a US cavalry attack on a Native village and other “Wild West” mortifs
— are performed in a refurbished field in Fels am Wagram, watched by families
in cowboy hats and feather headdresses. The 2024 season of the Winnetou-
Spielein Wagram saw rising visitor numbers after the Covid-19 years, indicating
continued audience interest (Kellner).

Unlike the larger-scale German Winnetou productions, with Bad Segeberg
as the most prominent venue, which rely on professional actors, the Aus-
trian performances are shaped by amateur participants and incorporate local
elements such as Haflinger horses and Kasperl hats — caps associated with a
traditional German-speaking comic puppet ﬁgure. Sets and props are often
locally made, and participation frequently spans generations, with audiences
largely consisting of grandparents and grandchildren. The representation of
Indigenous culture in the 2023 production remains largely shaped by Karl
May’s nineteenth-century adventure stories, as reflected in recurring stereo-
typical elements. At the same time, the members of the production team
emphasize selective notions of historical authenticity in costumes and staging,
creating a tension between claims of cultural sensitivity and the continued
reproduction of stereotypes.”

While the persistence of these productions has been discussed in the Aus-
trian media (Mann; Schachinger and Pohl), regional and family-oriented pro-
ductions like these raise the question of how children and adolescents in
Austria perceive Indigenous peoples and to what extent they are aware of

*  This analysis is based on interviews with production team members of the 2023 pro-

duction of the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram.
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the perpetuated stereotypes. The Winnetou-Spiele Wagram, as a local, child-
friendly production, present themselves as a suitable starting point for class-
room discussions on the portrayal of Indigenous peoples and cultures in North
America.

In line with existing literature, teachers should make stereotypes visible and
critically discuss them in the ESL classroom to foster awareness and sensitivity
rather than rejection (Volkmann 1s; 31). Instead of moralizing, they should en-
courage students to form independent judgments while recognizing that their
perspectives are not neutral. As Christoph Wulf argues, overcoming “island
thinking” - the rigid separation of cultures — is essential in a globalized world
with fluid boundaries (21). The following section explains how these principles
were applied in two classes at an Austrian Mittelschule, with students aged
1o-11 and 13-14. These approaches can also support pre-service teachers and
practicing teachers in developing and adapting classroom activities that make
stereotypes visible and foster critical reflection.

Initial activities were designed to elicit students’ prior knowledge and reveal
existing stereotypes. When asked to identify the Anishinaabe/Ojibwe writer
Drew Hayden Taylor, many students — especially in the younger group -
failed to recognize him as Indigenous and assumed he was a “cowboy” or a
“farmer.” Their responses, as well as the drawings they were asked to produce,
tended to reproduce familiar stereotypes, making clear the extent to which
their perceptions are shaped by mediated representations rather than informed,
direct knowledge. Subsequent activities introduced students to the Winnetou-
Spiele Wagram through visual material and excerpts from Taylor’s documen-
tary Searching for Winnetou, thereby juxtaposing local performances with
Indigenous perspectives. This combination encouraged students to critically
reflect on the gap between representation and lived reality and to recognize the
persistence of stereotypical imagery in Austrian contexts.

Analytical tasks involving scripts (i.e., transcripts of the dialogue used in
the performances) and visual material from the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram
supported the development of critical media literacy, as students identified
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recurring motifs such as feathered headdresses, war paint, and racialized lan-
guage. These elements were discussed in terms of their cultural implications
and historical baggage.

The final reflection phase involved brief written and oral tasks in which
students summarized and evaluated the performances. Younger students often
echoed Drew Hayden Taylor by describing elements as “creepy,” while older
students identified both positive and negative aspects, highlighting learning
alongside risks of misrepresentation. This phase underscored the pedagogical
value of engaging with familiar cultural material, as students demonstrated
increased awareness of stereotypes and misinterpretation.

The classroom sequence demonstrates how American Studies pedagogy in
the Austrian context can engage students with locally embedded represen-
tations of the United States and Indigeneity to foster critical reflection on
stereotypes and cultural mediation. Drawing on materials within Austrian
popular culture, such as the Winnetou-Spiele Wagram, the lesson design inten-
tionally connects global subject matter with local contexts. Rather than reject-
ing students’ prior associations, the lesson design builds on them, enabling a
critical engagement with “imagined” Indigeneity and its cultural persistence in
German-speaking contexts.

While these findings are shaped by the age of the participants, they demon-
strate that lower secondary education constitutes a productive context for en-
gaging students in critical reflection on pre-existing assumptions and emerging
forms of cultural awareness. Working with a locally embedded performance
centered on along-standing German-speaking popular cultural figure enabled
students to recognize representations as constructed rather than self-evident,
while the inclusion of contemporary Indigenous perspectives further compli-
cated familiar images and opened space for critical engagement.

Beyond this specific case, the approach highlights the pedagogical value of
connecting American Studies content to local cultural materials. Such place-
based strategies are readily transferable to other educational settings, including
university-level teaching and pre-service teacher education, where they can
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support the critical examination of culturally embedded representations and
foster reflective engagement with questions of difference, power, and cultural
imagination. In this sense, the example demonstrates how American Studies
in European contexts can move “inside out” by using local sites of cultural pro-
duction as entry points for engaging with global questions of representation
and knowledge production.
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Introduction

Since the 2000s, American Studies has increasingly been rethought as a field
shaped not only by its object of study, but also by the institutional and ge-
ographic contexts in which it is taught. From outside the United States in
particular, the field often takes on different emphases, priorities, and forms
of public engagement. Against this backdrop, this essay examines the de-
velopment of the American Studies MA program at the West University of
Timisoara, Romania, as an example of how the field is adapted, institution-
alized, and made locally relevant in 2 Romanian and European context: the
axis of a lively transdisciplinary and cross-cultural academic community and
the starting point for a resourceful research hub, the American Studies Center
(CSAM), founded in 2022.

Beyond offering a programmatic overview, the following discussion high-
lights how interdisciplinary design, research practice, and community-oriented
initiatives function as situated responses to local academic and civic needs,
while also participating in wider debates on transnational American Studies
(Fishkin 21; Fluck 23-25; Hornung 68-70; Elliott; Lenz), New American Studies
(Pease), imperial critique (Kaplan), the globalization of American literature
(Giles), and European perspectives on the United States (Kroes). Like com-
parable programs in Europe and elsewhere, American Studies in Timisoara
has moved beyond modelling its curriculum on similar programs in the US
to providing an avenue for outside critique of US discourse and praxis, in light
of contemporary crises.
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The American Studies MA in Timisoara: Background,
Evolution, Milestones

2024 marked the twentieth anniversary of the American Studies MA program
in Timisoara, which has been periodically reevaluated by national authorities.
It was based on a pioneering interdisciplinary design in the local academic con-
text, where no other program offered such sustained and coherent focus on the
United States via literature, history, culture, media, and institutional analysis.
Meant to fill a study and research gap in western Romania, where advanced
American Studies training had previously been dispersed across broader philo-
logical or cultural programs, the curriculum grounded its pedagogy in intercon-
nectedness and a commitment to American and European democratic models.
The program addressed students interested in further academic specialization,
but also in careers in teaching, research, cultural institutions, media, interna-
tional or intercultural professional environments. Core subjects such as US
Intellectual History, Academic Writing, Critical Discourses, Cultural Analysis
aim to help students develop a solid understanding of fundamental concepts
and advanced notions of the American socio-cultural paradigm, by theoretical
and practical approaches. The inclusion of European Roots of American Lit-
erature or Ethnic and Immigrant Literature courses has fostered an “outside-
in” view, prompting students to understand American literature in relation to
transcontinental influences, exchanges, and reconfigurations.

Specialized subjects, such as Communication and Media, Political and In-
stitutional Discourses, American Feminism seek to strengthen correlations and
encourage contextualization, connecting cultural products to broader social,
ideological, and institutional frameworks, and foregrounding transnational
perspectives central to contemporary American Studies. The curriculum has
been constantly revised via consultation with professors, students, graduates,
and future employers, through periodic evaluation procedures and adjustment
to evolving perspectives. For instance, the growing emphasis on research com-
petencies and professional applicability has led to the addition of courses such
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as Research Ethics, Methods, and Practice. Similarly, US Prose courses have
been supplemented by Poetry and Drama, broadening literary genre coverage,
while electives such as Transmedia and Historical Discourses have expanded the
curriculum toward newer interpretive frameworks.

This dynamic program has been driven by strategic education and examina-
tion objectives, defined to provide essential knowledge of the literary, histor-
ical, cultural, and institutional forces shaping the United States, while devel-
oping complementary competencies, cognitive, critical and analytical abilities,
academic dialogue and independent argumentation. Through individual and
collective tasks, the program has engaged MA students in research activities,
fostering original projects and effective dissemination, including publication
(10 student essay volumes in the 2014-2026 EUV American Studies series). It
thus became the university’s primary source of Ph.D. candidates in English
Philology.

Data from the latest program evaluation (June 2024) revealed that students
most value the program’s emphasis on multilingualism, cultural awareness, and
civic competence. They also identified key strengths, including teaching meth-
ods, staff quality, assessment practices, feedback mechanisms, bibliographic
resources, teaching materials, and infrastructure (see figure below).

Please indicate the extent to which you are satisfied with the following aspects of the university study program you are currently enrolled in:

W Toavery small extent M Toasmall extent W Tosome extent M Toa great extent Ml To a very great extent

11

Teaching Assessment Feedback Bibliographic Teaching materials Institutional
methods methods collection resources. nstructional tooe infrastructure melea:hng
mechanisms
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These aggregated results suggest that the program has grown from a success-
ful MA specialization to an important regional platform for internationally
oriented, critically engaged humanities. Beyond teaching and research, the
program’s interdisciplinary education model has shaped the learning experi-
ence and contributed to community-building by spin-offs and extracurricular
activities that will be illustrated in what follows.

Research Practice: Necessity and Continuity

As a form of socialization into global academic practices, the Research Practice
course was developed in line with institutional requirements for research activ-
ities and measurable learning outcomes, while also functioning as a structured
immersion into the culture of an emerging American Studies center. It com-
plements the program’s emphasis on research-based teaching by familiarizing
students with the expectations, routines, and norms of academic work through
hands-on approaches. Specifically, students are guided through the process of
drafting a research proposal (focused literature review, identifying potential
publication venues, assembling a portfolio). The syllabus highlights practical
topics (assessment of research questions, academic sources, peer review prac-
tices, research impact, and publication metrics) and requires participation in
at least one American Studies academic event outside class (public lectures by
visiting professors, mostly via the Fulbright program).

The blend of guided autonomy and institutional anchoring turns partic-
ular program outcomes into verifiable skills, also meant to strengthen the
BA-MA-Ph.D. continuity, as research practice operates as a hinge between
undergraduate study, the interdisciplinary MA curriculum, and subsequent
doctoral endeavors. More ambitious and complex practices (project writing,
networking, dissemination) required a larger American Studies ecosystem, for
students to assess interests, refine a scholarly voice, and assume membership in
a growing community. Hence, the creation of The American Studies Center

(CSAM).
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University without Walls: CSAM, Academic Networking,
and Community Building

Founded in 2022 as a resourceful spin-off of the American Studies MA pro-
gram, CSAM (The American Studies Center <https://csam-uvt.e-uvt.ro/>)
rapidly developed into a thriving community dedicated to bridging academia
and broader socio-cultural actors. As such, CSAM can be understood as a
form of public-facing or community-engaged American Studies, extending the
program’s pedagogical aims beyond the classroom into thelocal cultural sphere.
In the context of Timisoara — a multilingual urban environment with diverse
publics — such initiatives respond to a need to situate the study of the United
States within locally meaningful conversations and civic practices. The Center
has pursued its mission based on the principles of its founding documents.
They include the transfer of knowledge and research into pragmatic communal
contexts (Art. s.2.), openness toward society via development of analytical
skillsand application of theory in practical situations (Art. 6.2.), and active pro-
motion of American Studies within the socio-cultural sphere (Art. 7.). Over
the past three years, the Center’s activities have demonstrated its commitment
to these goals by fostering sustained collaboration among students, faculty, and
community partners.

At its core, CSAM is an institutional tool for promoting cross-cultural
understanding and democratic values. It brings together students, researchers,
faculty, community members, and institutional partners to participate in
projects and events which connect educational content and research results
with contemporary social and professional contexts. One of CSAM’s crucial
beliefs is that academia should contribute to pluralism, inclusiveness, and
awareness-raising. Therefore, it has created a space for community members to
engage through education in global and local contexts alike, while emphasizing
American Studies’ relevance for wider circles as well.

CSAM’s activity illustrates the conviction that disciplinary rigor must be
doubled by community relevance, while academic gains become vital once


https://csam-uvt.e-uvt.ro/

TUCAN, CHEVERESAN, BANICERU, BERCUCI, ORAVITAN, American Studies in Timisoara 251

transferred as developed skills into cultural and civic life. One significant way
in which CSAM builds community is through its extensive portfolio of public
lectures. Reflecting CSAM’s research agenda (cultural policies, world crises,
media literacy), these lectures engage both specialized and broader audiences,
while creating spaces for communal dialogue around contemporary issues.
Beyond its lecture series, CSAM has developed collaborative projects aimed
at strengthening academic and public networks. These collaborations further
position CSAM as a mediator between global academic discourses and local
institutional and cultural frameworks.

The American Studies Book and Movie Club is one of CSAM’s core
community-building activities. Meeting monthly, the club organizes student-
led discussions that address socio-cultural and historical topics relevant to the
US, creating a space for informed debate and critical engagement. The club’s
membership is diverse, welcoming participants from all disciplines, as well
as Fulbright lecturers, and alumni and fostering dialogue across generations
and backgrounds. This interdisciplinary mix tends to generate complemen-
tary perspectives, as literary and cultural readings are often enriched by tech-
nological, psychological, and socially pragmatic approaches. Moreover, the
annual Symposium of Students in English is a long-standing tradition. Since
its inception, CSAM has become actively involved by coordinating student
research and developing dedicated sections, where the MA students present
their ongoing projects. For instance, CSAM-hosted internships resulted in the
2025 America Meets Japan and Eco-Visions panels, which included research
on cultural intersections, ecocriticism, film, and American literature. Beyond
research training for students, such activities represent a model for successful
transition from coursework to research production. Thus, CSAM contributes
to shaping disciplinary knowledge and student engagement with academic
networks and transnational intellectual exchange.
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CSAM: Collaborative Research and Institutional Activi-
ties

Launched in 2022, the CSAM Fulbright Lecture Series builds on the program’s
longstanding collaboration with the Romanian-US Fulbright Commission
since 2004. Fulbright lecturers at Romanian universities are regularly hosted
by CSAM and offer public-facing events on topical US-related issues. The
series has functioned as a public humanities initiative, promoting specific re-
search topics and engaging the community in related discussions, including
through the academic and public venues where they are hosted. Importantly,
these collaborations do not simply import US perspectives into the local aca-
demic space; they also create opportunities for dialogue through which such
perspectives are recontextualized and reinterpreted from within Romanian
and broader East-Central European frameworks.

Similarly, a larger project focused on public engagement and capacity
building, understood here as the development of institutional, research, and
community-oriented competencies was “Researching America from Tim-
isoara 2023: Community-Building, Innovation, Internationalization.” Via
this one-year Fulbright Institutional Development Grant, four specialists from
Harvard, Yale, Virginia Commonwealth, and Montana Tech held lectures and
workshops on research and community project development, grant writing,
journal editing, program management, curriculum development, faculty and
student mobility, partnerships, and fundraising. The project strengthened
CSAM’s partnerships with these universities, establishing Erasmus agreements
and memoranda of understanding for future collaboration. It also enabled
CSAM tojoin specialized networks such as CHCI (Consortium of Humanities
Centers and Institutes) and ECHIC (European Consortium for Humanities
Institutes and Centres).
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Conclusions: Challenges and Lessons Learnt

Throughout the two-decade existence of the American Studies MA program
in Timisoara, significant challenges have ranged from securing funding to de-
veloping and refining its curriculum. The key lessons of this team’s experience
have concerned interdisciplinary flexibility (emerging subjects and methodolo-
gies have triggered careful revision of the curriculum), fresh, global perspec-
tives (not ready-made models, to be adopted uncritically, but rather mediated,
translated, and at times challenged by local academic and cultural contexts),
and public engagement (connecting academic studies with real-world applica-
tions). The Timisoara experience thus suggests that teaching American Studies
from outside the United States can be particularly productive, as it encourages
both critical distance and circumstantial reinterpretation, since the field cannot
be simply transferred from one setting to another, but reshaped by specific
institutional realities, intellectual traditions, and regional concerns.

The identified areas for potential improvement include increased commu-
nity engagement through stronger institutional partnerships, capable of deep-
ening the program’s impact on broader audiences, alumni support through
networking and job placement mechanisms for students, and efficient and
updated study paths, all meant to shape the American Studies program’s and
center’s future directions. This also highlights structural constraints that go
beyond the program per se, affecting the future of American Studies outside
the US more broadly: limited, competitive funding, the need for worldwide
partnerships for visibility and development, the challenge of sustaining inter-
disciplinary humanities within changing institutional and geopolitical condi-
tions. These realities suggest that the field’s evolution will depend on intel-
lectual adaptability as much as on the capacity to build durable networks,
secure bureaucratic support, and maintain a balance between international
collaboration and locally grounded knowledge production.
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Introduction

Unlike any generation before us, we possess an unprecedented depth of knowl-
edge about the environmental crises shaping contemporary life, yet we con-
tinue to struggle to translate this awareness into sustained collective action.
This raises a pedagogical question for American Studies: how can teaching and
research cultivate critical literacy about climate change and a durable sense of
agency among students?

This essay proposes sustainable American Studies as a praxis-oriented ap-
proach that mobilizes the university campus as a material and symbolic site for
locally grounded and transnationally connected engagements. Sustainability
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should be treated not merely as an economic or policy discourse, but as a
cultural, ethical, and pedagogical practice within the humanities, linking en-
vironmental knowledge to questions of narrative, memory, and responsibil-
ity. I introduce TOPO (Theory, Organization, Performance, Outreach) as a
place-based framework, outlined below and illustrated through the RUDESA
Spring Academy

Sustainable American Studies

My approach conceptualizes sustainability as a humanistic practice that ex-
ceeds technocratic problem-solving, foregrounding the cultural work through
which environmental crises become intelligible, contestable, and actionable.
Following ecocriticism’s transnational turn, which foregrounds the circulation
of environmental narratives, practices, and imaginaries beyond the confines of
the nation-state, this project situates sustainable American Studies within a
broader constellation of theoretical frameworks.?> Drawing on transnational
American Studies (Fishkin; Hebel; Hornung), it conceptualizes cultural, polit-
ical, economic, and technological processes as relational and multiscalar. Atthe
same time, insights from memory studies (Nora; Assmann) and performance
studies (Taylor; Butler) foreground the ways in which knowledge, history,

1

RUDESA is an acronym formed from the initial letters of Radboud University (RU),
the University of Duisburg-Essen (UDE), and the United States of America (USA); at the
same time, Canada figures centrally in the Spring Academy’s transatlantic and transna-
tional foci.

* By “technocratic problem-solving,” I refer to policy and governance approaches that

frame sustainability challenges as primarily technical issues to be addressed through expert
knowledge and instrumental solutions. This usage should not be confused with pedagog-
ical models of problem-oriented learning (e.g. Pfaff), which emphasize student-centered,
inquiry-based engagement with real-world problems as a mode of knowledge acquisition.

> The concept of sustainable American Studies has been worked out in more detail in

my publication The Environment in Sustainable American Studies. Powered by Nature
(2026, forthcoming).
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and identity are mediated through embodied, situated practices. Engaging
further with theories of affect and embodiment (Sedgwick; Berlant; Ahmed),
as well as approaches to service learning in American Studies (Ellison), this
framework establishes the conceptual groundwork for TOPO as a pedagogical
and analytical model that reconfigures the environmental humanities through
transnational, experiential, and critically engaged perspectives.

Sustainable American Studies draws on the discipline’s long-standing criti-
cal attention to human-nature relations while rethinking the conditions under
which knowledge is produced and circulated. Grounded in the environmental
humanities, this approach builds on the evolving trajectory of ecocriticism,
from its early focus on nature writing and conservation (Glotfelty; Fromm),
through its expansion toward social, ethical, and political critique (Bate; Kroe-
ber; Buell), to its more recent engagement with globalization, environmental
justice, and transnational perspectives (Heise). It further incorporates post-
humanist and material approaches that foreground the agency of human and
nonhuman actors (Iovino and Oppermann; Morton 2007; Morton 2013),
alongside a sustained commitment to environmental justice and equity (Sze).
Emerging directions, such as Indigenous and decolonial ecologies and affective,
embodied engagements with climate crisis, further expand this field’s critical
and methodological scope (Gémez-Barris; Gilio-Whitaker; Stoknes).

If environmental crisis exceeds any single discipline, as Lawrence Buell em-
phasizes, then American Studies — precisely because of its methodological
plurality — can function as a connective infrastructure for interdisciplinary
research and teaching (vi). In this sense, Sustainable American Studies not only
engages environmental questions as objects of study but also reconfigures the
epistemological and pedagogical frameworks through which such questions
are approached, linking cultural analysis with experiential, transnational, and
action-oriented modes of inquiry. The aim is not only to interpret environ-
mental narratives but to connect interpretive work to climate-oriented praxis:
connecting research and pedagogy to public engagement, in line with service-
learning and public humanities approaches (Bringle; Deans; Furco; Eyler and
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Giles Jr.; Ellison; Ellison and Eatman). In this sense, Sustainable American

Studies is both an intellectual orientation and an institutional practice.

TOPO and Grounding

TOPO is a place-based framework grounded in topophilia (Tuan 1), the af-
fective and ethical attachment to place.* TOPO is anchored in grounding an
epistemological stance that treats place as constitutive of learning and interpre-
tation.’

TOPO consists of four interrelated dimensions:

* Theory, linking Ecocriticism, Transnational Studies, and Memory Stud-

ies.
* Organization, institutional structures enabling such work.

* Performance, symbolic and aesthetic practices and the struggle for free-
dom.

* Outreach, public-facing and collaborative work.

Together, these dimensions connect research, pedagogy, and public humani-
ties through a shared commitment to place-based responsibility.6

*  The term “sustainability” needs to play a more important role, as Ursula Heise already

argued in “Ecocriticism and the Transnational Turn in American Studies” (2008): “A more
sustained engagement with theories of cultural globalization and a finer-grained analysis
of the conflicts and confluences between cultural, economic, political, and technological
globalization processes might help to fight this enduring temptation, and to catalyze
ecocriticism’s own transnational turn.” (401)

5 The TOPO framework builds on the concept of grounding as conceived and developed
by Barbara Buchenau and Frank Mehring as the conceptual foundation for an international
Spring Academy. <https:/www.uni-due.de/amerikanistik/rudesa.php>.

¢ In the following, one project will be presented due to limitations of scope. Other

examples include work on soft power, as well as art and climate change such as Beuys Land.
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Figure 1: TOPO framework illustrating four core dimensions of topophilia © F.
Mehring.

The RUDESA Spring Academy as a TOPO Case Study

The RUDESA Spring Academy provides a framework for place-based and
transnational teaching. It brings together graduate students and faculty to en-
gage in intensive, site-based learning that connects American Studies, memory
studies, and public humanities.

The program operationalizes TOPO across teaching, collaboration, and
public engagement. At the level of Theory, the program foregrounds multina-
tional and comparative perspectives on memory cultures in the Dutch-German
border region, with particular attention to the historical and ethical signifi-
cance of the liberation of Europe and the European Recovery Program (Berk

Sustainable American Studies is tied in with the Radboud Institute for Culture and History.
<https://radboud-institute- for- culture-and-history/environmental- humanities>.
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and Bloemendal; Mehring Songs; Rosendaal). These processes of liberation
and remembrance are approached not as national narratives, but as transna-
tional constellations shaped by intersecting histories, media, and commemora-
tive practices.

Organization is realized through sustained institutional cooperation, shared
curriculum design, and long-term partnerships with cultural institutions. The
Spring Academy extends the classroom across national borders and into mu-
seums, memorial sites, and archives, thereby embedding sustainability into
academic infrastructures rather than treating it as an add-on. Students work
in international teams, developing research projects that unfold over multiple
phases and culminate in publicly visible outputs.

The program’s pedagogical design foregrounds Performance as experiential
and embodied learning. Workshops, excursions, and site visits function as
performative encounters with history and place, enabling students to engage
with memory cultures not only as objects of analysis but as lived and spatially
situated practices. Finally, Outreach ensures that student research circulates
beyond the university through exhibitions, digital publications, and collabo-
rations with museums and memorial organizations. In this way, the Spring
Academy exemplifies how TOPO can structure sustainable American Studies
as an integrated ecosystem of research, teaching, and public engagement.

“Finding the Cost of Freedom”: Grounding Transnational
Memory Work

The theme Finding the Cost of Freedom: Commemorating Canadian Liberators
through Personal Life Stories builds on the premise that freedom and democ-
racy are not abstract ideals but historically produced and spatially situated
achievements. The Canadian War Cemetery in Groesbeek becomes a focal site
for examining the cost of freedom as a human and ethical reality.

Each headstone marks an individual life shaped in Canada and ended in the
violent struggle to liberate the Netherlands and Germany. By foregrounding
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Figure 2: Students from both sides of the German-Dutch border read out life
stories of liberators buried at the Canadian War Cemetery.

individual biographies rather than anonymous casualty figures, the project
reframes liberation as the cumulative result of personal sacrifices. This shift
exemplifies grounding as an epistemological stance: knowledge emerges from
sustained attention to particular lives in particular places.

The Spring Academy operationalizes this grounding through a carefully
staged sequence of experiential learning practices. Students begin with visits
to the Freedom Museum in Groesbeek, where they encounter historical narra-
tives of the liberation of the Dutch-German border region and analyze cura-
torial strategies that translate complex histories into visual and narrative form.
Field trips to the Canadian War Cemetery constitute a central performative
dimension. Standing among the rows of graves, students encounter history as
a spatial and affective presence rather than as distant past.
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Working in collaboration with the Freedom Museum, cemetery guides, and
the Faces to Graves Foundation,” students conduct archival research to re-
construct short life stories. They consult original documents, photographs,
and military records, and possibly establish contact with Canadian families.
This research phase exemplifies grounding as a material and ethical practice:
students learn to navigate fragmentary archives, assess sources critically, and
write responsibly about lives cut short. Composing a biography thus becomes
both a scholarly exercise and a commemorative act. The results were presented
in exhibitions and digital formats at the Canadian Embassy in Berlin as part of
the Deutsch-Kanadische Gesellschaft e.V. (DKG) in February 2025 and then at
the Canadian Embassy to the Kingdom of the Netherlands in Wassenaar, near
The Hague.

From Student Research to Public Humanities

Student research is presented in public-facing formats. A key outcome is
a bilingual publication Faces of Liberation. The book presents more than
one hundred illustrated life stories pairing portrait photographs with concise
biographies. The sustained focus on Canadian liberators is particularly sig-
nificant in a memory culture often dominated by US-centered narratives of
World War II. While the role of the United States remains historically crucial,
its prominence in popular culture can overshadow the contributions of other
Allied nations, particularly in the German Dutch border region. Faces of
Liberation counters this imbalance by foregrounding Canada’s decisive and
costly role in the liberation of the border region and by emphasizing the multi-
national character of Allied victory.

As a case study, the project demonstrates how TOPO and grounding can

7 TheFacesto Graves Foundation isa Dutch non-profit organization that honors Allied
soldiers - especially those buried at the Groesbeek Canadian War Cemetery in the Nether-
lands - by researching, compiling, and publishing their life stories along with photographs
to ensure they are remembered and never forgotten.
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Figure 3: Students from University of Duisburg-Essen and Radboud University
present their exhibition posters with life stories of liberators at the Canadian Em-
bassy in Berlin.

shape sustainable American Studies teaching. Sustainability here refers not
only to ecological concerns but also to the long-term cultivation of historical
consciousness, ethical awareness, and democratic values. By connecting North
American histories to European sites of memory, the project challenges na-
tional exceptionalism and foregrounds interdependence. Students encounter
“America” not as a distant object of study but as a historical force materially
embedded in thelandscapes they inhabit, study within, and research. Through
this shift, sustainable American Studies moves from interpretation to participa-
tion, from classroom to place, and from national narrative to shared memory.
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Figure 4: Presentation of English and Dutch version of Faces of Liberation at the
Canadian Embassy in Wassenaar, NL with ambassador Hugh Adsett (holding the
book) and Dutch and German students at the occasion of the 8oth anniversary of
the liberation of the Netherlands.

Implications and Conclusions

This essay proposes sustainable American Studies as a place-based, praxis-
oriented approach. By conceptualizing sustainability as a cultural, ethical, and
pedagogical practice rather than a purely economic or policy-driven discourse,
sustainable American Studies repositions the discipline as a critical site for
addressing the intertwined crises of climate change, historical amnesia, and
democratic fragility.

One central implication concerns the role of place in American Studies
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pedagogy. The case study demonstrates how place-based learning connects
environmental humanities, memory studies, and public scholarship. Ground-
ing teaching in local landscapes and institutions allows abstract concepts such
as freedom, responsibility, and sustainability to acquire material and affective
meaning.

TOPO positions students as active participants in knowledge production
through research, collaboration, and public dissemination. This fosters agency
and highlights the role of the humanities as a public good. More broadly,
the project underscores the transnational character of American Studies and
challenges national frameworks by foregrounding interdependence and shared

memory.
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In 2024, while Alex Kuo (1939-2025) and I were working on the first Italian
translation of his short stories (Collusioni), he sent me a new poem. “About a
month ago, I wrote my first poem in about forty years,” he wrote in his email.
The text, published here posthumously for the first time, is titled “My Mother
Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday.” The poem emerged during a period in
which our exchanges frequently revolved around family history, memory, and
the difficult reconstruction of events that had long remained partially obscured
even to Kuo himself. It was also written around the time his wife, US scholar
Joan Burbick, published Erased (2024), her fictional memoir based on years of
archival and biographical research into Kuo’s family history in wartime China.

Alex Kuo was born in Boston in 1939 to Chinese parents temporarily in
the United States for academic work. Nine months later, the family moved
to Chonggqing, the capital of the Republic of China during the Second Sino-
Japanese War (1937-45), where Japanese aerial bombings, forced displacement,
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scarcity, and political instability shaped everyday life. Kuo’s father, the be-
haviorist psychologist Kuo Zing-Yang, belonged to the generation of Western-
educated intellectuals involved in the modernization projects of the Kuom-
intang state. Close to Chiang Kai-shek and aligned with the anti-communist
and technocratic vision of Republican China promoted by the Nationalist
government, he left behind a comfortable life in the United States to participate
in the construction of a modern post-war China under Kuomintang rule (Bur-
bick 73-74; 91-93). Kuo’s mother, Katherine Lin, embodied another dimension
of Republican China: the emergence of a highly educated female intellectual
class shaped by anti-traditional and cosmopolitan ideals. Educated in biology
at the National Central University in Nanjing and later in the United States,
she moved repeatedly across wartime geographies marked by occupation, dis-
placement, and political instability. In 1944, shortly after arriving with her son
in Chongging following a difficult journey from Japanese-occupied Shanghai,
she died under circumstances that remained obscure to Alex Kuo for decades.
After the war, the surviving family relocated to Hong Kong, where Kuo spent
his childhood and adolescence before returning to the United States in 1957
to pursue his education. At the University of Iowa he earned an MFA under
the guidance of Philip Roth and Donald Justice, then went on to build a
long career as both writer and professor, most notably at Washington State
University in the Pacific Northwest.

Throughout his life, Alex Kuo received contradictory accounts concerning
his mother’s death, and only late in life did archival research make a more
coherent reconstruction possible (Burbick). This experience left a lasting mark
on his writing, where the past rarely appears as something recovered intact
and instead takes shape through fragments, gaps, and competing versions of
events. Knowledge thus remains provisional and incomplete. This persistent
uncertainty lies at the center of Kuo’s literary imagination and informs his
understanding of history as something produced through transnational dis-
placement, violence, and interrupted transmission. Within this framework,
fiction and poetry do not resolve uncertainty so much as inhabit it, exploring
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how meaning emerges from contradictory testimonies, photographs, rumors,
bureaucratic records, and other traces of the past that never fully cohere into a
single account.

Kuo began his literary career as a poet publishing the collections The Win-
dow Tree (1971) and New Letters from Hiroshima and Other Poems (1974),
later followed by Changing the River (1986), This Fierce Geography (1998),
Chinaman’s Chance: New and Selected Poems 1960-2010 (2011), and Meeting
Words at the Gate (2015). In the early poetry, history tends to appear obliquely,
filtered through landscapes, recurring natural and cosmological images, and
meditations on perception itself. Shadows, birds, lakes, snow, and moonlight
recur throughout these collections, yet they rarely function as fixed symbols.
Instead, they register shifting emotional and perceptual states, giving form to
themes such as solitude, the fragility of intimacy, the disappearance of love, and
the experience of inhabiting a world in which memory and perception remain
precarious. Even when history enters these poems - as in the Hiroshima
sequence written from the haunting perspective of the Enola Gay crew - it
does so primarily through subjective experience and localized situations rather
than through an exploration of transnational geopolitical connections.

From the late 1980s onward, when appointments teaching American liter-
ature brought him back to China on a regular basis, Kuo increasingly turned
toward prose fiction, publishing the story collections Lipstick and Other Sto-
ries, which received the American Book Award in 2002, and White Jade and
Other Stories (2008), as well as numerous novels between 1998 and 2021. The
move into prose opened a different narrative space. His short stories and
novels develop an openly comparative and transnational perspective, drawing
unexpected connections between distant contexts without reducing them to
familiar oppositions, such as East and West, tradition and modernity, or democ-
racy and authoritarianism. Kuo’s writing ranges across disparate historical and
geopolitical settings in order to expose recurring configurations of violence and
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power: colonial occupation, racism, ideological language, bureaucratic classifi-
cation, environmental destruction, military repression. As a result, individual
lives are often constrained by forces that exceed their immediate experience.

Yet the distinction between poetry and prose, much like that between fiction
and historical accounts, remains fluid throughout his work. In a 2013 inter-
view for the now defunct online magazine The Ambassadors, Kuo remarked,
“I try not to make up anything, even in my fiction, unless it’s true.” The
remark captures a central feature of Kuo’s writing: fiction is not opposed to
historical knowledge but is one of the forms through which such knowledge is
produced. When direct access to the past remains partial, narrative becomes a
way of bringing disparate memories, experiences, and documentary traces into
a shared frame of meaning.

“My Mother Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday” occupies a singular po-
sition within this trajectory. After nearly four decades away from poetry, Kuo
returned to the form carrying with him many of the concerns and narrative
techniques that had come to define his prose. Questions of family history, war,
and planetary historical violence move to the center of the poem, which also
draws on formal strategies characteristic of his fiction, including fragmentation,
temporal instability, estrangement, and comparative juxtaposition. The text
therefore holds a unique place within Kuo’s oeuvre because, although it takes
the form of a poem, it remains structurally and ethically closer to hislater prose
writing.

The symbolic landscapes of the early collections largely recede here, giving
way to a voice more directly engaged with the historical scene, where private
memory and collective experience continually inform one another. Unlike his
stories and novels, however, this poem was written after the reconstruction
of his mother’s death, including the revelation that she had been murdered

' The original link to the magazine is no longer accessible. The archived home page

of the issue can still be reached at <https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http:
//ambassadors.net/archives/issues4/>.


https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http://ambassadors.net/archives/issue34/
https://web.archive.org/web/20170904062138/http://ambassadors.net/archives/issue34/
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by his father Kuo Zing-Yang after he had entered into a relationship with
Liu Daiyu, the wife of Yaoming, his son from a previous marriage (Burbick
243-44). Yet, as in Kuo’s prose, the discovery does not bring the story to a
point of closure. By the time the archival record yielded a more coherent
account, the mother’ absence had already generated decades of speculation
and imaginative reconstruction. The newly recovered facts enter that history
rather than replace it.

The continuity with Kuo’s prose is already suggested by the title. “My
Mother Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday” begins by suspending the
distinction on which chronology depends, leaving it unclear whether the poem
speaks from the present or the past, or whether such a distinction still matters
at all, with “today” and “yesterday” functioning as interchangeable temporal-
ities within the mother’s story. Kuo reinforces this temporal indeterminacy
through his use of verbal tense, a crucial feature of his prose writing as well,
where grammatical markers of time rarely secure narrative clarity and instead
blur the boundaries between memory, narration, and historical recurrence
(Collusioni). References to time accumulate throughout the poem — “the

» » «

burning clock,” “the present tense,” “late into that dark morning,” “eighty
years ago,” “Thursday,” “today” — but they do not organize events into a
recoverable sequence. Rather, the poem allows different moments to coexist,
so that the wartime past remains active within the present of speech.

The dedication to Katherine intensifies this continuity. The poem addresses
the mother through the name Kuo knew for most of his life, before discovering
her Chinese name, Lin Qui Fang. Even after the reconstruction of her story,
the poem preserves the earlier name, retaining the affective and partial form
in which the mother had existed throughout most of Kuo’s life. Katherine
is defined as one “who has never walked / away, ever, not even in war.” The
mirroring of Katherine and war across the two dedicatory lines, together with
the insistence of “never” and “ever,” transforms the dedication into something
larger than private remembrance. The lines set up a tension between the

narrative of disappearance because of the war, which had circulated within the
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family memory for decades, and a counter-assertion of uninterrupted presence.
By using a double negation “never [...] not even,” the poem resists linking
Katherine entirely to the logic of historical catastrophe.

Speech itself enters the poem in a similarly deferred manner. The opening
tercet announces “these were her words,” yet those words remain initially
withheld so that the poem unfolds in anticipation of an utterance that arrives

» <«

only at the end. In the meantime, phrases such as “her words,” “still working,”
“walking away,” and “the burning clock” are linked through sonic echoes and
patterns of movement that blur the distinction between speaker, action, and
memory. In fact, the poem is concerned less with reconstructing a recoverable
past than with reopening a space from which the mother might speak. When,
in the final line, the poem reveals the mother’s words — “walk on” — it activates a
principle of variation characteristic of Kuo’s writing more broadly. The earlier
“walk away,” associated with disappearance and with the family narrative Kuo
repeatedly contests, is transformed into an injunction that keeps the poem
moving forward rather than closing it down. Through the final imperative, the
mother assumes the position of the speaking subject, intervening in the poem
and reclaiming a voicelong obscured by patriarchal violence and the distortions
of family memory.

The mother’s walk to work unfolds against a landscape marked by the
traces of war. The poem moves abruptly from ordinary routines to images of

» « » «

destruction: “shattered glass,” “empty / plastic water bottles,

sudden / spent
cartridges stuck between / cement cracks or left in slippery mud.” The dense

» «

alliteration of “shattered,” “sudden,” “spent,” and “stuck” creates a sonic accu-
mulation in which language itself seems caught within debris and suspension.
These remnants appear at once discarded and stubbornly present. Rather
than serving as background detail, they suggest the persistence of histories that
continue to intrude upon everyday life long after the events themselves have

passed.



Introduction to Alex Kuo’s Poem “My Mother Walked to Work / Today or Yesterday” 281

Within this context, the poem’s repeated insistence on lateness acquires a
broader historical resonance. The warning is not simply that Katherine is
“running late” for work. The poem explicitly rejects such ordinary framing
- “not / another late-for-work” since “none was there” — suggesting instead a
more diffuse historical alertness whose referent remains unstable. Instead, the
meaning of the warning emerges only when “caught in a b&w combat photo-
graph” that brings into the picture “every space / between West Bank or was it
east, Hiroshima or / Nagasaki.” As in Kuo’s prose fiction, geographically and
temporally distant situations are never presented as isolated historical episodes
but placed into relation through recurring structures of militarized historical
violence. The movement between the West Bank and the atomic bombings of
Japan constructs a chain of implication across different geopolitical contexts.
The reference to “heavy water Hanford or Oak Ridge” further enlarges this
network by implicating the United States within this global historical constel-
lation. Hanford (Washington) and Oak Ridge (Tennessee), the secret sites
of the Manhattan Project responsible for the production of atomic materials,
appear as active nodes within the poem’s circulation of past and present war,
technology, genocide, and planetary destruction. As often in Kuo’s fiction,
personal memory becomes inseparable from larger historical systems. Never
merely domestic, the mother’s walk to work becomes entangled with larger
histories of war, migration, labor, and empire.

This relational movement also carries an ethical force. In the central tercets,
the repeated appearance of the verb “to count” - “not enough light to count
every space,” “poetry or journalism any way / you count it” — recalls what Wen
Jin has identified in Kuo’s fiction as “the logical linkage between giving a count
and giving an account” (132). Counting, Wen Jin argues, becomes a political
act because it constructs relations among dispersed events, lives, and histo-
ries, while simultaneously determining which stories become visible within
historical narrative. The poem repeatedly places the reader in this position
of ac/counting. Whether through poetry or journalism, fiction or historical
testimony, what matters is not the production of a definitive account, but the
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ethical recognition that distant histories and conflicts cannot remain distant.
The first-person plural that intermittently surfaces near the end of the poem
extends this implication outward: the reader, too, becomes involved within
these networks of relation and shared responsibility. Once histories become
interconnected through narration, there is no stable position outside them. By
showing accountability, storytelling prevents violence from disappearing into
historical abstraction.

The poem ends where it begins, with a refusal to separate past and present
into distinct temporal domains. By the poem’s closing lines, however, the
temporal uncertainty announced in the title has condensed around a recurring
day, the three-time repeated Thursday. Neither fully anchored in the wartime
past nor confined to the present of writing, Thursday becomes a point at
which different temporalities converge, bringing them briefly into contact and
allowing the mother’s words to be heard again. Her final words, “walk on,” do

not bring the poem to a conclusion so much as set it in motion once again.
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My Mother Walked to Work
Today or Yesterday

ALEX Kuo

REPRODUCED COURTESY OF JOAN BURBICK

For Katherine who has never walked
away, ever, not even in war

These were her words by that burning clock
still working in the present tense
walking away late into that dark morning

over shattered glass and empty
plastic water bottles and sudden
spent cartridges stuck between

cement cracks or left in slippery mud
to remind her running late, not late again, not
another late-for-work though none was there but
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caught in a b&w combat photograph because
there was not enough light to count every space
between West Bank or was it east, Hiroshima or

Nagasaki, and weighted down by heavy water
Hanford or Oak Ridge, poetry or journalism any way
you count it, either way we’ll guess that one right

with no capital or capitol holding us back now
and reading her right it was just yesterday
or today I found myself carrying my own body

in her arms to some makeshift eighty-years
ago and there it was Thursday or Thursday
today another Thursday, Katherine said walk on

ALex Kuo
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Gabrielle Barfoot (1949 - 2025)

Il 1° dicembre 2025 ¢ mancata Gabrielle Barfoot, che nell’ultimo decennio aveva
collaborato, in qualitd di language editor, con la redazione di RSAJournal,
contribuendo alla qualita della rivista con la sua considerevole competenza
linguistica e letteraria.

Nata a Belfast il 28 dicembre 1949, aveva conseguito un honors degree in
inglese e italiano presso la Queen’s University of Belfast nel 1972. Presso il
medesimo ateneo, era stata Ricercatrice di Lingua e letteratura italiana dal 1976
al 1986. Dopo essersi trasferita in Italia, aveva ricoperto il ruolo di Lettrice di
Lingua inglese presso I'Universita di Trieste dal 1986 al 2015. Durante quel pe-
riodo aveva anche insegnato Letteratura inglese, concentrandosi sul romanzo
vittoriano.

La sua attivitd di ricerca, Spesso caratterizzata da un approccio compara-
tistico, spaziava dalla letteratura italiana a quella britannica e statunitense,
come testimoniano titoli quali “Dante in T.S. Eliot’s Criticism” (1972), “The
Theme of Usury in Dante and Pound” (1976), e “Eugenio Montale and
Thomas Hardy” (1990). Animata da una inesauribile curiosita intellettuale e
un’autentica passione per la letteratura e la critica letteraria, aveva collaborato
con la redazione della rivista di stranieristica Prospero (Universita di Trieste) e,
come gia menzionato, con la redazione di RS.AJournal. Nel 2015 aveva inoltre
partecipato alla revisione degli atti del 22° convegno biennale del’AISNA, Dis-
courses of Emancipation and the Boundaries of Freedom. Il lavoro che svolgeva
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per RS AJournal le stava particolarmente a cuore perché le consentiva di tenersi
al corrente sugli studi piti recenti nel campo dell’americanistica.
11 suo prezioso lavoro non sara dimenticato.

Leonardo Buonomo
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Gabriella Ferruggia (1948 - 2026)

Maria Gabriella Ferruggia Codignola ci ha lasciato il 7 gennaio 2026 a Milano,
dove aveva vissuto dal 2016. Nataa Catanianel 1948, e nel cuore rimasta sempre
una vera siciliana, Gabriella aveva studiato a The Towers Convent School
presso le Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament a Upper Beeding, nel West Sussex,
in Inghilterra; ai licei Andrea D'Oria di Genova e Goffredo Mameli di Roma;
e poi all'Universita di Roma, dove si era specializzata in lettere classiche.

Si era quindi dedicata alla letteratura americana come Fulbright-Hays
Scholar alla Bowling Green State University, in Ohio, negli Stati Uniti. Aveva
poi insegnato letteratura americana presso le universita di Salerno, Pisa, Roma
e Genova, alternando periodi di studio e ricerca presso i Salzburg Seminars in
American Studies, la University of Virginia e la City University of New York.
Insegnante attenta, gentile e mai sopra le righe, Gabriella era molto amata dai
suoi studenti.

Aveva cominciato interessandosi al Black Theater e al poeta e drammaturgo
LeRoi Jones e poi era passata a studiare la cosiddetta “letteratura proletaria”
americana, Michael Gold tra gli altri, dimostrando che i cosiddetti autori “pro-
letari” rispondevano ben poco alla direttive provenienti dalla Mosca staliniana.
Un po' annoiata dalla qualita di questi scritti, nei quali secondo lei I'ideologia
soffocavala creativita, Gabriella era in seguito approdata a John Dos Passos e ad
autrici quali Katherine Anne Porter, Grace Paley, Ann Petry, Anzia Yezierska
e Edith Wharton.
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Gabriella amava la musica classica e aveva sviluppato una passione non
comune per i compositori del Novecento. Benché non fosse in grado di cantare
tre note di seguito di Stille Nacht, Frére Jacques, o Baa Baa Black Sheep, era
diventata un’appassionata di opera lirica, titolare di abbonamenti annuali al
Teatro dell' Opera di Roma, al Teatro Carlo Felice di Genova e al Teatro alla
Scala di Milano. Gli amici e i colleghi ne ricordano lintelligenza raffinata, la
sottile ironia, I'eleganza del portamento e la dolcezza della voce.

Gabriella lascia Luca Codignola, marito di cinquantatré anni e storico, ¢ la
figlia Federica, docente di marketing ed economia dell'impresa all'Universita di
Milano-Bicocca.

Luca Codignola
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