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ABSTRACT: 
My dissertation examines the formal effects of time, memory, and failure in 

representative American novels, asserting that failures of interpretation and representation 

constitute a positive “ability to not-find” essential to the form of the novel. This concept of 

constitutive failure comes from revisiting Georg Lukács’ foundational text The Theory of the 

Novel and re-translating select passages to open up a new line of inquiry into novelistic form by 

recovering compound nouns Lukács coined that have been until now lost in translation. The 

ubiquitous Anna Bostock translation of The Theory of The Novel which English-speaking 

scholars have been using since the 1960s translates these key terms without noting the compound 

nouns Lukács coined specifically to make his argument about the interrelationship between time 

and form in the novel. While Lukács deploys these terms across his Theory, this single sentence 

in the original German of Die Theorie des Romans, is key: “Nur im Roman, dessen Stoff das 

Suchen-müssen und das Nicht-finden-Können des Wesens ausmacht, ist die Zeit mit der Form 

mitgesetzt” (66).  The Bostock translation is mostly correct here, aside for the tricky middle with 

the two compound noun terms. These hyphenated constructions bear far more complex 

connotations than the simple translation of “seeking and failing to find the essence” (122). 

Considering the fluidity of connotations for each term, I translate this sentence as “Only in the 

Novel, whose very substance unveils the imperative-to-seek and ability-to-not-find of being, is 

time posited together with form.” While “Nicht-finden-Können” can also plausibly be read as 

“the inability to find,” my positive, paradoxical rendering as “the ability to not-find” is more 

useful for an analysis of novelistic form and temporality. 

I use Lukács’ theory as a springboard to analyze four exemplary American novels: 

Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland, Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, William Faulkner’s As I 

Lay Dying, and Thomas Pynchon’s Inherent Vice. My analysis observes the contaminations and 
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mutations on the level of language within each novel—transformations that serve as traces of the 

formal effects of time, in particular the temporal forces of memory and hope, which Lukács 

describes as key “creative forces” essential to novel form. American novels, in particular, have a 

strange relationship to memory and hope as a result of the American nation’s own perverse 

relationship to past and future: a future formerly defined by a now-gone frontier, and a genocidal 

history that is forcibly forgotten. The residues of the corrosive past and the uncertainty of a 

coherent national future haunt the content and form of these novels. My analysis of Brockden 

Brown’s Wieland hinges upon the haunting of a repressed past that lurks in the substrate of the 

novel, wreaking formal havoc on narrative attempts to recount past events in a linear and 

coherent fashion. Melville’s Moby-Dick resists interpretation by any methodology because, as 

my analysis suggests, uninterpretability is the very essence of its form and content. My chapter 

on Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying examines the use of animal figures (buzzards, the fish, cows) to 

represent the passage of time; these figurations are doomed to incoherency, but their failures 

reveal the full force of time’s effects. The final chapter, on Pynchon’s Inherent Vice, explores the 

inability to find narrative closure—for the national memory and the novel itself—and the 

satisfaction possible in embracing this inevitable failure. 

By exploring diverse methodologies and ways of reading, experimenting with digital 

methods of computer-assisted reading combined with the traditional rigor of close reading, my 

dissertation navigates vital new approaches to literary critique. A methodology of constitutive 

failure not only reveals truths about the form of American novels but also offers a new path 

forward for our field: moving away from contemporary disillusionment with critique to embrace 

a queer ability to not-find, which transforms frustration into illumination. 
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THE ABILITY TO NOT-FIND:  

FAILURE, MEMORY, AND HOPE IN THE AMERICAN NOVEL 

“Under certain circumstances failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing, unbecoming, 

not knowing may in fact offer more creative, more cooperative, more surprising ways of being in 

the world.” 

Jack Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure 

THE ABILITY TO NOT-FIND:  

 The “ability to not-find” is a theory of positive, constitutive failure I derive from my own 

partial re-translation of Georg Lukács’ The Theory of The Novel. My re-translation recognizes 

the possibility that Lukács’ statement—“Only in the novel, whose very matter is seeking and 

failing to find the essence, is time posited together with the form” (122)—revolves not around 

“seeking and failing to find” but rather—moreover—“the necessity to search and the ability to 

not-find” meaning and “essence” in the Novel. In this formulation of Lukács’ claim, the 

imperative to seek is coupled with a failure that is constitutive and positively framed: not as 

failure per se, but as an ability to not-find. This ability to not-find is essential to the form of the 

novel. In its broader context, this statement of Lukács’ reveals that the failure to find the essential 

meaning of the novel is a positive thing—the failure is itself the value or “meaning” that rewards 

the search: 

The positive thing, the affirmation which the very form of the novel expresses no matter 

how inconsolably sad its content may be, is not only that distant meaning which dawns 

with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and failure to find, but also the fullness 

of life which is revealed precisely through the manifold failures of the struggle and 
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search. The novel[’s]… song of comfort rings out of the dawning recognition that traces 

of1 lost meaning are to be found everywhere. (123)  

Lukács’ references here to the “search and failure to find” and the “manifold failures of the 

struggle and search” are explicit allusions to that key sentence on the previous page: “Only in the 

novel, whose very matter is seeking and failing to find the essence, is time posited together with 

the form” (122). This is, perhaps, the most important statement in Lukács’ Theory—at least for 

this project—but the ubiquitous Anna Bostock translation of The Theory of The Novel which 

English-speaking scholars have been using since the 1960s translates these key terms without 

noting the compound nouns Lukács coined specifically to make this argument about search and 

failure. 

 While the Bostock translation of this passage is not an incorrect rendering of Lukács’ 

words, something of the nuance and depth of this statement is lost in translation. In the original 

German of Die Theorie des Romans, this sentence reads: “Nur im Roman, dessen Stoff das 

Suchen-müssen und das Nicht-finden-Können des Wesens ausmacht, ist die Zeit mit der Form 

mitgesetzt” (Lukács 66). A partial re-translation renders this sentence as: “Only in the Novel, 

whose very matter reveals/unveils/opens (ausmacht) the Suchen-müssen and Nicht-finden-

Können of being, is time posited together with form.” It is evident that the Bostock translation is 

mostly correct here, aside for the tricky middle with the two compound noun terms. These 

hyphenated constructions—coined by Lukács—bear far more complex connotations than the 

simple translation of “seeking and failing to find.” Suchen-müssen expresses a necessity to 

search: combining the infinitive verb suchen with the modal müssen (like the English “must”) to 

create a compound noun expressing an inescapable and ongoing necessity of searching/seeking. 

                                                 
1 The 1990 MIT press edition of The Theory of The Novel has a typo in this passage, with “or” instead of the correct “of”—

the correct wording is obvious when the original German is consulted. 
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Nicht-finden-Können is similarly constructed, but can be read either as “the inability to find” or, 

more fittingly for this analysis, “the ability to not-find.” I find this paradoxical translation more 

helpful than the simple “failing to find” for understanding the form of the novel and its 

relationship to time. The presence of time in the form of the novel does not merely reveal a 

search and failure to find, but the work of the novel, its very form, its elemental construction 

(Stoff) reveals an inherent, inescapable necessity for seeking coupled with an ability to not-find 

the object of search. “Not-finding” is not a failure, either, but instead should be understood as a 

success: to be able to not-find, to be content with not-finding, means that the necessary search 

may be prolonged, and the dissonance within the novel and the lack of resolution at its ending 

may be not merely withstood — but found satisfying nonetheless. 

 In this passage from Lukács, the object of this endless search (that which we’re able to not-

find) is the linkage between temporality and form in the novel. In Lukács’ The Theory of the 

Novel, memory and hope are key terms, vital forces shaping not only the content of the novel, 

but its form itself. These two temporalities—memory reaching back toward the past, hope 

reaching forward toward the future—create the tension which holds in place “the unexplained 

instant” which is the present:  

But this idea, which reveals more brutally than anything else how infinitely remote we 

are from the true systems of ideas that have become ideals in the minds of men, at the 

same time makes the failure of all endeavours seem less desolate. Everything that 

happens may be meaningless, fragmentary and sad, but it is always irradiated by hope or 

memory. And hope here is not an abstract artifact, isolated from life, spoilt and shopworn 

as the result of its defeat by life: it is a part of life; it tries to conquer life by embracing 

and adorning it, yet it is repulsed by life again and again. And memory transforms the 



 General Introduction 10 

 

continual struggle into a process which is full of mystery and interest and yet is tied with 

indestructible threads to the present, the unexplained instant. (Lukács 126) 

Hope, as Lukács defines it here, is inevitably “repulsed by life again and again”; this repeated 

repulsion produces the failure which is vital to the novel’s form, while hope, though repulsed, 

makes this failure “seem less desolate.” For Lukács, such failure offers the “moment of value” in 

the interminable search for meaning. Memory—hope’s counterpart—works to convert that 

failure into form, producing the “mystery and interest” motivating the act of reading and shaping 

the inner structure of the novel. Lukács sees hope and memory as “irradiat[ing]” the 

“meaningless, fragmentary, and sad” events of the novel; here, “irradiated” is a translation of 

“durchstrahlt,” or “shone through”—referring to light rather than radiation—and this shining-

through produces the “glimmerings of light” or the “mild radiance” of “distant meaning” 

allowing the readers (and characters) of the novel to persevere across the abyss of 

meaninglessness.  

 While hope reaches forward toward the promise of future meaning, memory reaches 

backwards into a past. As Lukács points out, “Only in the novel and in certain epic forms 

resembling the novel does memory occur as a creative force affecting the object and 

transforming it” (127). Memory in the novel is distinguished from memory in other forms not 

only by this power to transform the object, but also by the specific past toward which novelistic 

memory reaches. In contrast to the drama and the epic, in which “the past either does not exist or 

is completely present” (Lukács 126), in the novel—and particularly in American novels—the 

past exists, but is partially repressed: relegated either to difficult memories or haunting specters. 

Novelistic memory attempts to draw this repressed past into the present moment, and its 

inevitable failure shapes the form and content of the novel. 
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FAILURE 

Memory and hope are relationships to time that involve searching—memory seeks to 

recover a past which may be lost, forgotten, or repressed; hope seeks the meaning or denouement 

that can only be found in the future. Such acts of seeking are analogized in the act of reading. In 

the novel, however, seeking is always doomed to failure: memory can never fully recapture the 

past, and what is hoped for in the future may never be found. Though doomed to fail, seeking is 

nonetheless necessary; the search for meaning is the driving force inspiring both the writing and 

the reading of the novel.  

The act of searching for meaning –repeated in every novel—allows us to “gain mastery” 

over the meaninglessness of being. This, of course, is the core argument of Sigmund Freud’s 

seminal essay “Beyond the Pleasure Principle.” The child’s play-acted repetition of the 

“unpleasant experience” of the disappearance of the mother in Freud’s example (57) mirrors the 

repeated “search and failure to find” play-acted through reading (and writing) novels. Of course, 

when we are reading a novel, we don’t consider the act of reading to be an attempt to come to 

terms with infantile traumas; novel-reading is done out of pleasure. But what exactly, in the 

experience of reading, is pleasurable? How do we reconcile the trauma of loss with the pleasure 

of reading? In The Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes posits that readerly pleasure comes not 

from perfection, but from “the place where the death of language is glimpsed” (7). Comparing 

the pleasure of reading to that of a striptease, Barthes points out how erotic pleasure is found in 

seams, faults, flaws, and gaps (7-9) which he categorizes under “intermittence”: “The staging of 

an appearance-as-disappearance” (10). It is not so much the flaws and gaps in narrative that 

alone create pleasure, but rather it is the simultaneous presence of a promised unity alongside 

these seams and faults – the switching back and forth between meaning and loss of meaning – 

that offers the reader motivation to continue: 
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This is a very subtle and nearly untenable status for discourse: narrativity is dismantled 

yet the story is still readable: never have two edges of the seam been clearer and more 

tenuous, never has pleasure been better offered to the reader—if at least he appreciates 

controlled discontinuities, faked conformities, and indirect destructions. (Barthes 9) 

Where the form of the epic or the drama is concerned with unities, the novel is a form comprised 

of just such “controlled discontinuities, faked conformities, and indirect destructions” Barthes 

describes here. This intermittence (itself profoundly tied to time) is the source of pleasure and 

hope (our readerly motivations) in the novel. Lukács’ Theory casts this kind of intermittence as 

the glimpse of possible revelation that drives the search for meaning, as well as in the failures 

and losses that necessitate that search: 

The immanence of meaning which the form of the novel requires lies in the hero’s 

finding out through experience that a mere glimpse of meaning is the highest that life has 

to offer, and that this glimpse is the only thing worth the commitment of an entire life, the 

only thing by which the struggle will have been justified. (Lukács 80) 

While Lukács’ passage here analyzes the experience of the novel’s hero, this experience is 

mirrored and repeated by the novel’s reader: not only through the reader’s “identification” with 

the hero, but also in the formal process of reading itself. The hero’s struggle, justified only by “a 

mere glimpse of meaning” functions as an allegory for reading. The reader struggles through the 

“controlled discontinuities, faked conformities, and indirect destructions” in the novel in a search 

for meaning, a quest to find out “what happens.” Even when this search for meaning is stymied, 

all readerly pleasure requires is a “mere glimpse”: the tease of immanent but unattainable 

meaning. This doomed search from whose intermittent failures and hopes the reader derives 

pleasure is a process akin to memory: a futile attempt to re-member the unrecoverable past. 
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Failure, then, is an inevitable part of both memory and hope. All experiences of 

temporality in novelistic form—whether reaching backwards into the past or forward into the 

future, or even attempting to pin down the ineffable present—are doomed to failure and 

transformed by such. Failure is an inherent part of novelistic temporality, just as it is inherent to 

language itself. A Lacanian understanding of symbolization recognizes how foundational loss is 

to language: “Symbolisation starts, therefore, when the child gets its first sense that something 

could be missing; words stand for objects, because they only have to be spoken at the moment 

when the first object is lost” (Rose 31). Words emerge out of this futile battle against loss, and 

language itself becomes both a bulwark against such failure and the very marker of such. If 

narrative—particularly in the novel (and here, particularly in the American novel) is an attempt 

to re-member what time and loss have dis-membered, using the very material of loss (language, 

symbolization) in the process inevitably results in contradictions, corruptions, and mutations in 

the form of the novel. 

 My analysis of the form of memory and hope, loss and failure in the American novel 

works by observing the contaminations and mutations on the level of language within each 

novel—transformations that serve as traces of the formal effects of memory and hope. These 

kind of language-level deviations are part of what Gilles Deleuze terms “the schizophrenic 

vocation of American literature”: that is, “to make the English language, by means of driftings, 

deviations, de-taxes or sur-taxes (as opposed to the standard syntax), slip in this manner” (72). 

Although writing here about Melville’s “Bartleby,” Deleuze’s observations of the peculiarities of 

American literature are broadly applicable. Deleuze sees in Melville’s prose an essential quality 

of American literature: a “certain treatment of language” that I trace in all the novels I analyze 

here (72). In my analyses of these exemplary novels, I connect what Deleuze calls the “Outside” 
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of language to the abject of American temporality: the repressed trauma of the past and the 

anxieties about the frontierless future.  

 Of course, one cannot write about failure without citing Jack Halberstam’s 2011 The 

Queer Art of Failure. For Halberstam, “The queer art of failure turns on the impossible, the 

improbably, the unlikely, and the unremarkable. It quietly loses, and in losing it imagines other 

goals for life, for love, for art, and for being” (88). Queer failure also offers other goals for 

literary critique and for knowledge production in the academy; Halberstam’s iteration of failure 

offers “other modes of political engagement than those conjured by the liberal imagination” (10). 

Embracing failure, and refusing to be taken too seriously, actually opens new avenues of thinking 

and knowing, rather than foreclosing them: “We may, ultimately, want more undisciplined 

knowledge, more questions and fewer answers” (Halberstam 10). The desire for “more 

answers”—particularly in the humanities and especially so in the realm of literary studies—is 

largely motivated by a desperation to justify our existence to the powers that distribute funding, 

powers that for some perverse reason think “answers” means productivity, or that “more 

answers” are the only way by which a field can justify its existence. The search for “more 

answers” is what has led the field of literary critique down the rabbit-hole of surface reading and 

computer-assisted analysis, of treating literature like “data” and pretending that what we do is 

utterly unimaginative and unfrivolous. But by trying to justify our existence in this way, we are 

undermining ourselves; by turning away from what literary critique is best at, from the very heart 

of the field itself, we don’t justify our value, we destroy it. Queer theory, and its reclamations of 

failure and/as hope, questions who the hell declared imagination and frivolity a bad thing: “To 

live is to fail, to bungle, to disappoint, and ultimately to die; rather than searching for ways 

around death and disappointment, the queer art of failure involves the acceptance of the finite, 
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the embrace of the absurd, the silly, and the hopelessly goofy” (Halberstam 186-7). Reclaiming 

failure, revisiting theory, and embracing the weirdness of imaginative approaches to the literary 

is not counterproductive to our field’s survival—it is (and will be) our survival. 

MEMORY 

 The keyword of “memory” in my title not only refers to of the key forces shaping novel 

form identified by Lukács, but also encapsulates the queering of literary history my dissertation 

performs. Despite its chronological chapter order, my dissertation juxtaposes novels from widely 

disparate historical moments, and attempts to make century-old literary theory into a mode of 

critique that can carry the present moment into the future. Jordan Stein’s 2013 essay, “American 

Literary History and Queer Temporalities,” similarly considers how critics re-member the 

literary past, noting how “the writing of literary history, as it is currently practiced, is structured 

by assumptions about history that queer theory at the present time has productively challenged 

and revised” (855). Stein’s disambiguation of history and time from the “chronology” that 

structures the field (periodizing curriculum, anthologies, hiring lines, conferences, even the table 

of contents of this very dissertation) undergirds the way I engage with the keyword of 

“memory”—both in reference to Lukács’ deployment of that term, as well as my analyses of 

memory as a force of novelistic temporality within the texts I pull out of history to use as test 

cases for my theoretical framework: 

The predominance of chronology presents a problem for the ways that scholars and 

departments organize the study of literary history, for to conceive of literary history as 

fundamentally chronological is to equivocate between two concepts that are in fact quite 

distinct: history and time. Generally speaking, time is the phenomenal ordering of events, 
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usually from past to future … History, on the other hand, is less a modality of sequential 

time than a modality of sequential narrative. (Stein 856) 

What we do as literary scholars, Stein argues, isn’t chronology2 so much as history: “an exercise 

in the modality of sequential narrative” (857) — and this kind of exercise in narrating sequence 

is analogous to the formal force of memory in the novel—as Lukács identifies and as I analyze in 

these four exemplary novels. 

As a modality of narrative, history surely can obey the logic of temporal sequence, but it 

can also accommodate other kinds of temporalities: history can be cyclical, circular, 

recursive, or reincarnated; history can be continuous, discontinuous, or interrupted; 

history can be eventful or everyday; history can measure events macroscopically or 

microscopically; history can be lost, recovered, revised, or rewritten. (Stein 857) 

This conception of history—as a modality of narrative—is fundamentally structured and in fact 

created by memory: the memory of the literary critic (re)writes a narrative of historical 

progression or relation, in just the same way that memory is a formal force in the narrative of the 

novel itself, structuring a relationship to time that isn’t necessarily (and in fact is quite often 

explicitly not) chronological.  

 This is the kind of “ahistory of the novel” my dissertation explores, and part of the reason 

why I’ve organized my chapters here chronologically in the order of each subject-novel’s date of 

publication, but not in the chronology of my own production of each chapter; the chronological 

organization of these chapters is not necessarily the best or only choice of organization, either. I 

envision each chapter as happening simultaneously with the others, running in parallel like the 

                                                 
2 Stein argues that “the persistence of chronology in literary history is in part the result of a conflation between history and time, 

but this conflation is older than the contemporary disciplinary formations of either English or history” (859). 
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different instruments’ parts in a single orchestral score. Chronological organization isn’t a failure, 

nor is it a requirement, as Stein asserts: 

The point here is absolutely not that chronological ordering is a flaw…, nor that 

chronology is a bad thing, nor that we must dispense with it entirely, nor that there is 

some kind of inherent problem with imagining that events proceed in temporal sequence. 

Rather, the point is that a chronological organization of events is simply not inevitable, 

nor neutral, nor necessarily most apt as a narrative device in all cases—or put into 

positive terms, the point is that, in the writing of literary history, a chronological 

presentation of events is a choice. (861) 

Stein’s point that “when literary historians presume history to mean chronology, or when we 

conflate history with time, we might ignore, erase, or forget the nonlinear or nonsequential 

temporalities that structure some of the very ordinary but still meaningful ways that readers 

engage with literature—like reading a book well after it was published” (863) illuminates some 

of the same reasoning behind not only my nonsequential writing of this dissertation, but also the 

very nonsequential elements of each novel’s form that my re-visiting of Lukács teases out.  

 My re-visiting and re-translation of Lukács is itself a gesture of nonlinear temporality, of 

transcending or transgressing literary history to “queer” critique in a way that is—or I hope will 

be seen as—both playful and vital. As Stein suggests in response to this contemporary moment 

of supposed “crisis” in literary criticism, “rather than reinvent the proverbial wheel, literary 

historians might consider the idea of queering it” (865). There is, of course, a not-unsubtle 

perfection to my having discovered and brought in this theoretical framework on 

history/memory/chronology only after finishing writing the (first draft of the) dissertation, and 

applying it retrospectively as if it were the initial impulse inspiring the structure of the whole. 
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And in a way, however, it was: this same sentiment against chronology, the desire to queer 

literary history, was already present from the beginning, if only half-felt, barely glimpsed, and 

never explicitly stated. But, after all, to conveniently paraphrase Lukács, the immanence of 

meaning which the form of the dissertation requires lies in the author’s finding out through 

experience that a mere glimpse of meaning is the highest that life has to offer, and that this 

glimpse is the only thing by which the struggle will have been justified.  

 The other side of my theoretical framework is similarly anachronistic: the choice to revisit 

Lukács’ The Theory of the Novel, now over 100 years old. Of course, Lukács’ Theory has never 

stopped being useful; Lukács’ ideas and legacy are particularly relevant in our current cultural 

moment. Indeed, quite recently (2017), the city of Budapest removed a statue of Georg Lukács 

from a public square. G.M. Tamás discusses the “Lukács debate”’s recent developments in the 

LA Review of Books, noting that there is more at stake in this gesture than a statue of a long-dead 

philosopher: 

And however one feels about putting up graven images of controversial thinkers for the 

pigeons in the park, one must understand: it is these anticommunists who will destroy 

Lukács’s statue. They will scatter the contents of the Lukács Archives… to various dusty 

corners of Budapest. Moreover, Lukács was Jewish. The régime does not openly declare 

its anti-Semitism, but this campaign is part of a general anti-Jewish drive. Lukács’s 

presence as a major witness to—and philosopher of—some of the greatest revolutions of 

modern humanity cannot be tolerated in a regime like Viktor Orbán’s. (Tamás) 

“These anticommunists” to whom Tamás here refers—those intent on destroying not only Lukács’ 

graven image but also his legacy—are also those “for whom universal franchise means mob rule, 

just as ‘constitution’ and ‘the rule of law’ mean a loss of nerve. These people believe in the whip, 
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in the cane, in putting women in their place, and in kicking the queer down the club steps” (Tamás). 

So to defend Lukács and to revive the study of his works is not merely an act of convenient 

nostalgia, but an act of resistance against today’s pervasive right-wing forces threatening 

democracy, the humanities, and our sense of humanity itself. Reclaiming Lukács may then be 

ethically good, but is it also academically useful? 

 My work to reclaim and repurpose Lukács’ Theory does not assume that Lukács and his 

Theory have been forgotten or otherwise un-used over the last century. Indeed, his theory has 

been agreed with, augmented, argued against—at times even by Lukács himself!—for decades. 

Over a century old now—and despite Lukács’ dubious denunciation of his own meisterwerk—

The Theory of The Novel is still actively debated and cited. Perhaps most notably, Guido 

Mazzoni’s 2017 Theory of the Novel is (as might be obvious from the title) heavily indebted to 

Lukács’ The Theory of The Novel. Mazzoni’s expansive work is substantially modeled after 

Lukács’ text—both in title and in format. Mazzoni situates his Theory in a genealogy of 

twentieth-century critical tradition which includes and to an extent originates with Lukács (360-

361).  While Mazzoni may diverge from Lukács’ metaphysics of universality—not departing 

from Lukácsian philology but rather “entering, as far as possible, into the bad infinity of 

philology” (364)—his Theory nonetheless recognizes the persistence and ubiquity of Lukács’ 

Theory as “still permeat[ing] contemporary critical discourse” (141). Mazzoni’s reliance on 

Lukács’ The Theory of the Novel as foundation and scaffolding for his own Theory of the Novel 

appears in contradiction to other contemporary critics’ questioning of Lukács’ usefulness and 

necessity. 

 In Franco Moretti’s 2014 reflections on the centennial anniversary of The Theory of The 

Novel, he declares that “The Theory is not useful at all” (39). However, Moretti’s analysis, in 
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dissecting the supposed flaws and idiosyncrasies of Lukács’ text, lays bare the very core of 

Theory’s being: "Make no mistake,” Moretti writes, “there is plenty of knowledge in the pages of 

the Theory, dispensed in countless well-wrought allusions by its prodigiously cultivated young 

author. Yet that is not what the book is about. The Theory is not after knowledge: it is after 

meaning. After meaning, by way of its style” (41). While this seems to be an allegation of 

superficiality in the Theory, it is precisely this search for “meaning, by way of … style” that 

makes Lukács’ text useful for my project: an investigation of how meaning presents in form and 

style. Even Moretti’s conclusion—which faintly praises Lukács’ work while encouraging the 

field to let him fade into obsolescence—hinges on the central argument of The Theory. This 

rhetorical gesture of Moretti’s seems particularly paradoxical: how can one argue to let a text go, 

while arguing for the very thing one urges to be discarded? This is Moretti’s conclusion: 

Lukács, too, placed a metaphysical dissonance as the foundation of his book, and then 

tried to resolve it with the prodigious plasticity of his style. That his style could hold 

Novalis and Weber together—beauty and knowledge—was a miracle that would not be 

repeated. But perhaps, it should not be repeated. Perhaps, the future of literary theory lies 

in accepting its fundamental dissonance, without looking for a resolution. (42) 

But accepting dissonance without looking for resolution is the very core of Lukács’ argument in 

The Theory of The Novel, and it is indeed relevant to the future of literary theory. Lukács’ text, 

this “miracle that would not be repeated,” is by no means useless a century later, but rather 

profoundly useful to a field grappling with “fundamental dissonance” and with how to survive in 

the absence of potential resolution. 

HOPE 
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 “Accepting dissonance without looking for resolution” seems like a rather un-hopeful 

disposition for critique. Moretti’s questioning of “the future of literary theory” is part of a 

pessimistic recent trend, which considers literary critique to have somehow exhausted its 

usefulness or otherwise arrived at a dead end. Moretti’s dismissal of Lukács perhaps isn’t 

personal, but a more universal dismissal of the hope of literary theory to have any use at all. 

Admittedly, it is currently a dark time in departmental budgets and academic job lists. Even the 

subtitle to Christopher Castiglia’s 2017 The Practices of Hope calls our current moment 

“disenchanted times.” But Castiglia’s project rejects the pessimism of his contemporaries and 

instead proposes a different approach to critique—one which not only resonates with my project 

of revisiting and reimagining Lukács, but which also helps define the keyword “hope” in my 

title. 

 Castiglia’s argument immediately rejects the contemporary notion that literary critique 

has outlived its usefulness: “It is a mistake, however, to abandon critique simply because it has 

been badly used” (2). Castiglia’s revival of literary critique, however, refuses to “badly use” it in 

the same old, tired ways: “Less belated and more suited to current needs in academia and 

beyond, the critique I have in mind centers on two terms—‘idealism’ and ‘imagination’—that 

may seem naive or old-fashioned but are essential to making criticism more than a 

disenchantment tale” (2). Castiglia dismisses the notion that idealism and imagination are 

somehow unprofessional or “cause for embarrassment” (3). Even Georg Lukács himself seemed 

to be embarrassed later in life by the idealism of his Theory of The Novel. Lukács’ 1962 preface 

to the re-released Theory refers to his own work as “an attempt which failed both in design and 

in execution” (17) and insists that if one “picks up the book in the hope it will serve him as a 

guide, the result will only be a still greater disorientation” (23). Lukács here explicitly denies the 
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hope for his theory’s usefulness, but hope nonetheless suffuses the Theory, despite having been 

written “in a mood of permanent despair over the state of the world” (12). Writing in this same 

preface of “hopelessness,” Lukács claims that “no trace of such a mood is found in the author of 

The Theory of The Novel” (20). The Theory’s idealism in the face of despair models exactly the 

kind of hope Castiglia defines in his introduction to The Practices of Hope: 

Hope, as I use the term, is different from optimism or want, its two most common 

synonyms. Far from implying a cheery faith that all will turn out well, hope… relies on 

disappointment and failure. And because ideals are by nature incommensurate with lived 

conditions, hope is a continuous dissatisfaction; unlike wants, it cannot be satisfied. 

Instead, hope, as a perpetual openness to the as-yet-untried, is an end in itself. Hope is a 

disposition toward the imaginative value of dissatisfaction and the social value of 

illusion, whimsy, vision, reverie, daydreams, all sources of world making trivialized 

within disciplinary regimes of the “real.” Hope is the articulation of the origins of critique 

in imaginative idealism, self-consciously unachievable standards for living, tested and 

refined in the context of an as-yet-unreal world, against which real conditions inevitably 

come up short. Hope is what I would identify as the literariness of literature. It is also the 

thing without which social change is impossible. (4) 

Castiglia defines hope as the “literariness of literature” in much the same way Lukács sees hope 

and memory as “form-giving” forces within the novel, “experiences of time which…give rise to 

action and stem from action” (Lukács 124). For Lukács, “the experiences of hope and memory” 

are “experiences of time which are victories over time” (124). Paraphrasing this to align with 

Castiglia’s contributions to the discussion, it’s clear that hope is also a disposition toward 

critique which is a victory over (or for) critique. 
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 Embracing hope and refusing to be “embarrassed” by imagination’s idealism is both an 

opposition to contemporary approaches to critique but also the solution to contemporary 

frustrations with critique: 

Responding to a perceived crisis in the ways we read now, we run the risk of 

unintentionally replicating some of critique’s least salutary features: the binary logics, the 

self-righteously unambiguous and unambivalent presentation of rote conclusions, the lack 

of critical self-contextualization, the denial of inheritances from earlier critical 

movements we imagine we have surpassed in sophistication and ethical commitment. If 

we simply make critique into the object of suspicious scrutiny, feeling superior to and 

unimplicated in what we would move “post,” all we are likely to produce is critique après 

la lettre. I believe, however, that a critical disposition toward hope can play a social role 

without suspicion or objectivity. Hope, as a dispositional alternative, promises an 

approach to social engagement that revises, rather than relinquishes, criticism’s “freedom 

dream.” (Castiglia 5) 

Pointing out how even “post-critique” frustratingly repeats the pessimistic foreclosure that 

troubles contemporary practices of criticism, Castiglia offers the idea of hope as something that 

can “open to the imagination abstract values” and “suggest[] new applications for venerable 

concepts” (6). Hope creates a space for the emergence of new avenues of thinking through a 

queer kind of indirection: not through offering concrete ideals, but through illuminating the gaps 

and vacancies that are ripe for possibility: “An ideal thus becomes a practice of hope because of 

its emptiness, which is not an absence of meaning but an availability of multiple (but not 

limitless) meanings” (Castiglia 6).  
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 It is just such an “availability of multiple meanings” that my re-translation of Lukács seeks 

to cultivate; the “failure” of translation is precisely what offers the possibility of alternate 

translations, generating new ways of thinking through old theories we thought we knew the 

limits of. Some of the terms Castiglia uses to describe this hopeful process of seeking 

“alternative presents” echo with not only the form of my retranslation of Lukács, but also its 

content: “a perpetual struggle” and “perpetual yearning” (Castiglia 7) evoke the “necessity to 

search” unearthed from Lukács’ original “Suchen-müssen.” Castiglia’s investigation of hope 

resonates with my project’s construction of hope generated by failure, specifically how failure 

(or an “ability to not-find”) is generative of a force capable of transforming not only the form of 

the novel itself but also the way critique engages with that form. The imaginative nature of such 

a retranslation of Lukács isn’t a failure to pin down a single meaning, nor does it negate or 

destroy the possibility of meaning altogether. Instead, this imaginative disposition toward Lukács 

is a practice of hope that re-enlivens theory, opening new paths forward through an “ability to 

not-find” that embraces a queer kind of failure.  

 This imaginative approach to finding hope in failure is no trivial gesture: “The irony is that 

imagination is often what leads to dismissals of hope as trivial, but imagination constitutes 

hope’s reparative capacity” (Castiglia 9). The reparative capacity of the imaginative or playful 

undergirds Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure, which also revises or questions the overt 

pessimism of Lee Edelman’s No Future. The imaginative quality of hope—even, or perhaps 

especially, a hope born out of constructive failure—is incompatible with a mode of critique 

which takes itself (too) seriously. Castiglia’s The Practices of Hope asks the field of literary 

studies to reconsider what it means to be a critic, to revise how we do or think critique: 
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Challenging ideology is hard work, and critics may be forgiven impulses to heighten their 

gravity by disparaging what is trivial, superficial, fantastic, and speculative, all elements 

of the text’s distracting surface. But no critique is complete without the simultaneity of 

familiarity and wonder, of the real and the anticipatory. Taking hope as a critical 

disposition may have to start with a change of self-conception by the critic. When I 

advocate for hopeful reading, then, I am urging us to forsake claims to constant 

suspicious vigilance and instead heed the “half-awake” nature of literature, its traffic in 

daydreams, reveries, speculations, intuitions, all sources of imaginative idealism. 

(Castiglia 10) 

I’m not just using Castiglia’s call for “wonder” and a disposition of hope as a justification for the 

weirdness of my dissertation’s form and approach; I absolutely am using this as a justification 

for its weirdness, but it’s a retroactive justification, appended long after the fact of setting out to 

do whatever it was I have done. The hegemonic illusion that literary critique must “take things 

seriously” and “find meaning”—coupled with the lived context of a neoliberal world that would 

prefer any academic field be a bit more “sciency” and data-driven—is exactly that which led my 

writing of chapter two completely off the rails. But those many failed attempts to write that 

chapter—the many failed attempts to “take it seriously”—actually ended up leading my research 

(and this project/product) to a more profound end: the “mere glimpse” of meaning of which 

Lukács writes, “the only thing by which the struggle will have been justified” (80). Lukács’ verb 

tense here—“will have been justified”—is altogether fitting for this introduction in which it 

appears, a retroactive justification of the chapters yet to come. This atemporal view of my project 

as a whole is whimsical and imaginative, and yes, perhaps even silly, but I argue—via Castiglia 
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as well as Halberstam3—that this imaginative approach is not a failure but rather, the value itself: 

“As critics scramble to prove our relevance, instead of selling out our stock-in-trade in exchange 

for greater market shares in the ‘real world,’ we might try showing how the unreal world—the 

realm of idealism and imagination, of hope—is precisely what makes literary study valuable, 

even necessary” (Castiglia 11). 

 Like Castiglia, I assert through this project that the ultimate goal of literary critique is not 

to provide solid answers, but to ask hard questions. Literary critique—reading itself, even—is 

not a forthright journey toward a final revelation, but rather an experience of struggle and 

frustration which, like the hero’s journey in the novel, reveals “that a mere glimpse of meaning is 

the highest that life has to offer” but simultaneously, and countering to this disappointment of 

something “mere,” this moment of discovery also reveals that “this glimpse is the only thing 

worth the commitment of an entire life, the only thing by which the struggle will have been 

justified” (Lukács 80). In a world in which we seem forced to choose between giving up on the 

potential of literary critique to ever find meaning or have value (or, more explicitly, get funding), 

it is vital to embrace the disappointment of the “mere” and to recognize that critique’s failure is 

actually its true value. Critique in 2018 is not “exhausted” or “dead” or at its “end”—it is merely 

forgotten, misused, or perhaps lost in translation: 

We have largely forgotten—or diminished—our critical past, and the result is the 

“unconscious repetition” of a malnourished critique. But we might reencounter the past 

and once again begin to think the no longer thinkable. When midcentury critics turned to 

Melville and Whitman, they sought a revival not only of the nineteenth-century past but 

                                                 
3 “Being taken seriously means missing out on the chance to be frivolous, promiscuous, and irrelevant. The desire to be 

taken seriously is precisely what compels people to follow the tried and true paths of knowledge production around which I 

would like to map a few detours” (Halberstam 6). 
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also for the living possibilities available to them as critics…. Mumford anticipates 

Michael Taussig’s claim that “an incandescent present” requires the survival of the past in 

order to generate “a space of no time” and “dismantle the institutions of the present and 

then presumably build them anew.” Just as midcentury critics looked back a century for 

an “incandescent present,” so might we look to our critical past to find an alternative to 

exhausted critique, refusing, in Bruno Latour’s words, to let “a prestigious critical 

tradition… die away.” (Castiglia 24, ellipses in original) 

Surprisingly, though, Castiglia’s fruitful project of revisiting our critical past somehow never 

manages to mention Georg Lukács. Exactly one century after The Theory of The Novel, it’s 

worth revisiting the possibility of this theory in particular, and my retranslation of some of 

Lukács’ key terms reveals how critique is the opposite of exhausted or empty, but rather filled 

with a multiplicity of possibilities. From the multifarious meanings of “the search and failure” 

originally lost in translation emerge new possibilities for thinking through novelistic form and 

temporality, and for considering how the apparent “failure” of critique is actually the best it has 

to offer, “the only thing by which the struggle will have been justified.” 

IN THE AMERICAN NOVEL 

 To revive critique, we must break free from the chains of historicism to subvert the 

chronological order and assumption of continuity, and strive for failure itself. By “failure” I 

mean an “ability to not-find,” the generative “out of order” that energizes critique through the 

friction of transgressing space and time. This kind of imaginative anachronism serves to “queer” 

literary history, and forms the foundation for a methodology of constitutive failure. In applying 

this methodology to the analysis of American literary history, a few queer things happen. First, 

the “necessity to seek” constitutive failure requires a setup for inventive failing: in this case, 
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bringing vastly disparate historical moments, geographical settings, and formal structures into 

juxtaposition and interplay. I have brought together four peculiar novels with which to perform 

this queer task. But how is this selection of novels—Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland, 

Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, and Thomas Pynchon’s 

Inherent Vice—representative or exemplary American novels? In one sense, the breadth of the 

selection across both time and geographic setting offers a sense of the broad applicability of my 

methodology: novels from the eighteenth, nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first century all 

seem to embody similar formal effects of time, memory, and loss. These four novels are also 

distinct and distant in physical setting, each embodying a different kind of American “place”—

colonial Pennsylvania, New England and the seas, the rural South, the urban west coast—all of 

which are just as formally “American” as the next. While each of these novels seems somehow 

representative, they all are also formally “strange”; from the epistolary form of Wieland, the 

hybrid patchwork of forms in Moby-Dick, the shifting tenses and narrative positions in As I Lay 

Dying, to the interruptions of overheard radio and television permeating Inherent Vice, each of 

these novels seems to subvert the expectations of linear narrative. But these novels are not 

actually exceptionally “weird”—for is there any such thing as a “normal” novel? Does the kind 

of linear narrative one may assume to be the “norm” actually appear in any published form? Find 

an example of a “normal novel”: I’ll wait. Yes, perhaps these examples are a bit “weirder” than 

others, but rather than being exceptions to some rule, perhaps they are exemplary of the rule: 

novels are weird. American novels, in particular, have a strange relationship to temporality and 

memory, perhaps as a result of the American nation’s own perverse relationship to history and 

future.  
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 The American relationship to historical memory (the history of slavery and expropriated 

native lands is so violent and abject that it must be denied or suppressed altogether) is 

inextricably linked with its peculiar sense of futurity. The national future, once defined by 

westward expansion toward a frontier (here, too, reliant on genocidal expropriation), seems—

now more than ever—to be untethered from any clear teleology or potential for resolution. If the 

“American novel” is defined as the product of “American culture,” then this genre must be in 

some way shaped by not only the priorities of that culture but also by its more corrosive legacies: 

the very origin of the American national identity rests on the expropriation of native lands and 

the genocidal exploitation of stolen Africans. In the project of cultural formation, however—a 

process that relies on yet also directs the formation of a national literature—such a past must be 

forcibly forgotten. The problem of America’s past becomes a problem of memory: Michael 

Warner asserts that “National culture began with a moment of sweeping amnesia about 

colonialism” (cited in Faherty 39). Such amnesia—the inverse form of memory—underlies all 

American cultural productions, but “only in the novel and in certain epic forms resembling the 

novel does memory occur as a creative force affecting the object and transforming it” (Lukács 

127). The peculiar American relationship to memory becomes, in turn, a peculiar American 

relationship to novelistic form. Duncan Faherty’s analysis of Wieland in Remodeling the Nation: 

The Architecture of American Identity, 1776-1858 asserts that “arguably, the ‘transformation’ 

noted in Brown’s alternative title for the novel refers to the abortive efforts that Theodore and 

Clara undertake to simply disown the past” (51). While the transformative force of the failed 

attempt to evade America’s troubling past is particularly evident in Wieland, the formal force of 

memory (or re-membering)—alongside its counterpart, forgetting or dis-membering—shapes all 

the novels analyzed here. The “America” to which all “American novels” belong has a past 
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which either cannot or should not be uncovered. “Simply willing that history away would not 

make its legacies disappear” (Faherty 56), and the residues of this unstable past—hand in hand 

with the uncertainty of a coherent national future—haunt the content and shape the form of not 

only the earliest American novels like Wieland, but all American novels to the present day. 

 In Wieland, the inability to fully face and grapple with the past drives the plot but also 

pervades the form and style of the narrative itself. The main narrative of Wieland is stretched 

between these two troubling infinitudes: a past which either cannot or should not be uncovered, 

and a future which offers no closure, only inevitable repetitions of failure. These forces of time 

reverberate within the very text of the narrative, causing visible disturbances in language: 

inverted syntax, strange figurations, and abrupt shifts in tense. These language-level symptoms 

serve as traces of the unrecoverable past, like debris on the event horizon of a black hole.  The 

relationship between the formal peculiarities of the narrative and these motifs of essentially 

American past and future is not simply one of cause and effect, but a less linear, perversely 

concatenated network of forces; it may be that the textual effects in the novel are but a diffuse 

presentation of that which is concretized in the motifs of slavery, “savages,” and the wild 

frontier. These historical realities are merely glossed over in Wieland on the level of the plot, but 

the traces of these realities reverberate through the form of the text: in undercurrents of temporal 

displacement and textual contamination. The formal structure of Wieland—its layered 

temporalities, narrative shifts in tense, insistent ambiguity and unclarified mystery—reveals how 

language and narrative itself can be contaminated by the spectral presence of the past and the 

distorting hope for an unknowable future. In Wieland, multiple pasts and futures are at play. The 

more immediate memory of Wieland Sr.’s travails is layered upon the larger past of American 

colonial history: expropriated native land and “the service of African slaves” (Brockden Brown 
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12). The hoped-for ending of the narrative stretches out into multiplied futures: the solution of 

the crime itself, then Wieland’s disillusion and suicide, then Clara’s appended narration three 

years later. None of these endings seems final; all reach for closure but fail, necessitating yet 

another attempt at ending. Such a repeated failure-to-end is, for Lukács, a positive, generative 

sort of failure: 

 And so, by a strange and melancholy paradox, the moment of failure is the moment of 

value; the comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which the 

fullness of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total absence of any fulfilment of 

meaning, yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness of a true totality of life. (126)  

This formal trait of constitutive failure appears in each of the novels I examine in this project, 

narratives which are each positioned between, on one side, disappointing endings or inaccessible 

futures, and on the other, the American past, which is either missing or best left forgotten. 

 My chapter on Moby-Dick continues this exploration of Lukács’ concepts of hope and 

memory, again framing the essence of the novel as the intersection of the “necessity to seek” and 

the “failure to find.”  Melville’s grand novel is formally warped by the tension oscillating 

between the repressed past of the slave ship and the hopeless future of the whale hunt; haunted 

by Pip’s memory and heading unstoppably toward an ending which points back to an ever-

recursive beginning, the narrative cruises along on a chase doomed to end in fragments and death 

rather than denouement. My analysis of Moby-Dick suggests that failure of interpretation is 

actually constitutive of the novel’s form. 

 Melville’s Moby-Dick, at its core the complicated narrative of a failed fishing expedition, 

offers ample sea-room for investigating this formal characteristic of constitutive failure. 

Fundamentally focused on self-reflexive, metatextual musings on the act of narrative itself, 
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Moby-Dick offers myriad representations of authorship and scenes of reading. My analysis 

highlights how major characters in the novel each embody their own methodology of reading: 

Ahab’s monomaniacal quest for the white whale figures a kind of “necessity to search”; Pip’s 

soul-crushing ordeal as the castaway lends form to “the ability to not-find”; Ishmaels’ narration 

seems to couple these two forces; other main characters in turn represent different modes of 

interpretation. 

 Like the novel itself, my chapter becomes a self-reflexive metanarrative of the act of 

interpretation. By reflecting on multiple failed methodologies for analyzing Moby-Dick, my 

analysis reveals the potential for a methodology based on failure. What Moby-Dick seems to 

offer, as a unique exemplar of novelistic form and force, is the possibility that what we seek in 

narrative is not necessarily meaning but the search itself. This very Lukácsian search-and-failure 

is essential to both form and content of the novel: Ahab’s search for revenge, Ishmael’s search 

for narratability, the crew’s search for interpretations of the doubloon, the reader’s search for 

closure. There is, of course, no closure (for “once gone through, we trace the round again”), no 

revenge, no clear interpretation: this failure-to-find pervades the novel to the extent that we must 

consider such failure not as a lack but as the novel’s very essence.  A methodology that treats 

failure as constitutive allows the reader and critic of Moby-Dick to move past frustration and 

disillusionment into a positive recognition that meaning can be found in the very breakdown of 

language. An interpretation that reveals the limits of methodologies is nevertheless a valid 

interpretation. The search for unequivocal meaning may be doomed to failure, but the search for 

an ability to not-find offers hope for a different kind of meaning-making. 

 The failure of interpretation is not the only failure constitutive of form; the failure of 

representation can also be a formally generative “ability to not-find.” This is particularly evident 
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in Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying. Written almost entirely in present tense, the novel offers up animal 

motifs to help represent the effects of time. Vardaman’s interactions with the fish show an 

attempt to reckon with the passing of “is” into “was,” but his grappling with the fish—both 

physically and textually—creates more dismembering than remembering. Another animal 

motif—that of the buzzard—would seem to offer a more straightforward depiction of narrative 

time; one would expect the number of buzzards circling overhead to increase with the passing of 

time and the increasing putrefaction of Addie’s corpse. However, the number and presence of the 

buzzards in the narrative seems completely arbitrary: sometimes more, sometimes fewer; 

sometimes a focus of the narration, sometimes only mentioned in passing, sometimes not present 

at all. The fish and buzzards are exemplary of animal motifs used in the novel to depict the 

effects of time, or more precisely, the loss engendered by time: a loss that can never-quite be 

conquered by the forces of memory. While it may seem that these animal motifs are failed 

representations of temporality, leaving the debris of fragmented, confused language in their 

wake, a “failed representation” may actually be a successful representation of failure: the fish 

accurately depicts the inability of memory to recapture what is lost, the buzzards succeed at 

representing a non-linear, always-already-fragmentary novelistic temporality.  

 My analysis of As I Lay Dying, then, forges a connection between Lukács’ “ability to not-

find” and Theory of the Novel’s other remarks on the formal force of time: “that time—that 

ungraspable, invisibly moving substance—gradually robs subjectivity of all its possessions and 

imperceptibly forces alien contents into it” (Lukács 121). For Lukács, time is a contaminating 

force, but this contamination should not be seen as a flaw or a failure, but rather as generative of 

the very form and content of the novel. In As I Lay Dying, time’s contamination surfaces in 
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motifs of the non-human—the fish, the buzzards, the corpse, the creek, the toy train, the cakes—

which shape the plot and formal landscape the novel’s human characters traverse. 

 Representations of failure pervade Thomas Pynchon’s 2009 noir-spoof Inherent Vice. 

Like any detective novel, Inherent Vice is at its core a narrative of the process of sorting through 

the clues of the past in order to explain the mysteries of the present. The temporality of the novel 

exists entirely through the memories of its characters, which, through the act of reading, become 

the memories of the reader. The inherent faultiness (one could even say “inherent vice”) of 

human memory lends Inherent Vice a peculiar sense of slipperiness in its temporality, 

emphasizing the inability to find a fixed point from which to begin, as well as the impossibility 

of closure or ending. Again, this failure to find closure can be reconsidered as a positive ability to 

not-find closure, rendering the otherwise resigned ending of the novel—a series of sentence 

fragments as Doc drives, perhaps endlessly, through the fog—into something more satisfying and 

hopeful than it at first seems. Lukács locates such positivity “on the far side of the search and 

failure to find,” asserting that “the affirmation which the very form of the novel expresses no 

matter how inconsolably sad its content may be” appears as “the fullness of life which is 

revealed precisely through the manifold failures of the struggle and search” (123). Inherent 

Vice’s bumbling, drug-addled narration truly epitomizes such “manifold failures of the struggle 

and search” but these failures to resolve mysteries do not deny meaning to the narrative. Instead, 

the ambiguous and unresolved ending of Inherent Vice is hopeful and satisfying precisely 

because, as Lukács points out, the novel’s “song of comfort rings out of the dawning recognition 

that traces of lost meaning are to be found everywhere” (123). My analysis of Inherent Vice 

examines the immanence of “traces” and omnipresence of “lost meaning” that pervade the 

novel’s plot as well as its form and style. A single bizarre moment in the novel offers a sort of 
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synecdoche for the novel’s resigned satisfaction found in the futile search for “traces of lost 

meaning”: in a stoned stupor, protagonist (and model reader) Doc encounters a plastic hedge 

filled with bits of debris and absentmindedly picks through it for clues, knowing full well that 

none will be found (Pynchon 293-294).  The detritus-riddled artificial shrubbery is a model for 

the form of the novel itself: a simulacrum of reality, littered with details that may be meaningless 

and random, but which offer a hope for meaning. The reader of the novel, like Doc, finds 

satisfaction in the act of picking through this debris, piecing together a narrative from the 

incoherencies of language and the failures of memory—and finds strange pleasure in this futile 

task. 

 Ending on a foggy highway at the very edge of America, Inherent Vice offers a model for 

understanding the form of the American novel in the 21st century and beyond: the impossibility 

of closure and the uncertainty of a frontierless future are not dead ends but rather generative 

modes of thinking. If “traces of lost meaning are to be found everywhere,” then this kind of 

foggy searching for what is lost—a journey towards “not-finding”—is, per Lukács, the route to 

comfort and even affirmation: an affirmation found in “the very form of the novel… no matter 

how inconsolably sad its content may be” (123). As such, a move to recover Lukács’ Theory of 

the Novel and uncover the potential in a methodology of constitutive failure transforms 

frustration into possibility and failure into ability. Literary critique’s repeated “seeking and 

failing” can be re-translated into a queer journey of coming to terms with the impossibility of 

interpretation—moving from a “failure to find” to an “ability to not-find”—a subtle shift, but one 

which remains, perhaps, our only hope of surviving the truths of our field. 
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“I HAVE NO MEMORY FOR OUGHT BUT UNCONSCIOUS TRANSITIONS”: 
TROUBLED TEMPORALITIES BETWEEN MEMORY AND HOPE  

IN CHARLES BROCKDEN BROWN’S WIELAND 

“After various incoherences had taken their turn to occupy my fancy, I at 

length imagined myself walking, in the evening twilight, to my brother’s 

habitation. A pit, methought, had been dug in the path I had taken, of which I 

was not aware.”  

(Wieland 60) 

 

“Sometimes gleams of light were shot into a dark abyss, on the verge of which 

I was standing, and enabled me to discover, for a moment, its enormous depth 

and hideous precipices.” (Wieland 226) 

 

“Everything that happens may be meaningless, fragmentary, and sad, but it is 

always irradiated by hope or memory. And hope here is not an abstract 

artifact… it is a part of life; it tries to conquer life by embracing and adorning 

it, yet is repulsed by life again and again. And memory transforms the 

continual struggle into a process which is full of mystery and interest and yet is 

tied with indestructible threads to the present, the unexplained instant.”  

(Lukács 126) 

INTRODUCTION: BETWEEN PAST AND FUTURE, MEMORY AND HOPE 

 Like the ominous pit opening before her in Clara’s prescient dream, the void of the 

unsaid seems to loom in the narrative fabric of Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland. Gaps in 

information beckon the reader forward, but lead not to any satisfying clarification of the mystery, 

but only to even deeper, stranger frustration. Writing from a time (from several inter-nested 

times, actually) long after the events of the narrative, Clara knows the eventual import of her 

dream—the eventual import of all she sees fit to include in her narrative, we suppose—but this 

clarity is withheld from the reader. The reader must assume that every detail mentioned in 

Clara’s letter must be meaningful, must eventually show itself to be part of a greater whole. But 

until a denouement (which never really arrives) the reader is forced to stumble along the “mazy 

paths” of Clara’s narrative, seeking those glimpses of meaning, hoping for an effect to come 

from all these causes, or a cause to be revealed for all these effects — desperate for any eventual 
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completion of this mysterious and tenuously linked chain of events. This places the reader in a 

weird (but quite essentially novelistic) temporality: given fragments of a past, piecing these 

together along the way, in a hope for a future clarity. Not only does this temporal experience of 

the novel’s form perfectly illustrate Lukács’ assertions about memory and hope1—but also, when 

conflated with Wieland’s status as “the first American novel,” crafts a uniquely American 

representation of the forces of memory and hope out of Brockden Brown’s quintessentially 

American past and future. 

 Brown’s novel is haunted by this specifically American past and future: the expropriation 

of indigenous lands, the genocide of slavery, and a future of political uncertainty and expansion 

towards a frontier. These historical realities are merely glossed over in the novel on the level of 

the plot, barely ever receiving an explicit mention—but the traces of these realities reverberate 

through the form of the text: in undercurrents of temporal displacement and textual 

contamination. The formal structure of Wieland—its layered temporalities, narrative shifts in 

tense, insistent ambiguity and unclarified mystery—reveals how language and narrative itself can 

be contaminated by the spectral presence of the past and the distorting hope for an unknowable 

future. In Wieland, multiple pasts and futures are at play. The more immediate memory of 

Wieland Sr.’s travails is layered upon the larger past of American colonial history: expropriated 

native land and “the service of African slaves” (W 212). The hoped-for ending of the narrative 

stretches out into multiplied futures: the solution of the crime itself, then Wieland’s disillusion 

and suicide, then Clara’s appended narration three years later. None of these endings seems final; 

all reach for closure but fail, necessitating yet another attempt at ending.  

                                                 
1 “Only in the novel and in certain epic forms resembling the novel does memory occur as a creative force affecting the object 

and transforming it” (Lukács 127). See also epigraph, above. 
2 For the sake of disambiguation, citations from Wieland will be noted with W, and citations from Edgar Huntly will be noted 

with EH 
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 The main narrative of the novel is stretched between these two troubling infinitudes: a past 

which either cannot or should not be uncovered, and a future which offers no closure, only 

inevitable repetitions of failure. These forces of time reverberate within the very text of the 

narrative, causing visible disturbances in language, be that in inverted syntax, strange figurations, 

or abrupt shifts in tense. But these language-level symptoms help point to the potential content-

level causes of such: America’s haunting past of slavery and stolen native lands, and the looming 

futurity of the wilderness and frontier. Perhaps, though, the relationship between the formal 

peculiarities of the narrative and these motifs of essentially American past and future is not 

simply one of cause and effect, but a less linear, perversely concatenated network of forces; it 

may be that the textual effects in the novel are but a diffuse presentation of that which is 

concretized in the motifs of slavery, savages, and the wild frontier. 

LIT REVIEW: MEMORIES OF HOPED-FOR MEANING 

 Just as Wieland’s narrative is couched in the strange temporality stretched between 

memory and hope, the lost past and the inaccessible future, any analysis of the novel must also 

position itself in the memory-and-hope of past criticism of Brown’s work. Hilary Emmett’s 2015 

review essay, “Brownian Motion: Directions in Charles Brockden Brown Scholarship,” provides 

a thoughtful overview of the influence of recently published works on the field, reflecting the 

shifting emphases in critical studies of Brown and his texts. Emmett aptly summarizes the past 

three decades of scholarship on Brown,3 calling attention to contemporary tendencies to 

emphasize Brown’s “weirdness” as well as his “temporalities” (220)—perhaps the most 

remarked-upon aspects of Brown’s early novels. Obviously, Mark Seltzer’s oft-cited 1978 essay, 

                                                 
3 “If in the 1980s this critical mass was on the side of recovery and rehabilitation of Brown and in the 1990s was characterized by 

the new historicism, the 2000s saw the following: ‘knock-on’ analyses of his place in the emerging liberal-capitalist Atlantic 

world system and tangential new trajectories that queered him and continued to interrogate the weirdness of his world—his 

representations of kinship, his geographies, and his temporalities” (Emmett 220). 
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“Saying Makes it So: Language and Event in Brown’s Wieland” serves as foundation—or at least 

background—for many contemporary critics of the novel. Seltzer’s analysis points to the 

interesting relationship between language and form within Brown’s novel, as well as the 

relationship between language, form, and temporality. While Seltzer’s essay calls attention to 

specific moments in and formal features of the novel, later analyses (including, here, my own) 

investigate what further meaning or import may be derived from understanding not only the 

“internal structures of the work as symptoms” in the narrative (82), but also why and how these 

formal traits of Wieland’s language do what they do.4 

 Barbara Judson’s 2010 “A Sound of Voices: The Ventriloqual Uncanny in Wieland and 

Prometheus Unbound” examines how the hearing of voices—ventriloquized or hallucinated—

reflects “the secret thoughts and feelings hidden from conscious scrutiny” (21). Judson sees the 

confrontations with mysterious voices in Wieland as “the mind’s terrifying confrontation with its 

unconscious self” (22). While such “voices of enigmatic provenance” do indeed “dramatiz[e] 

                                                 
4 Contemporary criticism of Brown’s fiction—and of Wieland in particular—is prolific and wide-ranging. Even if we are to 

constrain our view to the last decade or so, these recent contributions to the field offer myriad perspectives by which this text can 

be analyzed. Carol Davison’s 2010 “Gothic Architectonics: The Poetics and Politics of Gothic Space” briefly discusses the 

figuration of interior space, especially closets, in Wieland. Anthony Galluzzo’s 2009 “Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland and 

the Aesthetics of Terror” cites many of the same passages I work with in this chapter, but his analysis focuses more on Kantian / 

Schillerian aesthetics and Brown’s process of composing the novel. Another interesting approach to categorizing Wieland’s 

rhetorical strategies of cultivating uncertainty is found in Marcia Nichols’ 2008 Law & Literature essay, “Cicero’s Pro Cluentio 

and the ‘Mazy’ Rhetorical Strategies of Wieland.” Nichols parallels the duplicitous rhetoric of Cicero’s famous oration to Clara’s 

own narrative approach, comparing Cicero’s manipulation of the jury to the novel’s manipulation of its readers. Laura 

Korobkin’s 2000 “Murder by Madman: Criminal Responsibility, Law, and Judgement in Wieland” takes a similar approach to 

Nichols’, framing her analysis of the text in criminal law and Brown’s own legal background. Jesse Molesworth’s 2014 “Gothic 

Time, Sacred Time” analyses the over-determination of specific times — particularly midnight — in gothic novels, asserting that 

“gothic time is…marked by exceptional precision and promptness” and that “almost nothing occurs in the gothic without some 

reference to the hour of its occurrence” (32, 36). Molesworth’s discussion of Wieland Sr.'s compulsory obedience to the stroke of 

twelve situates Wieland as participant in this gothic trope, but also critical of such, somehow “figuring the clock as a villain” (48, 

50). Time itself is not so much the author of Wieland Sr.’s death, as Molesworth would have it, but rather (I argue) a marker of 

something else obliquely temporal: atavism, haunting, or some other sort of malevolent visit from the past. Tyler Roeger’s 2014 

“Agrarian Gothic: Carwin, Class Transgression, and Spatial Horrors in Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland” takes a more 

Marxist approach to the novel, arguing the centrality of class status to the tale, and asserting the key cultural context is “a 

progression to agrarian labor that threatens to bury the separation between property management and manual work” (86). 

Obviously class conflict and its related anxieties are central to the Gothic as a genre, but this is not the only source of the tension 

and terrors in Brockden Brown’s novel. As Roeger rightly points out, however, both Theodore Wieland and his father are 

exempted from manual labor thanks to both slaves and fortune (93). 
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uncertainty,” they are not the lone causes of uncertainty in the novel. Thomas Koenig’s’ 2012 

analysis of Brockden Brown’s didacticism, “‘Whatever May Be the Merit of my Book as a 

Fiction’: Wieland’s Instructional Fictionality,” also notes the novel’s “insistent indeterminacy” 

but claims that this rhetorical choice is part of a larger, “metadidactic” strategy to model an 

educational experience for the reader (715). Perhaps the most pertinent5 recent scholarship on the 

rhetorical strategies of the novel is to be found in Christine Hedlin’s 2014 article, “’Was There 

Not Reason to Doubt?’: Wieland and Its Secular Age.” Still, while Hedlin’s close reading of 

Clara’s rhetorical strategies that produce uncertainty in the novel illuminates key traits of the 

narrative’s form, this analysis as a whole remains a bit too grounded in historical determinism. 

The emphasis on uncertainty in Wieland is perhaps not so much a symptom of “the secular age” 

but rather a symptom of being a novel; it is not that this historiographical line of reasoning is 

wrong, but rather that it is too narrow. Of course, it can also be argued that the style of Clara’s 

narrative is not only specifically “secular” but also particularly “American”—the questions 

raised by Hedlin’s discussion of the novel are worthy of further pursuit.6 

 Other creative analyses of the unusual rhetoric of Wieland’s narration include Charles 

Bradshaw’s “The New England Illuminati: Conspiracy and Causality in Charles Brockden 

Brown’s Wieland” (2003), which parallels late 18th century secret society and conspiracy theory 

narratives to the conspiratorial and esoteric plot and voice of Brown’s novel. Bradshaw’s 

approach is part of a mid-2000s trend in Wieland criticism to ground the novel in historiography, 

with particular attention to Brockden Brown’s inspirations and motivations in composing his first 

novels. Amanda Emerson, in her 2007 essay “The Early American Novel: Charles Brockden 

                                                 
5 Of course, one cannot help but also note Gale Temple’s brilliant analysis of deviance, normalcy, and literary narcissism in 

2009’s “Carwin the Onanist?” which brings to light not only the perverse self-indulgence of writing and reading, but also the 

contamination in and of language that pervades Wieland. 
6 And are, indeed, investigated in depth in a later section of this chapter. 
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Brown’s Fictitious Historiography,” works to tie Brown’s concepts of historical writing (such as 

in his pseudo-fictional “Walstein’s School of History” or his essay “The Difference Between 

History and Romance”) to the greater project of creating a specifically American literature and a 

cultural “history” for the new nation. Emerson’s analysis touches on the complications of 

allowing individual experiences to stand in for national cultural narratives—but, after all, this is 

how all history is made (131-2). Importantly, Emerson’s essay reveals the parallels between 

Clara’s difficulty in crafting a cohesive narrative from confusing events and the project of 

creating an American literary culture from the vagaries of the new nation’s troubled past. 

 Brockden Brown’s approach to dealing with American history is especially evident in 

Wieland, as it is explicitly based on a true story of delusion and murder in the young nation. 

Roland Hughes’ 2008 “‘Wonderfully Cruel Proceedings’: The Murderous Case of James Yates” 

is mostly focused on tracking the historiographic sources of Wieland, investigating the true crime 

narratives popular in the late 1700s, particularly the notorious case of James Yates, whose story 

has long been cited as the inspiration for Wieland’s familicide plotline. Hughes’ analysis mostly 

focuses on the rhetoric and reception of the Yates narrative itself, rather than its presentation in 

Brockden Brown’s novel, but his analysis of the generic conventions of the kind of survivor’s 

testimony published as “The Unfortunate Account of J— Y—” comes to bear on Wieland as 

well—for the novel presents itself as a kind of survivor’s testimony: Clara’s letters recounting 

her experience. Hughes’ discussion of this historical source of Wieland’s narrative ends where 

another analysis might begin—in considering Karen Halttunnen’s concept of the “convention of 

speechlessness,” which Hughes cites in his conclusion (58). The power of the genre of testimony 

that Halttunnen sees in the Yates account – “reasserting the primacy of language” (cited in 

Hughes 59)—is present as well in Brown’s homage to the genre in Clara’s “survivor’s 



Chapter 1 Wieland 42 

 

testimony” that makes up the bulk of Wieland’s narrative. As Hughes points out, even the Yates 

account which Brown alludes to in his “Advertisement” to the novel as a familiar and 

recognizable source is itself already fictionalized; there is a paradox in these survivor’s accounts: 

the extremity of detail seems to tether such testimony to specific events, yet the sensationalized 

presentation of these accounts serves to merge them with a homogeneous genre, rendering their 

language of specificity a universal trait.  

 Wieland’s narrative form—along with Brockden Brown’s project of making the story of 

an individual family emblematic of American history—renders the specific as universal (turning 

story into history) and also draws the universal and historic into the individual and present, 

converting biblical motifs7 into discrete experiences. Storytelling, in Wieland, is always both 

intensely personal and allusively universal. Clara’s “letters” are personal correspondence, 

individual perspectives on her family’s experience, set in a specific time frame, sent to close 

friends—but at the same time her narrative intersects with (and draws into itself) ancient history, 

literary philosophy, and questions of national identity. As Peter Kafer points out in his excellent 

Charles Brockden Brown’s Revolution and the Birth of American Gothic (2004), Brown’s novels 

                                                 
7 As Elizabeth Barnes points out in “Loving with a Vengeance: Wieland, Familicide and the Crisis of Masculinity in the Early 

Nation” (2002), the terror in Wieland is intimately connected to the violence of patriarchy and the symbolism of patriarchal 

religions: 

The significance of God as able to command the absolute obedience of His creations, even to the point where they 

sacrifice their own children, is epitomized in the Old Testament story of Abraham and Isaac. Tellingly, this story is one 

of the foremost sources for Wieland. Brown’s patrilineal line for this fictional Wieland family goes back to the 

eighteenth-century German poet, Christoph Martin Wieland, and as Alan Axelrod has documented, this popular poet’s 

early work, Der Gepryfte Abraham (The Trial of Abraham, 1754) served as an important influence on Brown’s concept 

of Wieland. (52) 

This is, of course, not the only source of inspiration for the act of familicide in the novel, but as Barnes points out (with reference 

to Axelrod) here, this motif of religious fanaticism is central to Wieland and also takes on new life in the plot and setting of the 

novel: 

What takes this biblical story out of the realm of the universal and allows it to be used in a particular American context, 

argues Axelrod, is the poet’s foregrounding of the wilderness as a symbol of epistemological uncertainty. Wilderness 

becomes, in Brown’s hands, a condition of American life that prompts fanaticism in the absence of healthy social 

intercourse. … For Brown, wilderness signifies both a historical and moral condition; it represents the void that 

religious certitude and a personal relationship to the Deity must fill. (52) 

While the biblical inspiration here also takes place in a “wilderness,” the setting and context of Brown’s novel exploits a uniquely 

American understanding of and relationship to “wilderness” — an emerging form of frontier mentality that shapes the characters’ 

relationships to each other, to their familial estate, and to the past itself.  
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and other writings are shaped and inspired by—and inextricably bound up with—Brown’s own 

family biography and the world-shaping events of early American history. When Kafer writes 

that Wieland is preoccupied with “the haunting sins of the past” (132) his analysis of the novel 

specifies this past as innately tethered to Brown’s familial experience with Quakerism, 

immigration, and the Revolution and subsequent political intrigues. But Wieland, in its mazy 

multiplicities, seems to be addressing much more than just an embellished family allegory.  

 Part of Kafer’s analysis parallels Brown’s “American Gothic” with its British and 

continental counterparts. In all Gothic literature, the specter of the past is central to the plot and 

to the narrative mood—be that specter literal hauntings, ancient manuscripts, inherited curses, 

perverse ancestors, or the like. Kafer points out that “The past hangs over and corruption suffuses 

the world of Wieland, but not quite in the ways of modern Gothic” (xix). Brown himself, in his 

introduction to Edgar Huntly, clarifies the distinction he makes between his American Gothic 

and its British forerunners. Brown aptly summarizes the conventions for “calling forth the 

passions” in readers of gothic fiction: “Puerile superstition and exploded manners; Gothic castles 

and chimeras, are the materials usually employed for this end. The incidents of Indian hostility, 

and the perils of the western wilderness, are far more suitable” (EH 3). Of course, Brown’s 

introduction to Wieland is nowhere near as explicit in laying out this project of creating a 

uniquely American literary genre. Nonetheless, Brown’s first novel is clearly grounded in the 

gothic concept of the present being haunted by some inescapable history. “The past is exempt 

from mutation,” writes Clara at the very beginning of her narrative (W 8)—but what exactly 

constitutes “the past” for Wieland? What is this haunting force that shapes the narrative, from 

which the characters—and the text itself—cannot escape?  
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 Kafer ends his general introduction by putting forth a hypothetical about just what this 

“history” behind Brockden Brown’s works could have been. Considering Brockden Brown’s 

strange act of personally sending a copy of Wieland to Thomas Jefferson, Kafer muses on the 

skeletons in the vice-president’s own closet, the kind of dark history lurking everywhere beneath 

the surface of this new nation: 

Now what if the young novelist was of a Gothic turn, interested in the weight of history 

and how the sins of fathers are visited on their children to the third and fourth generation 

and beyond. Then a series of additional questions would necessarily crop up. Monticello 

and the vice president’s other properties? How had they come into the family? And what 

had happened to their aboriginal possessors? Whatever it was, it wasn’t that long ago; the 

consequences were still palpable. And the vice president’s hundred-plus slaves? Where 

had they come from? … And where, after the master of Monticello’s death, would they—

some of them perhaps his own children—go?  

Needless to say, Brown never told this tale. But he was equipped to, for he was the only 

man or woman in 1790s American with the requisite Gothic imagination to sense the dark 

histories already weighing down on the American republic. (xxi) 

While Kafer seems to assert that Wieland does not address these particular dark histories—and 

his analysis of the novel’s engagement with Brown’s own familial history with Quakerism is 

compelling and fully supported—Jefferson’s quintessentially American sins outlined here indeed 

lurk beneath and within Wieland. Perhaps the specters of slavery and stolen aboriginal land do 

not shape the plot of the novel as much as Brown’s experiences in the political intrigues 

immediately following the Revolution, but these “dark histories” reverberate through the form 
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and language of the novel as inescapable contaminations just as essentially American as the rest 

of the tale. 

 Obviously the “dark history” of expropriated land appears most prominently in Edgar 

Huntly—and Kafer’s analysis of this later novel illuminates the historical context of Huntly’s 

native “Norwalk” as a region stolen from its aboriginal inhabitants by “the most notorious land 

fraud in Pennsylvania history” (173).  This mass theft of land perpetrated in the 1740s 

reverberated into the ensuing decades with renewed Indian violence against colonial settlements 

in Pennsylvania. Indeed, this egregious act of expropriation seemed to set an inescapable 

precedent; Brockden Brown’s grandfather, the prominent Quaker John Churchman, reflecting on 

this period of Indian hostilities wrote in his autobiography that “This Land is polluted with 

blood, and in the day of inquisition for blood, it will not only be required at the frontiers and 

borders, but even in this place where these bodies are now seen” (Kafer 175). While, as Kafer 

points out, Brockden Brown’s portrayal of natives in Edgar Huntly “stands in diametrical 

contrast” to the sympathetic views of his ancestor (184), Churchman’s vision of the “pollution” 

of the land and the haunting of future generations by these acts of expropriation nonetheless 

resonate in Brockden Brown’s American Gothic novels—not only in the obviously germane 

Edgar Huntly but also, from the very beginning, in Wieland. Indeed, Clara’s retelling of the 

Wieland family tragedy begins not with her father’s death, but with his immigration to America, 

where he buys farmland in Pennsylvania (potentially fraudulently obtained from its native 

inhabitants) and is able to focus on his mission of converting the natives rather than the 

cultivation of this farm thanks to “the labor of African slaves” (W 12). In Wieland, the family 

homestead is “polluted with blood” long before the curse of duty denied is laid upon Wieland Sr.. 
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8 The past that haunts the present of the novel reaches beyond mere family history and deep into 

America’s original sins. 

 Kafer concludes his biographical and historiographical analysis of Brockden Brown’s life 

and works by returning to his general introduction’s idea of the American Gothic and its 

peculiarly American relationship to history: “The point of difference between European Gothic 

and American Gothic is that in the latter, the ancestral portrait on the wall is a figure whose deeds 

have a direct and inevitably tragic connection to the foregrounded action. In American Gothic, 

history still haunts the present in reality” (200-201). The haunting past in European gothic is one 

long dead and distant, but America’s history of slavery and genocide is all-too-present still. 

Indian raids on colonial settlements and the “general use” of slaves—both mentioned in 

Brockden Brown’s novels—are concrete, physical visits of the sinful past upon the lived present. 

Kafer’s book illuminates the irony of an American culture and ideology founded upon the notion 

that individuals—and the new nation as a whole—could forge a new future totally independent 

of the past. “The ancestral portrait on the wall” in European gothic represents the threat of an 

inherited or atavistic curse, but also is emblematic of a general concept of inheritance—inherited 

wealth, inherited class and title, inherited tradition—which the ideology of the new nation sought 

to subsume. 

                                                 
8 Lisa West Norwood also analyzes the setting and spaces of Wieland, focusing more on specific sites of events in the novel, 

rather than on the macro-level questions of the frontier many other authors have addressed. In “‘I May be a Stranger to the 

Grounds of Your Belief’: Constructing Sense of Place in Wieland” (2003), West Norwood argues that in Wieland, “nothing 

happens in a place; everything happens between two places” (104) and this tension between specificity and ambiguity of space 

and place is representative both of the rhetorical structure of the narrative itself, as well as of Brockden Brown’s own non-fiction 

writings on geography, tethering the concepts of mapmaking and authorship in a way that helps explain some of the novel’s 

peculiarities (112). In this framework, the characters’ search for answers in the novel is transformed into a literal, physical search 

for meaning; Carwin’s dis-placed voices unsettle spatial understanding, as “he causes the listeners to retrace their steps, both 

literally and metaphorically” (West Norwood 113): 

The listeners make a mental representation or map of the situation, detailing where they were, where they heard the 

voice, and surveying the relationship between those places. However, such a map does not help them reason through 

the dilemma. Instead, it mires them in a plethora of details that, even when linked together in a narrative, fail to achieve 

coherence. The communal sense of place in Wieland is diminished, with even the central memorial of the elder 

Wieland’s death replaced by a series of individual mental maps based on the experiences of hearing the voices. (West 

Norwood 114) 
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 Returning, finally, to the opening questions of why Brockden Brown would send a copy of 

Wieland to Thomas Jefferson, Kafer notes how Jefferson’s idiosyncratic interior decorating 

choices completely eschewed ancestral portraits (201). This seemingly random fact is noted to 

emphasize the difference between the European Gothic and American Gothic previously 

asserted, as well as to suggest “Thomas Jefferson’s belief that the earth and all its things belong 

to the living, that the past could be transcended” (201). However, Kafer concludes, “It took a 

cheeky twenty-seven-year-old Philadelphia Quaker to send the great Revolutionary a Gothic 

novel, the American republic’s first, which strongly suggested otherwise” (201). This is where 

any analysis of Wieland must begin: with the idea that the past cannot be transcended. For Kafer, 

obviously, this inescapable past is that of the Quakers and esoteric religious communities in 

colonial Pennsylvania — but the suggestion remains, even in Kafer’s own analysis, that this past-

which-cannot-be-transcended also includes the essentially American original sins of slavery and 

expropriation of native lands.  

HAUNTED BY THE PAST: “SAVAGES” AND SLAVERY 

 Unlike the Indian-focused plot of Edgar Huntly, Wieland’s only explicit mentions of 

slavery and “savages” are found as part of Wieland Sr.’s life story in chapter 1. His immigration 

story both serves as a universalized synecdoche of the American colonial experience, and also 

sets up all that is to follow in the plot of the novel: 

[…] at length, he formed a resolution of complying with what he deemed the will of 

heaven. The North-American Indians naturally presented themselves as the first objects 

for this species of benevolence. As soon as his servitude expired, he converted his little 

fortune into money, and embarked for Philadelphia. Here his fears were revived, and a 

nearer survey of savage manners once more shook his resolution. For a while he 
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relinquished his purpose, and purchasing a farm on Schuylkill, within a few miles of the 

city, set himself down to the cultivation of it. The cheapness of land, and the service of 

African slaves, which were then in general use, gave him who was poor in Europe all the 

advantages of wealth. (W 12) 

Wieland Sr.’s “resolution of complying with what he deemed the will of heaven” sets in motion 

the whole action of the novel; it should come as no surprise then that not only does this motif of 

“complying with…the will of heaven” reverberate throughout the text, but that its associated 

motifs—savages and slavery—would also take on a spectral omnipresence in the tale. This brief 

passage in chapter I is the only time in the entire novel that slaves are explicitly mentioned—but 

the younger generation’s farm seems to cultivate itself, while Theodore, Clara, Catherine, and 

Pleyel all cultivate their minds with a life of leisure and reading. One may readily assume that 

Wieland Sr.’s human property of slaves is inherited by his children along with the lands of 

Mettingen. Clara notes about her brother Theodore that “His fortune exempted him from the 

necessity of personal labor. The task to be performed by him was nothing more than 

superintendence [sic]” (22). Theodore’s “agricultural profession” is one of mere “casual 

inspection” (22), from which we can assume that others are laboring on his farm in his stead, 

likely the “African slaves, which were then in general use” inherited from his father. 

 For Wieland Sr., the “service of African slaves” allows him to “dispense with personal 

labor” and “direct attention to his own concerns” which means, of course, his original plan of 

“the conversion of the savage tribes” (12). This mission fails once more due to “the license of 

savage passion, and the artifices of his depraved countrymen” (12). “Savage passion,” like 

“savage manners,” has been mentioned before as the impediment to Wieland Sr.’s missionary 

project, but what could be these vaguely alluded-to “artifices of his depraved countrymen”? 
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Could this be a reference to the notoriously fraudulent land agreements which expropriated the 

very lands of Mettingen from their native possessors? What else could have made the natives so 

resistant to his ministrations?9 The novel provides no clarification or follow up to this claim and 

simply moves on — a formal tendency seen time and again with similar seemingly-minor but 

intriguing plot points in Wieland. 

 Wieland Sr.’s attempted “conversion of the savage tribes” is not, however, a minor plot 

point in the novel—though it does seem to be later forgotten, or overshadowed by an even 

stranger “will of heaven” compelling the next generation of Wielands. Rather, Wieland Sr.’s 

failed attempts at converting the natives, stymied by their “savage manners” and “savage 

passion,” aligns with what Brockden Brown later defines as one of the key motifs of American 

literature: “Incidents of Indian hostility” (EH 3). Brockden Brown’s project of creating a new 

national literature explicitly calls upon this motif of “Indian hostility,” transforming the real 

experience of the colonists and the colonized into a novelistic trope. While David Kazanijan’s 

2001 essay “Charles Brockden Brown’s Biloquial Nation: National Culture and White Settler 

Colonialism in Memoirs of Carwin the Biloquist” deals almost exclusively with Brown’s spinoff 

prequel to Wieland, Kazanijan’s analysis makes vital points about Brown’s project of creating a 

“native” American literature as well as the actual Native Americans displaced both by this 

concept and by the characters and colonies of Brown’s narratives. Hinging his analysis on 

                                                 
9 J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur writes of similarly “depraved countrymen” in his 1782 Letters from an American Farmer; in 

the chapter “What is an American?” the titular farmer (a semifictional, semiautobiographical pastiche of de Crevecoeur himself, 

ostensibly settled in Pennsylvania) decries the behavior of certain European settlers toward the natives, alluding as well to 

deception and greed: 

What a detestable idea such people must have given to the natives of the Europeans! They trade with them; the worst of 

people are permitted to do that which none but persons of the best characters should be employed in. They get drunk 

with them and often defraud the Indians. Their avarice, removed from the eyes of their superiors, knows no bounds; 

and aided by a little superiority of knowledge, these traders deceive them and even sometimes shed blood. Hence those 

shocking violations, those sudden devastations which have so often stained our frontiers, when hundreds of innocent 

people have been sacrificed for the crimes of a few. It was in consequence of such behaviour that the Indians took the 

hatchet against the Virginians in 1774. (79) 
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Carwin’s first discovery of his biloquial skill as he mimicked “the shrill tones of a Mohock 

savage,” Kazanijan follows this motif of the “savage” in its explicit and implicit appearances in 

Brown’s novels (459-460). 10  Considering the introduction to Edgar Huntly, in which Brown 

posits “Indian hostility” and the “western wilderness” as the topics a “native of America” ought 

to write about, Kazanijan amplifies the strangeness of Brockden Brown’s displacement of 

“native” status from the object to the author of American literature: 

In Brown’s prescription, the figure of “a native of America” supplants Native Americans, 

themselves reduced to scenes of “Indian hostility” and “western wilderness” that the new 

“native” merely witnesses, records, and incorporates into his originality…. Literary 

magazines of the period are filled with programmatic calls for the founding of an 

authentic American culture derived not from Europe but from “indigenous”—that is, 

white settler colonial—sources, thereby turning white colonists into the proper subjects of 

America and invoking Native Americans only as obstacles or backdrops. (462-463) 

In Edgar Huntly, of course, the Native American appears as an “obstacle”—a clear enemy, 

physically threatening but physically defeatable (and killed gruesomely in many scenes). But 

Wieland presents a different deployment of the figure of the native—perhaps Brockden Brown’s 

“prescription” for American literature was not yet fully formed at the writing of this novel, for 

the Indian in Wieland is not merely an obstacle or backdrop. But perhaps this difference owes not 

to the early unformed stage of Brockden Brown’s theory of what makes a novel “American,” but 

to a limitation in Kazanijan’s interpretation of such. The haunting presence of America’s original 

                                                 
10 Kazanijan’s ensuing analysis takes a decidedly Kantian approach, investigating the aesthetic ramifications of Carwin’s 

appropriation of “savage tones”—but these initial remarks on the supplanting of the real native with the conceptualized “native” 

born white settler offer key insights into precisely the kind of “original sin” haunting both Brown’s novels and the project of 

“American literature” as a whole. 
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sins cannot be easily and simply transformed into a “backdrop”—and if it were to be, the 

irreducible excesses of this “backdrop” inevitably contaminate the very language of the scenes 

set upon it, a pervasive and inescapable haunting of the violent past.11 

 While mostly situating the novel in its contemporary political context of debates over 

federalism and Jeffersonianism, Jennifer Harris’ 2003 “At One with the Land: The Domestic 

Remove—Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland and Matters of National Belonging” connects the 

physical setting of the novel—land expropriated from and subsequently haunted by the specter of 

its native possessors—with the novel’s narrative texture of present absences, excess details and 

dropped plotlines, folding all this into her concept of “ambiguous landscape” (196, 198). This 

“ambiguous landscape” exemplifies the inextricable linkage between the narrative’s formal 

tendency to produce details then avoid explanation and the frequent content of these dropped 

references—the mysterious and troubling past: “In an aside, Clara tells us that Mettingen was 

named for its ‘first possessor,’ but the fate of that first possessor remains unstated. Likewise, the 

fate of the first inhabitants—dispossessed and subjected to Wieland’s attempts to convert  

them—remains unstated” (Harris 196). These omissions are not to be seen as some flaw in the 

composition of the narrative—they are, in fact, a key feature of tis force and form. Mysterious 

fates and questions left unanswered—the general specter of the “unstated”—are at the very crux 

of the novel’s plot as well as of its effects on the reader.  

 As Harris rightly points out, the unstated “fate of the first inhabitants” of Mettingen is 

                                                 
11 I disagree with Kazanijan’s eventual claim that “rather than violently appropriating Indian spaces and lives, white settler 

colonialism emerges from these discursive practices as intelligently making cultural space for and giving aesthetic life to ‘the 

Indian’” (463); obviously, while the literature and rhetoric of the time may not have been violently appropriative, the reality of 

existence surely was: during a time of intensifying expropriation of land, this rhetoric of “transforming” the natives into the 

literary motif of “the Indian” functions as merely a mask over reality, shamefully covering over a real and festering wound. The 

production of this aesthetic motif of “the Indian” serves then as a marker of lack, flagging the present absence of those who were 

forcibly removed and exterminated to prepare the “backdrop” of the American experience. The setting of Brown’s early novels, 

then, is inextricable from their content: colonial Americans navigating the threatening spaces of a land haunted by the past. 
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intimately connected with the pervasive sense of haunting that creates the novel’s mood and 

propels its plot. In Wieland—and in the inchoate national literature Brockden Brown sought to 

foster—the Indian is always-already a present absence: 

The elder Wieland’s failure to convert Indians foreshadows his inability to make the land 

his own, reinforcing his on-going alienation. … In fact, his only attempt genuinely to 

interact with any facet of the nation is through his attempts to convert Native Americans 

to Christianity. Yet Native Americans were already erroneously understood in much 

contemporary national discourse not only as being outside of the national project but also 

as belonging to a dying race, whose demise would foreclose any discussion of their 

future. Euro-Americans of the northeast, then, were moving further into psychological 

territory where their understanding of Natives was based more on their imaginings than 

on actual encounters. Part of this imagining was a transformation of “Indians” into a 

signifier for a violent but definable past. … The indigenous association with nature marks 

the land Wieland inhabits, as do the on-going land conflicts with various indigenous 

groups, both at the time Wieland was set and at the time Brown was writing. This 

“haunting” is supported by Brown’s idea of what a new national literature should be. 

(198-199) 

The “indigenous association with nature” Harris alludes to here is that force of metonymy by 

which the wilderness itself comes to figure for the natives who once inhabited it. The wild space 

of the western frontier—at least in the “imaginings” of the emerging literature and cultural 

discourse of the European settlers of North American—always carries within it the specter of the 

native, whether those natives are still living, displaced, or dead. 
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 This irrelevance whether the natives are physically present or not should not be 

interpreted as an irrelevance of the natives to the culture and literature of early America. Indeed, 

when Harris refers (above) to “Brown’s idea of what a new national literature should be” she is 

most certainly referring to Brown’s introduction to Edgar Huntly, in which he posits the motifs 

of “Indian hostility” and “western wilderness” as the most suitable topics for a uniquely 

American literary culture. As Harris points out, the present absence of the native inhabitants of 

the land is a vital motif of early American literature and culture, inextricably bound up with the 

figure of the wild landscape itself, and vital to Brown’s project of creating an American literary 

tradition: 

Following Brown, we are obliged to read the Natives he deploys, not only as symbols, 

but as necessary in defining America. The violent presence of Indians that he represents 

as fundamental to any proposed literature had already entered the Euro-American 

symbolic realm of storytelling. … For Brown and others, then, the landscape of America 

is already and always haunted by an evacuated indigenous presence. But for Brown it can 

also be, as in Wieland, haunted by those who are alienated from the land by their 

alienation itself. It is therefore fitting that those absented presences, and the death of the 

elder Wieland, haunt the landscape for his children. (199) 

For Harris, the death of Wieland Sr. adds him to the chain of signification as yet another figure of 

“those who are alienated from the land”; this substitution allows the death of the father to haunt 

the Wieland family in the place of the specter of the exterminated Indian. While the novel’s 

characters refer more often to the event of their father’s death than to the uncanny absence of 

Native Americans on their frontier-adjacent farmland (indeed, the Indian is never mentioned 

explicitly in Wieland after the father’s demise), this does not mean that the dead father is 
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necessarily the only haunting presence in the text. Brockden Brown’s project of Americanizing 

the gothic explicitly (in the introduction to Edgar Huntly) and implicitly (in Wieland) deploys the 

motif of the spectral presence of the Indian as an essential component of what makes a text 

“American.” Harris outlines how the motif of the exterminated native functions in an 

Americanized version of Gothic tropes, standing in the place of the “ancient sin” so necessary to 

a Gothic milieu: 

The trope of the savage Indian presence, the hostile landscape, disembodied and/or 

oracular voices, a mysterious stranger who is both attractive and repulsive, threats of 

physical violence, evil concealed beneath the surface, treacherous servants, and other 

inexplicable phenomena, are all elements of gothic fiction, reconfigured in an American 

context to undermine claims to New World innocence…. The land is certainly not 

innocent and open for conversion to American ideological purposes, any more than are 

the Native Americans the elder Wieland encounters. (200) 

Though lacking in ancient castles and crumbling monasteries, the land of the new world certainly 

isn’t “innocent.”12 But though the real natives (and their fictionalized representations) may 

indeed have been resistant to religious conversion, the emblems of the native and of the land 

itself certainly were “open for conversion to American ideological purposes.” Expropriated from 

their true contexts, dispossessed of their own history, the native and the wilderness become key 

motifs of early American literature, deployed to create a sense of authentic “Americanness” 

and—ironically—to redefine the white children born to colonists as the true “natives” of 

America, the purest bearers of American experience.13 But the reproduction of these symbols of 

                                                 
12 The idea of “New World innocence” to which Harris here alludes is from Teresa Goddu’s 1997 Gothic America: Narrative, 

History and Nation 
13 See Kazanijan 
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the Indian and the wilderness—pithed and repurposed—also reproduces the specter of the 

originals, and it is this specter responsible for the hauntings in Wieland, as well as in Brockden 

Brown’s other early, gothic novels. 

HAUNTED BY THE FUTURE: THE WILD FRONTIER 

 Although the setting of Wieland is far less frontier-y than that of Edgar Huntly14—

Mettingen is but a day trip away from Philadelphia—Brown emphasizes the physical isolation of 

the Wieland family to evoke a mood of frontier living and craft a setting more suitable for the 

violence and mystery yet to come. Wieland Sr.’s esoteric religious practices—which lead to his 

demise—are supported by this isolation. The individualistic pursuits of both generations of 

Wielands are founded upon and nurtured by the homestead’s distance from other social 

structures: “The loneliness of their dwelling prevented [my mother] from joining any established 

congregation” (W 13). The idea that setting influenced behavior, that isolation led to 

idiosyncrasy, is not merely a conceit of Brockden Brown’s novel; contemporary American 

authors made the same observations of the interconnectedness of culture and landscape in the 

new nation. J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur’s 1782 Letters from an American Farmer depicts a 

fictional “farmer in Pennsylvania” and his observations of his countrymen and national culture. 

In the essential chapter, “What is an American?” (itself based around the story of another 

immigrant to Pennsylvania), de Crevecoeur asserts the primacy of setting15 in cultivating 

                                                 
14 Although Wall Hinds asserts that Wieland takes place in a less frontier-y frontier than Edgar Huntly’s setting, her analysis of 

this first novel reveals how even Clara’s relatively suburban homestead takes on the characteristics and threats of the wildest 

wilderness frontier, too: 

Clara’s home, ostensibly a secure and intimate space, has become a threatening and alien frontier location that fails to 

secure her. If the Temple and Mettingen are the seats of rational activity, the further Clara travels from those places 

toward the uncultivated grounds surrounding Wieland property, the more she is confronted with the irrational, as if 

madness within the frontier spaces around her works along with the irrational in experience to destroy her ability to 

comprehend the phenomena around her. (121) 
15 Discussing “the unknown bounds of North America,” de Crevecoeur exclaims, “Who can tell how far it extends? … For no 

European foot has as yet travelled half the extent of this mighty continent!” (68). Note the modifier “European” here—calling 

attention to de Crevecoeur’s awareness that this unknown, unmeasured frontier is the province of the non-European, the Indian.  
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personality and behavior: 

Men are like plants; the goodness and flavour [sic] of the fruit proceeds from the peculiar 

soil and exposition in which they grow. We are nothing but what we derive from the air 

we breathe, the climate we inhabit, the government we obey, the system of religion we 

profess, and the nature of our employment. (71) 

This passage could be a fitting epigraph for Wieland, as Brockden Brown’s novel shows 

precisely how landscape and setting, along with “the system of religion we profess, and the 

nature of our employment” work to shape the fate of the Wieland family. De Crevecoeur uses 

this passage to set up his definition of the three regionally-defined Americans: “those who live 

near the sea,” “those who inhabit the middle settlements,” and the “back settlers,” those who live 

“near the last inhabited districts” (71-72). De Crevecoeur emphasizes the depravity resultant 

from living in such a place of extremity and isolation (“you cannot imagine what an effect on 

manners the great distances they live from each other has!” [77]) and concludes that “After this 

explanation of the effects which follow by living in the woods, shall we yet vainly flatter 

ourselves with the hope of converting the Indians? We should rather begin with converting our 

back-settlers” (78). De Crevecoeur’s fictional non-fiction here affirms the futility of “converting 

the Indians” experienced by Wieland Sr., and relocates the sense of “savagery” from the Indians 

in the wilderness to the settlers on the edge of the wilderness, a displacement that appears in both 

Wieland and Edgar Huntly.  

 The wilderness-adjacent settings of these novels are vital to the events depicted therein. 

As Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds’ foundational 1993 essay “Charles Brockden Brown and the 

Frontiers of Discourse” establishes, “the frontier in Edgar Huntly, Arthur Mervyn, Wieland, and 

Ormond functions as a force in itself, almost as a character with an assertive will, to create both 
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an impetus and an arena for the working out of gothic terror” (109). For Wall Hinds, the 

“assertive will” of the frontier influences the very narrative discourse of these novels: “the 

digression and diffusion of narrative perspective so commonly regarded as flaws in Brown 

comprise the very texture of Brown’s gothic effect: this gothicism… grows out of a landscape 

already exposed yet forever impenetrable” (109). Wall Hinds’s analysis of Brockden Brown’s 

gothic novels traces the effect of the uniquely American setting on the language and form of the 

novels themselves: 

Placed within either a literal or figurative wilderness, Brown’s narrators find themselves 

unable to construct narrative out of chaos, unable to conform their stories to conventional 

fictional structures. They produce instead discursive forms of terror-inspiring 

incoherence. … Narrative enactment of events within this unsettled landscape takes on a 

peculiarly unmotivated and irrational form of temporality, refusing to admit of causal 

relationships among events. With their disconnected and often wandering narrative 

strands, Brown’s novels present narrators unable to organize into rational form the 

irrational in experience. Without explicit, or even implicit, causal connections, Brown’s 

novels take place at the frontier of prose narrative, beyond narrative conventions of 

causality and motivation. (109-110) 

The setting of the “wilderness” brings with it a powerful chaos which contaminates the text of 

the novel, tinting with “terror-inspiring incoherence” the very narration of “event within this 

unsettled landscape.” Wall Hinds here delineates some of the key traits of Brown’s textual 

wilderness: the lack or breakdown of causal and temporal relationships between events in the 

narrative. Such temporal and causal incoherence produces the symptom in the text of digressions 
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from and sudden shifts in the plot line of the novel.16 

 Wall Hinds notes the parallel structure of Edgar Huntly’s wanderings across the frontier 

landscape with the narrative digressions and wanderings of the plot of Edgar Huntly itself (111). 

“Disproportionate attention to minor details and stories,” Wall Hinds notes, “results in the same 

effect as digression” (111). These formal traits are evident in Wieland, as well. As Wall Hinds 

points out, “While Clara’s ostensible purpose in writing is to make ‘divinely satisfactory sense’ 

of her irrational experience, her telling serves to re-create the experience itself, complete with its 

unexplained and unexplainable turns of events that proceed without cause” (118).  The 

irrationality of Clara’s experience produces a correlating irrationality in her narration of such. 

Given a set of events which seem to admit of no rational explanation, Clara’s testimony itself—

despite her explicitly devotion to Enlightenment ideals of reason and a name which connotes 

clarity—veers from the rational and begins to embody the same breakdowns in causality and 

temporality presented by the content of her tale. 

 This transference of irrationality from the content of the narrative to its form seems to go 

both ways; Clara’s struggles to present a coherent, linear narrative of events becomes itself the 

main content of Wieland. The novel is less about experiencing the unexplainable than it is about 

attempting to narrate the unexplainable. Wall Hinds also notes this transitive property of formal 

incoherence at work in Wieland:  

[Brown’s novels’] narratives digress so frequently that they are, at the discursive level, 

about digression, particularly once their tellers realize the contingency of events around 

them—a form of literal digression within the world—and they become obsessed with 

their experience of that contingency. (112) 

                                                 
16  (of course there are other symptoms, but this is the trait discussed by Wall Hinds in her analysis). 
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The narrative of Wieland is exclusively compose of letters describing Clara’s experience, so of 

course these would also depict her experience of contingency, as Wall Hinds notes here. The 

manner in which this experience of contingency is depicted, however, is multifold. Wall Hinds 

emphasizes the narrative digressions in the novel as the key symptom of such contingency, but 

there are (as will be discussed later), many ways in which the form of Wieland’s narrative is 

contaminated and shaped by its content. 

 Wall Hinds discusses the “added story elements that disappear from the narrative after 

their initial introduction” with particular reference to Edgar Huntly (113); while Wall Hinds 

argues that Edgar Huntly features this trait more prominently than in Brockden Brown’s other 

novels (113), surely this narrative structure is at work in Wieland as well. Wall Hinds identifies 

the side-stories and narrative digressions in Wieland as disruptions, but does not explicitly 

parallel this formal characteristic with Edgar Huntly (118). Most notably, the postscript to the 

narrative proper, set three years later as Clara writes a follow up to the main story, is identified 

by Wall Hinds as the “main shift” in the narrative, but not the only digression: 

Besides its main shift near the end, several other narratives disrupt the telling of Clara’s 

story, the most conspicuous of which are the memoirs of Wieland senior and Theodore’s 

confession. Both interpolated stories, in fact, are themselves interrupted during their 

reading as the events of Clara’s story intervene. (118) 

Wall Hinds connects this tendency of narrative digression and fragmentation to a specifically 

gothic sensibility (118). But whereas in most gothic narratives the back stories of characters and 

interpolated tales of the past eventually come together to craft a grand explanation of the plot 

events (as in Mathew Lewis’ Monk for instance), in Wieland and other Brockden Brown novels, 

these side stories seem to appear and then drop away. In Wieland, the back stories established in 
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the first few pages of the novel would appear to be setting up an eventual denouement of big-

picture explication, yet aside from the eventual clarification of Louisa Conway’s family and fate, 

these side narratives are never (so it would seem) revisited. Wall Hinds explains this as a feature 

of Brown’s stylistic emphasis on contingency and gothic indeterminacy: 

The two written digressions complicate the attempt by Clara’s sensibility to reconcile 

appearances with some hidden motivating force, in hopes of unifying physical and 

metaphysical reality. By allowing these explanations to be unassimilated into her 

understanding—neither are, after all, read completely without interruption—Clara 

distances them from her own narrative, leaving them hanging as digressions. When the 

framed stories do reappear, the main narrative has so far “forgotten” them that their 

appearance seems random and unimportant, as with the Stuart-Conway-Maxwell 

narrative, which is foreseen only in the first pages of the novel. In Brown’s narrative 

universe, contingency takes the place of causality; stories, isolated events, even 

characters simply appear and then sink again out of sight. (118-119) 

These narrative digressions do deny a sense of completion or closure to the novel, but they are 

neither pointless nor do they truly disappear after their initial mention. The presence of these 

failed foreshadowings helps to cultivate a sense of mystery and gothic suspense, as the reader 

assumes these plot points have significance to the narrative as a whole, and anticipates a 

revelatory follow-up to each fragment. Such a sense of suspense and anticipation relies on the 

reader remembering these narrative digressions, and figuratively carrying them along as they 

read to the end. It is in the reader’s memory, then, that these side stories do not “sink again out of 

sight”—and though the plot of the novel may not revisit these initial images and motifs, the form 
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of the novel itself is contaminated and transformed by this absence of follow up and the 

anticipation that it will be filled. 

 In her analysis, Wall Hinds asserts that Wieland’s tendency to narrative digression and 

logical incoherence provides an organizational model for Brockden Brown’s subsequent 

novels—a model that diverges radically from “popular novel constructs” of his time: 

Wieland is anti-novelistic in more than its treatment of popular novel constructs: it turns 

the foundation of novelistic organization on its head, resisting all attempts of its teller or 

its reader to fasten onto a pattern of connection among its parts. Clara Wieland’s 

discursive voice, sounding much like a cry for help from the wilderness, became for 

Brown the first model of a pattern for irrationality in other novelistic subjects—

Constantia Dudley, Edgar Huntly, and Arthur Mervyn. Opposed to the novelistic form of 

completion, Clara’s narrative exists not on Huntly’s literal frontier but on the frontier of 

discourse, enacting as it does a temporality without causation and therefore without 

conclusion. (116) 

This broad assertion, however, deserves skeptical analysis; Brown’s formal chaos is at once 

reminiscent of British and continental gothic narratives, and his refusal to play by the rules of 

other gothic conventions—in particular the type of denouement in which all plot threads are 

conspiratorially brought together—is not necessarily in itself “anti-novelistic.” Clearly, Brockden 

Brown’s first novel is pioneering for the form of the novel: expanding the range of novelistic 

form by colonizing the edges of the wilderness. Of course, though, the lack of conclusion and the 

only-tenuous-causation in Wieland is actually not “anti-novelistic” at all—at least in terms of the 

American novel. Like Moby-Dick, As I Lay Dying, Inherent Vice, and other notable American 

novels, Wieland is part of—not an outlier from—a tradition of “resisting all attempts of its teller 
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or its reader to fasten onto a pattern of connection among its parts.” Yes, Wall Hinds is correct 

that Wieland “disrupts the standard expectations of the sentimental romance” (116)—but in 

doing so, Wieland sets the standard for a new genre: the peculiar “cry from the wilderness” that 

becomes the American novel.  

HOPE FOR NO FUTURE: THE TROUBLE WITH ENDINGS 

 Part of the way Wieland’s narrative “resist[s] all attempts of its teller or its reader to fasten 

onto a pattern of connection among its parts” (Wall Hinds 116) goes beyond plot-level 

disconnections in causality and temporality, and begins to pervert the natural order of things on 

the level of language itself. The pervasive sense of uncertainty in Clara’s narrative voice comes 

not only from her inability to coherently thread together disparate and strange events into a 

cohesive chain of causality, but also from disruptions in the syntax and tense of the language she 

uses to narrate. One of the most prominent idiosyncrasies of Clara’s narrative style is the shifting 

tense of her narration, often appearing as sudden eruptions of one timeline into another, as when 

her time of writing interrupts the time of experience being retold, which happens within and on 

top of the already strange nesting of multiple times of writing in the collection of letters which 

makes up Wieland.  

 Christine Hedlin asserts that Clara’s shifts between tenses both leads to and stems from her 

inability to explain the causes of the effects she is narrating.17 By shifting between the time of 

                                                 
17 Hedlin points out another method by which Clara’s narration avoids answering questions of causality: the use of the passive 

voice, among other similar stylistic choices eliding active agency: 

Her sentences prioritize outcomes and effects over agents and causes. … Syntactical oddities and numerous tense 

switches supplement such obscurities in her narrative’s causal relationships. When Clara states that “it suffices” to 

know the past is irrevocable, she cuts off questions about causality before readers can raise them.  

The same nonstandard syntactic constructions; artful manipulation of the passive voice’ and vague, metaphorical 

sentence subjects define Clara’s rhetorical style throughout her narrative. (749) 

In addition to disruptive shifts in tense and the reliance on passive voice and non-standard sentence construction, Clara’s 

narrative also works to undermine its own clarity and certainty through the figure of litotes and similar double-negative 

formulations, as Hedlin points out: 
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experience and the time of writing, Clara’s narration both recognizes her eventual inability to 

explain her past, and simultaneously disrupts the narrative chain in order to evade responsibility 

for such explanations. If we are to go about ascribing motives to fictional characters, Hedlin’s 

claim seems to offer a plausible motive for Clara’s inconsistencies in tense: 

By the time she begins writing, [Clara] has become all too aware of the futility of her 

obsession [“her preoccupation with agency and causation”]. Thus in her narrative she 

maintains a (perhaps unconscious) critical distance from her previous pursuit of questions 

of causation; she adopts or falls into a rhetorical style enabling her to get past her baffling 

questions without having to provide their answers. (747) 

Although Hedlin here allows for the fact that the tense-shifting in the narrative is “perhaps 

unconscious” on Clara’s part, just a page later, Hedlin doubles down on her thesis that Clara’s 

breaks into present tense are purposeful and crafted to create this “critical distance” from the 

questions of the past: 

The style and structure of Wieland reflect Clara’s evasion of these questions of causality. 

Significantly, Clara composes her narrative years after the events in it have taken place. 

By this time, she knows that she cannot ascertain who or what is to blame for her 

family’s fate. She has already realized that she has “no power and no need to decide” 

whether supernatural or natural forces motivated her family’s and friends’ actions. Hence 

she records her past concerns about causation with present-tense commentary reflecting 

her lately acquired submissiveness to fate’s inscrutability. (748) 

                                                 
Of course, such cumbersome verb constructions only further enshroud her conclusions in doubt. Clara’s insistence that 

her narrative “cannot be disproved” leaves noticeably unanswered questions whether it can, then, also be proved. 

These unanswered questions about Clara’s narrative are complimented by an equal abundance of unanswered questions 

within Clara’s narrative. Arguably the most distinctive elements of her narrative style, Clara’s rhetorical questions 

perform explicitly what her nonstandard verb constructions and metaphorical subjects accomplish indirectly: they let 

her advance her plot, but only on uncertain grounds. (750) 
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Notably, though, despite the narrative construct that Clara “knows that she cannot ascertain,” this 

lack of knowledge is not revealed to the reader of Clara’s narrative. Indeed, Clara begins her first 

letter asserting that it will provide information to her readers, “acknowledg[ing] your [her 

readers’] right to be informed of the events that have lately happened in my family” (W 7). 

Readers of the narrative assume and expect that it will offer a coherent explanation of these 

events; the narrative’s repeated shifts into present tense as the plot nears the end reveal the 

staggering inability to produce an explanation coherent in both causality and temporality. Note 

that this claim to inform from the first page of the novel is itself in present tense; the narration of 

Wieland is bookended by this present tense, time-of-writing voice. Although the novel also 

begins in present tense, the interruptions of present tense are more frequent and jarring as the 

narrative draws to a close, and the shifting between tenses is absolutely a result of the inability to 

close or clarify the chain of causation, but not necessarily—as Hedlin here argues—a conscious 

choice on behalf of a fictional narrator. Instead, the interruptions of present tense, particularly 

toward the end of the narrative, are symptoms of narrative futility; the repeated attempts to end 

the narration are met time and again with the shock of failure, a shock which breaks through the 

formal convention of novelistic preterite-tense narration and leaves its trace as repeated 

intrusions of present tense.  

 The indeterminable location of the mysterious voice that drives the plot of the novel 

eerily parallels the indeterminable location of the narrative voice itself: while it appears that the 

narrative is uttered by “Clara,” the time of writing and place of writing seems to shift throughout 

the novel. While the “advertisement,” written in the voice of Brown’s authorial persona, asserts 

that the novel consists of a letter written by Clara “to a small number of friends” (6), by the time 

the reader is 50 pages in to the novel, it is hard to maintain the belief that this is a single letter. 
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Indeed, the form of Wieland seems to consist of explicitly at least 3 sections from different times 

of writing, and different narrative perspectives. If we count the “advertisement” as part of the 

novel itself, there’s at least one voice that isn’t Clara; thereafter begins the letter from Clara 

described in the advertisement; this is followed up by a second letter, “Written three years after 

the foregoing, and dated at Montpellier” (224). But if we are to believe the advertisement, the 

main section of the novel—over 200 pages!—is a single letter from Clara to her friends. Even if 

this is supposed to be a single letter, we cannot believe that Clara wrote the entire letter in a 

single sitting. How long would it take to write 200 typed pages, in longhand, using writing 

instruments from the 1700s? Surely more than one day.  

 Of course, Clara’s narrative itself seems to acknowledge the impossibility of such a long 

stretch of writing: especially toward the end of the novel, Clara’s time-of-writing voice interrupts 

the past-tense narrative, disclaiming an inability to continue writing—and then continuing 

nonetheless. This perversely seems to reaffirm the impossible claim that this is a single letter, yet 

brings up the idea that perhaps, at some point, Clara did indeed “desist” in writing, only to begin 

again. As a result of this equivocation, it is nearly impossible to locate the narrative voice in a 

single time and space. Truly, “it did not come from one side or the other, from before us or 

behind” (W 43)— for the moments in the main letter in which Clara’s narrative voice breaks into 

the present tense, directly addressing her reader, are explicitly set at least three years prior to the 

final letter in the novel; the present tense in most of the novel is in no way contiguous to the 

actual present—it is neither before us or behind. This ambiguity of authorial position—in both 

the extradiegetic narrative voice and the diegetic mysterious voices—is particularly manipulative 

of the reader. The reader’s experience of the narrative voice of Wieland comes to mirror the 

characters’ experiences of the mysterious voices—unable to accurately pinpoint the source or 
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trust the words of either—amplifying the unsettling sense of mystery requisite to the novel’s 

gothic mood, and also revealing the inescapable impossibility of assigning causality to any voice 

or event. 

 Clara’s sudden breaks into the present tense increase in frequency and magnitude toward 

the end of the narrative; these seem to come as a result of the building intensity of the content of 

the narration, and simultaneously increase the reader’s feeling of suspense for these very events. 

Clara’s interruptions here are both about her desire to stop writing (or her inability to continue), 

and likewise perform the work of stopping the continuation of the narrative. These narrative 

interruptions both look forward to the conclusion of the narrative, while looking back to the time 

of events; in this way, these narrative interruptions best exemplify the dual forces of memory and 

hope Lukács sees as central to novel form. These passages reflect a dual temporality: looking 

back upon the horror and emotionality of memory, while looking forward to the hoped-for 

conclusion of the telling of these memories—a conclusion which Clara repeatedly aligns with 

her own death. 

 The first of these interruptions ironically appears not long after Clara asserts, “I felt as if I 

was rushing into deadly toils, without the power of pausing or receding” (138). While there may 

not have been a “power of pausing or receding” in the experience of these events, the act of 

narration allows Clara precisely this “power of pausing or receding.” To exemplify this, just a 

few pages later, in chapter XVI, the time-of-action Clara pauses on the foot of her stairs, about to 

ascend and encounter the corpse of her sister in law; the time-of-writing Clara here pauses the 

action, receding even to consider “incidents…which forewent,” and interrupts the narrative’s 

“rushing into deadly toils”—for both character-Clara and the reader, as well: 
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Alas! my heart droops, and my fingers are enervated; my ideas are vivid, but my 

language is faint; now know I what it is to entertain incommunicable sentiments. The 

chain of subsequent incidents is drawn through my mind, and being linked with those 

which forewent, by turns rouse up agonies and sink me into hopelessness. 

Yet I will persist to the end. My narrative may be invaded by inaccuracy and confusion; 

but if I live no longer, I will, at least, live to complete it. What but ambiguities, 

abruptnesses, and dark transitions, can be expected from the historian who is, at the same 

time, the sufferer of these disasters? (141) 

There is a perverse irony in asserting that her “language is faint” and writing of 

“incommunicable sentiments” in a passage of such vivid language, communicating explicit 

sentiments of “agonies,” “hopelessness,” and “confusion.” This is not the only strange 

contradiction in this passage; despite asserting that the narrative may be “invaded by inaccuracy 

and confusion,” and will inevitably be full of “ambiguities, abruptness, and dark transitions,” this 

passage nonetheless presents a coherent and clear image of “the chain of subsequent events.” 

This “chain of subsequent incidents” here seems, at least as a figure of speech, stable enough to 

be “drawn through [Clara’s] mind” indicating that the future events (those which have not yet 

been narrated) will indeed form a coherent chain. That this chain of future events is “linked with 

those which forewent” admits a causal connection between what has already been narrated and 

that which is to come. But the “chain of subsequent events” in the novel is broken time and again 

by Clara’s narrative intrusions, which shift tense, break temporalities, delay the reader’s journey 

to denouement, and defy any clarity of ending. If events do exist as a “chain” in Clara’s mind, 

neatly linked in orderly temporality and causality, this chain is broken by the act of narration. 

Clara here admits that her “narrative may be invaded by inaccuracy and confusion,” (emphasis 
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added) throwing the reader into doubt whether any of her statements up to this point may be 

trusted, or if the reader is, herself, forging links of continuity and causality where there are none. 

Clara’s conclusion to this first interruption to the end of her tale, “What but ambiguities, 

abruptnesses, and dark transitions, can be expected…?” (emphasis added) calls into question the 

reader’s expectations of the narrative: for a coherent presentation of cause and effect, progressing 

from a first cause, through mystery, to clarification, and denouement.18 This interruption into the 

narrative, as Clara admits her inability to finish the tale, reaffirms her statement that the reader 

ought to expect “abruptness and dark transitions”—so we should not be surprised when just such 

abruptness continues, and even increases in frequency, as the novel draws to a close. 

 The motif of “dark transitions” soon mutates into even-darker, now unknowable 

“unconscious transitions” in the next present-tense intrusion of the narrative voice. Again, as 

before, time-of-writing Clara pauses the forward motion of the narrative, asserts her incapacity 

for relaying an accurate narrative, appeals to similar “sentiments” as have previously delayed or 

invaded her narrative—but continues with the tale, nonetheless: 

Allow me, my friends, to close my eyes upon the after-scene. Why should I protract a tale 

which I already begin to feel is too long? Over this scene at least let me pass lightly. 

Here, indeed, my narrative would be imperfect. All was tempestuous commotion in my 

heart and in my brain. I have no memory for ought but unconscious transitions and rueful 

sights. (151) 

Perversely, Clara’s pause in the narrative here is ostensibly to omit “the after-scene” which 

inclusion would unnecessarily “protract [the] tale.” But this interruption itself serves to protract 

the tale, creating further gaps between the reader’s position and the promised (but interminably 

                                                 
18 This is particularly ironic given the novel’s conclusion being set in an “if…then” style of causal questions.  
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withheld) denouement. Clara’s remark that she “already begin[s] to feel” that her story “is too 

long” only intensifies the reader’s desire for the ending (and soon).19 That Clara poses this 

remark as a question—“Why should I protract a tale which I already begin to feel is too long?”—

provokes the reader to question Clara’s motives in writing this narrative. Is this egregiously long 

letter truly meant “to inform” as originally stated, or is it actually a long con, subtly manipulating 

the reader into the same “tempestuous commotion” of “heart and brain” as experienced by our 

narrator?20 

 Part of Clara’s reluctance to end her narration perhaps stems from persistently equating 

ceasing to write with her own death. Of course, as a fictional narrator, to cease narration actually 

would be to cease living—but Clara’s later narrative interruptions reveal not only the possible 

motives for not ending, but also shed light on the motivation for narration itself: 

A few words more and I lay aside the pen for ever. Yet why should I not relinquish it 

now? All that I have said is preparatory to this scene, and my fingers, tremulous and cold 

as my heart, refuse any further exertion. This must not be. Let my last energies support 

me in the finishing of this task. Then will I lay down my head in the lap of death. Hushed 

will be all my murmurs in the sleep of the grave. … Your love for me has prompted me to 

this task; but I would not have complied if it had not been a luxury thus to feast upon my 

woes. I have justly calculated upon the remnant of my strength. When I lay down the pen 

the taper of life will expire: my existence will terminate with my tale. (211) 

This passage reveals Clara’s dual motive for writing the letter that makes up the bulk of Wieland: 

                                                 
19 That this dissertation chapter is, itself, “too long” is an irony not lost on me, or, in all likelihood, my committee. 
20 Notably, Clara is not only an actor in the events and the author of her own narrative, she is also a reader. Her most prominent 

scene of reading, as she finally faces her brother’s criminal testimony, features similar pauses and breaks in tense, with 

interruptions mirroring her atemporal approach to the rest of the narrative. After breaking off her reading of Wieland’s testimony, 

Clara exclaims, “Will you wonder that I read no farther? Will you not rather be astonished that I read thus far? What power 

supported me through such a task I know not” (167). This interruption in narrative voice is directly addressed to the reader, but it 

could even be the reader’s own voice, “astonished that I read thus far.” 
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“Your love for me” and the fact that it is “a luxury thus to feast upon my woes.” Her phrasing in 

this statement clearly privileges the “luxury…to feast upon my woes” as the most vital motivator 

to her narration. This idea of luxuriating in woe also helps to explain Clara’s seeming reluctance 

to end her tale: not because she believes she will die when she “lay[s] aside the pen,” but that to 

tell of her woe is a luxury, a feast—a pleasure she does not wish to end. This also answers her 

previous question posed to the reader: “Why should I protract a tale…?” Why, because it is “a 

luxury thus to feast upon my woe.” 

 Clara’s repeated assertions that the end of her narrative will bring her death can now be 

seen in a new light of this “luxury” of woe; her interruptions to the flow of narrative toward an 

inevitable end serve to prolong her luxury, and her exclamations about her coming death are 

themselves a “feast” of woe. Her narrative interruptions take on an even more melodramatic, 

excessively woeful tone as she luxuriates in the perverse hope of her own terrible demise: 

Here let me desist. Why should I rescue this event from oblivion? Why should I paint this 

detestable conflict? Why not terminate at once this series of horrors?—Hurry to the verge 

of the precipice, and cast myself for ever beyond remembrance and beyond hope? … Yes, 

I will rise above the sphere of mortal passions: I will spurn at the cowardly remorse that 

bids me seek impunity in silence, or comfort in forgetfulness. My nerves shall be new 

strung to the task. Have I not resolved? I will die. The gulph before me is inevitable and 

near. I will die, but then only when my tale is at an end. (W 218) 

The “gulph” before Clara here recalls her dream of the pit—a moment in her past that foretold 

her future—but also potentially refers to several other figurative “gulphs.” First, there is the 

fulfillment of the “gulph” in her dream of the pit: her brother lifting his hand against her (which 

is about to come in the next chapter, immediately following this melodramatic pause in the 
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narrative). Second, this “gulph…inevitable” may refer to the end of narration, which is both 

inevitable and also has been repeatedly (and here, as well) equated with Clara’s death. This 

inevitable gulf, though, could also (third) be applied to the vast gap in time and continuity that 

follows chapter XXVI’s conclusion to Clara’s first time-of-writing. Indeed, the end of chapter 

XXVI (the chapter immediately following Clara’s repetitive exclamation of her inevitable death 

and the “gulph before [her]”) feels much like “the edge of the precipice,” as the narrative voice 

breaks down into a precarious jumble of tenses and addressees.  

 Clara ends the “main letter” with an extended monologue in present tense, which has an 

uncertain address: is this meant for her Uncle? The readers of the letter? The readers of the 

novel? It seems to be, at times, addressed to Carwin—but this address is not consistent. Her rant 

ends with a similarly ambiguously-addressed exclamation: “Thou art gone! murmuring and 

reluctant! And now my repose is coming—my work is done!” (223). Is the “thou” of this 

statement Carwin? Or the narrative itself? But of course Clara’s work is not done, and she does 

not die. Instead, three years pass, and she begins the narrative again, from a different place, time, 

and emotional perspective: 

I imagined that I had forever laid aside the pen; and that I should take up my abode in this 

part of the world, was of all events the least probable.21 My destiny I believed to be 

accomplished, and I looked forward to a speedy termination of my life with the fullest 

confidence. … Such is man. Time will obliterate the deepest impressions. (225) 

Just as the first time-of-writing Clara looked back at her time-of-experience self in pity of her 

then confusion and irrationality, this second time-of-writing narrative voice looks back upon the 

first in full recognition of her misconceptions and misplaced confidences at the time. This second 

                                                 
21 No, actually, spontaneous combustion was the “least probable.” Next least probable was the evil ventriloquist on the run from 

the Illuminati. But go ahead, Clara, insist that reversing the usual direction of immigration is “the least probable.” 
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layer of narrative reflection casts into (even further) doubt the clarity and accuracy of Clara’s 

initial narration in the long letter which nonetheless comprises the vast bulk of Wieland. 

 The appended “three years later” letter also creates a new complexity of tenses—for if the 

former present is all in the past, what then is now? From this new perspective, Clara looks back 

on her previous time of writing, casting all the prior instances of present tense in the novel into a 

“present” that is long past: 

In relating my history of these disasters I derived a similar species of gratification 

[“eternal food to my melancholy”]. My uncle earnestly dissuaded me from this task; but 

his remonstrances were as fruitless on this head as they had been on others. They would 

have withheld from me the implements of writing; but they quickly perceived that to 

withstand would be more injurious than to comply with my wishes. Having finished my 

tale, it seemed as if the scene were closing. (225) 

The “eternal food” of “melancholy” Clara refers back to in this passage as her “gratification” for 

writing of course recalls the “luxury” of her “feast of woe” previously asserted as her motivation 

for writing—and which underlies her motivations to prolong the narrative. This restarting of the 

narrative in a second letter is also motivated by such a desire to continue the “feast.” But, 

strangely, Clara does not call this restarting of her tale a continuation, but rather repeatedly refers 

to her job of narration as “finished.” It sounds strange here to hear the narrator describe her tale 

as already “finished”—for what, then, are we currently reading? Just a few lines later, Clara 

reasserts this claim: “After my narrative was ended I betook myself to bed, in the full belief that 

my career in this world was on the point of finishing” (226, emphasis added). But if her narrative 

has ended, what are we reading now? From whence does this voice utter? From whose organs is 

it furnished? 
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MEMORY OF NO PAST: THE TROUBLE WITH BEGINNINGS 

 The narrative that Clara deems “ended” in the last chapter of the novel is the letter that 

begins chapter I. This letter is bookended at the end by the “three years later” letter of the last 

chapter, and at the beginning by the author’s “Advertisement.”22 In addition to this external 

framing, the main letter itself contains within it inter-nested temporalities—not only in Clara’s 

time-of-writing interruptions toward the end of the narrative, but also at the narrative’s 

beginning. 

 Following the Author’s “Advertisement” which introduces the text to follow as “in… 

epistolary form, by the Lady whose story it contains” (W 6), Chapter I begins with “I,” 

establishing the narrative voice as belonging to this yet-unnamed “Lady.” Already the source of 

narration is both specific yet unclear, already biloquial, as Brockden Brown projects “Clara’s” 

voice from an unknown, unspecified quarter. Only the final “three years later” letter is marked 

with the location of writing. Additionally, our narrator is not named until Chapter IV, after the 

first ventriloquized voice is heard. Perhaps this is merely an inevitable trait of first person 

narration, but given the content and context of the story, the delayed clarification of the 

narrator’s identity and location seems to fit with the novel’s motif of mysterious voices and 

unanswered questions. 

 The opening of Clara’s letter is in present tense, of the same (ostensibly) time of writing as 

her present tense interjections toward the end of the narrative but before the final letter. The 

                                                 
22 The Advertisement asserts, “It is hoped that intelligent readers will not disapprove of the manner in which appearances are 

solved…” (5). Despite this appeal to the true stories of familicide inspiring the novel, as well as to the later footnoted scientific 

and medical “evidence” supporting the plausibility of both spontaneous combustion and biloquism, very little in the novel’s plot 

is ever actually “solved.” This sentence itself models one way in which the novel refuses to “solve” or otherwise confirm 

“appearances”: the use of the figure of litotes in “not disapprove,” which merely suggests approval through a triangulation of 

double-negation, rather than actually explicitly asserting that “intelligent readers will approve.” Such purposeful withholding of 

clarification—a refusal to say anything outright, choosing instead to say by not-saying, or merely to suggest or allude—is present 

throughout the novel, in both micro (sentence- and word-level) and macro (plot level) forms. 
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conventional novelistic preterite narration23 only begins with the story of her father, as the 

narrative begins to reach toward the past in order to explain the present. This shift into the past 

tense brings with it a polyphony of narrative voices; attempting to recount events which took 

place while she was very young, Clara’s narrative necessarily turns to second-hand testimony of 

her father’s spontaneous combustion. Embedding the voices of these other witnesses in her 

account further complicates the narrative position, rendering the voice of the narrator double-

tongued and unlocatable in either time or space. These additional narrative voices proliferate a 

purposeful vagueness of language; Wieland Sr.’s own testimony, related second-hand, 

exemplifies such metastasizing of mystery: 

By his imperfect account, it appeared, that while engaged in silent orisons, with thoughts 

full of confusion and anxiety, a faint gleam suddenly shot athwart the apartment. His 

fancy immediately pictured to itself, a person bearing a lamp. It seemed to come from 

behind. He was in the act of turning to examine the visitant, when his right arm received 

a blow from a heavy club. At the same instant, a very bright spark was seen to light upon 

his clothes. In a moment, the whole was reduced to ashes. This was the sum of the 

information which he chose to give. There was somewhat in his manner that indicated an 

imperfect tale. My uncle was inclined to believe that half the truth had been suppressed. 

(19) 

Beginning by explicitly stating that this testimony is an “imperfect account,” these details of 

Clara’s father’s strange demise are both the clearest account of this event yet also couched in 

many “mazy paths” of narrative. Not only is the witness not to be trusted—Clara points out that 

her father “seemed nearly in a state of insensibility” before giving this account—but the chain of 

                                                 
23 See Barthes, S/Z 
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custody of this evidence also calls the testimony into question: the reader of Wieland is receiving 

this account via Clara, who is writing at a time of emotional upheaval, recollecting something 

relayed to her by her uncle, when she was but a child. The account that the reader of Wieland 

receives is contaminated by the distance of time, the emotional state of the narrator (both at the 

moment of witnessing and the moment of retelling), and the second- (or even third-) hand 

transmission of the tale. But these contaminations of evidence are just those that occur after the 

story is told—the story itself reveals further “mazy paths” rendering the testimony untrustworthy 

or at least vaguely suspect.  

 The passage begins by asserting that this is an “imperfect account,” which ought to place 

readers of the novel into a suspicious mindset. But is our readerly suspicion enough to notice that 

these events merely “appeared” to have happened? The “gleam” of light is described as “faint”—

and Wieland Sr.’s thoughts were “full of confusion and anxiety”—perhaps confused enough to 

merely imagine a “faint gleam.” Indeed, this light “seemed to come from behind”—not only was 

our witness facing away from the source, but the use of “seemed” here flags the uncertainty in 

the account. For all the novel’s repetition of enlightenment tropes of objective evidence and trust 

in the senses, it is neither observation nor rationality that produces the details of Wieland Sr.’s 

testimony, but rather “his fancy” which is “picture[ing] to itself.” Given these rhetorical moves 

which purposefully obscure the clarity of events, of course this “indicated an imperfect tale.” By 

the end of this short paragraph, the reader, too, is “inclined to believe that half the truth had been 

suppressed.” But this final sentence, too, is a rhetorical turn in the novel’s mazy path: to assert 

that “half the truth had been suppressed” implies that the other half of the truth has been 

revealed—but the purposeful vagueness of this testimony, coupled with the untrustworthiness of 

its chain of custody, reveals no truth at all. If any truth is revealed, it is that fancy and 
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appearances “seemed” to produce a “picture” of something obscure; the only truth to this passage 

is that truth is unknowable.  

 The frustrating strangeness of the demise of Clara’s father, coupled with the inescapable 

indeterminacy of his final testimony, produces one of the first notable breaks in the tense of the 

narrative: Clara’s novelistic use of the preterite is broken by a sudden shift into present tense, 

posing the question: “what are the conclusions that we must form?” (19). Clara’s breaks into the 

present tense continue throughout the novel, and function somewhat as a theatrical breaking of 

the “fourth wall”—by shifting into present tense, the narrative shifts from the time being 

recollected into the time of writing, and Clara is able to directly address the reader from her 

position as author, not character. This question, one of the earliest of these tense-shifting 

narrative intrusions in the novel, provides a sort of agenda for the rest of the novel to come, an 

agenda for both author and reader, joined together in the “we” of the question: “what are the 

conclusions that we must form?” The entirety of Wieland following this moment can be seen as 

an attempt by Clara to “form conclusions” based on “imperfect” and “faint” pictures of “fancy,” 

“full of confusion and anxiety”—the reader, too, traverses the narrative attempting to form 

conclusions—but the novel notably does not offer much in the way of clarity or denouement. 

Indeed, “what are the conclusions that we must form?” remains a lingering question, 

unanswerable and unanswered—but the “must” in the question asserts an inescapable necessity 

to seek these conclusions, nonetheless. 

 Clara’s next notable break from past tense seems to directly address not the reader, but 

her brother (who is either dead or still imprisoned at the time of writing). Interestingly, this break 

into present tense coincides with an explicit statement downplaying the importance of the past: 

“O my brother! But the task I have set myself let me perform with steadiness” is followed soon 
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after by the remark, “I mean not to dwell on previous incidents longer than is necessary to 

illustrate or explain the great events that have since happened” (22). Indeed, Clara’s narrative 

seems not to dwell on the family’s past—the narration of their father’s immigration and the 

events of their childhood is quickly summed up in the first two chapters, and on this, the second 

page of chapter III, finally turned away from. But the “previous incidents” described up to this 

point in the narrative do not really, as Clara seems to hope, “illustrate or explain the great events 

that have since happened.” Or, at least, they do not explain the subsequent events in the manner 

in which Clara’s narrative seems to expect. The “previous events” related in chapters I and II that 

are most dwelled upon by the narrative—Wieland Sr.’s failure to uphold a mysterious “duty,” 

followed by his confusing and improbable demise—can be understood as illustrative or 

explanatory for the events that follow: Theodore Wieland’s sense of “duty” to kill his entire 

family. But what if other “previous events” may serve to “illustrate or explain” the subsequent 

events in the novel? What if, precisely those things which Clara’s narrative does not “dwell on” 

are even more “necessary to illustrate” the strange occurrences later in the novel?  The epigram, 

of course, which ends “Good is a forth-right journey still, / And mazy paths but lead to ill.” Of 

course, the novel we are about to read certainly isn’t a “forth-right journey”—littered as it is with 

digressions, pauses, and breaks in the narrative voice, the form of Wieland is indeed a “mazy 

path”—but clearly the irony of this epigram is intended, is it not? Clara’s turn away from the 

past, as she breaks into the present tense to call upon her dead brother, throws her voice beyond 

the world of the living, beyond the frame of the narrative, and evokes two of the central premises 

of the novel: the haunting of the present by the past, and the displacement of language and voice. 

These two motifs are inherently interrelated, and each works as a symptom of the other. 

Displacements in language—from the shifting in tenses of the narrative voice, to the physical 
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throwing of voices in Carwin’s biloquism—formally echo the temporal and spatial displacement 

that characterizes haunting. That which is unsaid (or only vaguely alluded to) about the family’s 

past (the reliance on slavery, the cheapness of stolen native land) echoes across time, casting 

reverberations into the future, and shattering into the time of writing and narrated time, leaving 

traces of broken language in its wake.  

BETWEEN MEMORY AND HOPE: THE TROUBLE WITH READING 

 The displacement of language—its removal from its source and mysterious arrival at 

another location—is a facet not only of biloquism, but of the very act of reading itself. Wieland 

Sr.’s improbable demise by spontaneous combustion, the haunting memory of which leads 

Theodore to his own violent fate (“The traces which it left were more gloomy and permanent” 

[W 36]) is premised upon Wieland Sr.’s act of reading. The esoteric religion which leads him to 

immigrate to America, to build his temple on the rock, and to die in a burst of light, is produced 

through an act of reading. This originary act of reading is depicted not as purposeful or “a 

forthright journey” but as accidental: he comes across a book “which, by some accident, had 

been opened and placed full in his view”—he doesn’t even place his full attention to reading, 

instead he focuses on a different task, and his eyes “occasionally wandering” happen to notice 

the book, whereupon “The words ‘Seek and ye shall find,’ were those that first offered 

themselves to his notice” (10). 

 When he takes on this imperative to seek, he does not do so in a linear, beginning-to-end 

fashion, instead, when he decides to read this book in full — and, subsequently, its source text, 

the Bible—his approach seems to continue this “occasionally wandering” or accidental mode of 

reading rather than an orderly and focused approach. Even his supposedly “ardent” study of the 

Bible is described as haphazard and, dare we say, “mazy” even: 
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His constructions of the text were hasty, and formed on a narrow scale. Every thing was 

viewed in a disconnected position. One action and one precept were not employed to 

illustrate and restrict the meaning of another. (11) 

This unflattering description reveals Wieland Sr. to be either not a good reader, or not a typical 

reader, or not among the “intelligent readers” appealed to in Brockden Brown's “Advertisement” 

— he certainly doesn’t read in the same way we, the readers of Wieland, are reading it — cover 

to cover, beginning at the beginning. His “hasty” and “disconnected” methodology should be 

read as a cautionary tale, both for the reader of the novel as well as its characters. But notably, 

nobody in the novel seems particularly good at reading: consider the letter left in the temple, 

incompletely read, or Clara’s skipping to the end of Theodore’s confession.24 

 Like his father before him, Theodore Wieland, too, becomes obsessed with texts and their 

interpretation.25 His devotion to Cicero, like his father’s devotion to the texts of the Camissards, 

is expressed in a desire to ardently study the texts themselves, in a manner more focused and 

obsessive than normal:  

                                                 
24 As Wall Hinds points out, cited earlier: “Besides its main shift near the end, several other narratives disrupt the telling of 

Clara’s story, the most conspicuous of which are the memoirs of Wieland senior and Theodore’s confession. Both interpolated 

stories, in fact, are themselves interrupted during their reading as the events of Clara’s story intervene” (118). 
25 Eric Wolfe’s 2006 “Ventriloquizing Nation: Voice, Identity, and Radical Democracy in Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland” 

begins with a Lacanian analysis of discourse and the motif of voices in the novel, but tends to focus more on a political reading of 

the motif of federalism and emerging democracy, rather than the form and function of language in the text itself. Wolfe’s close 

reading of the scene of the first instance of ventriloquism smartly points out the multiple layers of textuality (and the shifting 

between these) present in this passage, but turns away from an analysis of this textuality perhaps too soon, searching instead for 

an “allegory of the nation” and a parallel to the contentious debates over federalism contextualizing the writing and publication of 

Brown’s novel. Nonetheless, it is worth returning to Wolfe’s brief breakdown of this moment in the novel, as its emphasis on 

textuality, orality, and the endless search for “an ‘original’ text” is central to any analysis of Wieland, political or otherwise: 

The scene is characterized by multiple substitutions and displacements: the quibble over a vocal quotation necessitates 

the referral to a text (Cicero’s Oration for Cluentius), yet this text is displaced by another (the letter from Major Stuart), 

which is given an oral performance (Wieland reads it aloud); that text is then misplaced and its retrieval is blocked by a 

mimicked voice, which induces the affect of anxiety in Wieland. … What the scene enacts is a seemingly unending 

regression of textuality, as one text (and one dispute) replaces another. What is sought in each case is the certainty that 

only an “original” text seems to provide. Yet what brings the sequence to a halt, what finally stops the sliding and 

shifting of these disputed signifiers is a vocal sleight of hand—Carwin’s ventriloquism. (447-448) 

Wolfe’s appeal to the Lacanian rhetoric of suture in the final sentence of this passage posits Carwin’s ventriloquized voice as the 

null that completes the set, providing at once the satisfying illusion of closure yet also serving as a marker of the very 

impossibility of such. 
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Not contented with this, he was diligent in settling and restoring the purity of the text. For 

this end, he collected all the editions and commentaries that could be procured, and 

employed months of severe study in exploring and comparing them…. To understand 

them was not sufficient. He was anxious to discover the gestures and cadences with 

which they ought to be delivered. He was very scrupulous in selecting a true scheme of 

pronunciation for the Latin tongue, and in adapting it to the words of this darling writer. 

His favorite occupation consisted in embellishing his rhetoric with all the proprieties of 

gesticulation and utterance. (25) 

Theodore’s idea of reading here goes beyond reading for comprehension—his desires for the text 

revolve around a complete mastery of what is not necessarily even present in the texts 

themselves: the voice. The above passage is peppered with terms related to sound or voice: 

cadences, pronunciation, tongue, utterance. But sound itself is not present in these ancient texts; 

Theodore must throw his own voice into them, in some perverse form of readerly ventriloquism. 

In reading these texts, Theodore mimics the imagined voice of Cicero, in a prefiguring of the 

trope of biloquism yet to appear in the plot of the novel. Theodore’s obsession with accuracy of 

the text indeed leads to the first instance of the appearance of the “mysterious voice” in the 

novel—it’s Theodore’s own ventriloquism (his recitation of Cicero that may or may not be 

flawed, calling into question his imagined rendition of Cicero’s voice) that calls forth the first 

instance of Carwin’s ventriloquism in the novel. 

 The motif of biloquism is present, then, on multiple interconnected levels: in Theodore’s 

reading aloud of Cicero’s orations, which echoes his father’s obsessive reading of the 

Camissards, which led to his strange and untimely demise, which is narrated by Clara’s 

ventriloquizing other witnesses, all of which are nested into a narrative bookended by other 
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voices from other times. The shifting time and tense of the narrative voice echoes the depiction 

of the mysterious voices throughout the narrative. Just as Clara’s own narrative leaps about in 

time, interrupts itself and breaks with expected form, appearances of the disembodied voices in 

the novel similarly effect strange textual interruptions and indeterminable temporalities and 

localities. For instance, in Chapter V, Pleyel, narrating his experience of the latest appearance of 

the voice to Clara (who, in turn, narrates this to the reader of the novel) breaks from a paragraph 

of directly attributed dialogue (where one supposes Clara in her role as narrator has added in the 

quotation marks, and edited Pleyel’s story to appear sensible in epistolary form) to summarize 

the event: 

Before my friend had time to answer this question, a negative was clearly and distinctly 

uttered from another quarter. It did not come from one side or the other, from before us or 

behind. Whence then did it come? By whose organs was it fashioned? (W 43) 

The confusion produced by this unlocatable voice mirrors the reader’s experience of the novel’s 

narrative voice. This single scene of the hearing of voices in the novel echoes in multiple ways 

the scene of reading of the novel itself: Pleyel and Theodore, wandering and talking, and about to 

hear the voices again, notice their retracing path leads them time and again to the foot of the 

rock: “We seem to be led hither by a kind of fatality” (42). This, too, is the reader’s experience of 

Wieland: a retracing path in which one has no agency, but is led by the narrative itself. To call 

this a “kind of fatality” hinges on the dual interpretation of “fatality”—does this mean a sense of 

fate, predetermining the actions and ends of all characters (and readers)? Or also, does this mean 

fatality in terms of deadliness? For indeed, the narrative leads us (and the characters of the novel) 

toward an inevitable end. The mysterious voice, too, is an “author” of such “fatality,” leading 

Wieland to familicide, pushing the events of the plot forward, on towards the ending.  
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 Theodore’s methodological approach to interpreting the appearance of these mysterious 

voices seems to offer a formula for interpreting the novel itself: 

There is no determinate way in which the subject can be viewed. Here is an effect, but the 

cause is utterly inscrutable. To suppose a deception will not do. Such is possible, but 

there are twenty other suppositions more probable. They must all be set aside before we 

reach that point. … It is needless to mention them…. Time may convert one of them into 

certainty. (36) 

“There is,” despite this apparent checklist for interpretation, “no determinate way” in which the 

novel “can be viewed.” Like the voices in the novel, Wieland presents nothing but effects, 

leaving the causes “utterly inscrutable.” Wieland’s statement here that “to suppose a deception 

will not do” perhaps alleviates the reader’s sense that this novel is committed to dissatisfaction, a 

long con of the reader, a subversion of all their hopes. “Such is possible,” however, but we’d 

rather believe that our careful reading will be rewarded, and that “time may convert one of them 

[suppositions] into certainty.” But, of course, we un-carefully read this sentence without the 

“may”—and our certainty of future certainty is a misreading doomed to failure.  

“THE FAILURE OF ALL ENDEAVORS”: DISILLUSION AND CONCLUSION 

 Another of the novel’s nested narratives, Wieland’s criminal testimony, epitomizes this 

sense of inescapable dissatisfaction that pervades the narrative. If anything were to provide 

closure to the bizarre crimes at the climax of the novel, it would be Wieland’s confession—but 

this document provides more questions than answers, all the while embodying the same sense of 

uncertainty that it creates. Despite reaffirming his certainty that his murderous acts were 

performed under divine command, Wieland’s testimony is itself steeped in uncertainty, reflecting 

a sense of confusion familiar to the reader of this perplexing novel: 
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My days have been spent in searching for the revelation of that will; but my days have 

been mournful, because my search failed. I solicited direction: I turned on every side 

where glimmerings of light could be discovered. I have not been wholly uninformed; but 

my knowledge always stopped short of certainty. Dissatisfaction has insinuated itself into 

all my thoughts. (W 158) 

Wieland’s state here—before hearing the voice of his God which leads him to kill—is exactly 

that of the reader of the novel at this point of reading: “not wholly uninformed; but… always 

stopped short of certainty.” Wieland’s allusion to the failure of his search for revelation 

uncannily echoes Georg Lukács’ description of the form of the “Romanticism of 

Disillusionment” in The Theory of the Novel: that the novel’s “very matter is seeking and failing 

to find the essence” (122). The “glimmerings of light” that direct Wieland’s seeking here both 

echo the flash of light that destroyed his father and also the “mild radiance” of “distant meaning” 

which propels the search-and-failure of novelistic form in Lukács: 

The positive thing, the affirmation which the very form of the novel expresses no matter 

how inconsolably sad its content may be, is not only that distant meaning which dawns 

with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and failure26 to find, but also the 

fullness of life which is revealed precisely through the manifold failures of the struggle 

and search.27 The novel is the form of mature virility: its song of comfort rings out of the 

dawning recognition that traces o[f]28 lost meaning are to be found everywhere; …Yet a 

feeling of resignation persists: all this had to come from somewhere, must be going 

somewhere; even if the direction betrays no meaning, it is a direction none the less. From 

                                                 
26 dem gescheiterten Suchen 
27 Vergeblichkeit des Suchens und des Kämpfens 
28 “or” is a typo in the English (1990) text; perusal of the German original reveals this should have been “of” (“des” = genitive 

article) 
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this feeling of resignation mixed with courage there spring experiences of time which are 

authentically epic because they give rise to action and stem from action: the experiences 

of hope and memory; experiences of time which are victories over time. (123-124) 

Surely, the “direction” of Wieland “betrays no meaning”—its fragmented temporality reveals the 

“struggle and search” to create a cohesive narrative, and Clara’s repeated narrative interruptions 

betray through both form and content her “resignation” to a tale that will inevitably be 

“imperfect.” Yet this incoherence is itself constitutive: confusion and mystery compose the 

novel’s necessary gothic mood, and the appeals to hope and memory, as “inconsolably sad” as 

they may be, structure the entire content of the novel.  

 Failure is, time and again in Wieland, the force that drives the plot. Wieland Sr.’s failure to 

convert the natives leads to his obscure devotion; his failure to obey a command of his deity 

leads to his death; the younger generation’s failure to interpret the mysterious voices they hear 

sets Theodore up to be more susceptible to suggestion and insanity; the failure of Theodore’s 

search “for the revelation of that will” leads him into a desperation to listen and obey any voice 

that appears to finally answer his prayer for communication; Clara’s failure to narrate concisely 

and rationally creates the bulk and the suspense of the novel. For Lukács, “failure is a necessary 

consequence of [the novel’s] own inner structure” (116-117), a structure which, like in Wieland, 

is necessarily fragmentary, atemporal, and cacophonous. “This affirmation of dissonance,” which 

Lukács asserts “precedes the act of form-giving” in all other genres, “in the novel it is the form 

itself” (72). Wieland, in its perverse temporality, its unlocatable voices, and its refusal to come to 

closure, perfectly embodies this strange paradox of form that Lukács sees as essential to the 

novel: “And so, by a strange and melancholy paradox, the moment of failure is the moment of 

value; the comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which the 
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fullness of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total absence of any fulfilment of meaning, 

yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness of a true totality of life” (126).  

 Lukács attributes this value-making moment of failure to the twinned forces of hope and 

memory, “experiences of time which are victories over time.” These two temporalities—memory 

reaching back toward the past, hope reaching forward toward the future—create the tension 

which holds in place “the unexplained instant” which is the present:  

But this idea, which reveals more brutally than anything else how infinitely remote we 

are from the true systems of ideas that have become ideals in the minds of men, at the 

same time makes the failure of all endeavours seem less desolate. Everything that 

happens may be meaningless, fragmentary and sad, but it is always irradiated by hope or 

memory. And hope here is not an abstract artifact, isolated from life, spoilt and shopworn 

as the result of its defeat by life: it is a part of life; it tries to conquer life by embracing 

and adorning it, yet it is repulsed by life again and again. And memory transforms the 

continual struggle into a process which is full of mystery and interest and yet is tied with 

indestructible threads to the present, the unexplained instant. (126) 

Hope, as Lukács defines it here within the form of the novel, is inevitably “repulsed by life again 

and again,” producing the failure which is vital to the novel’s form, and which is the “moment of 

value” in the interminable search for meaning. Memory, hope’s counterpart, works to convert 

that failure into form, producing “mystery and interest” which motivate the act of reading and 

shape the inner structure of the novel. Hope and memory “irradiate” the “meaningless, 

fragmentary, and sad” events of the novel—here, “irradiated” is a translation of “durchstrahlt,” 

which means “shone through,” referring to light rather than radiation—and this shining-through 

produces the “glimmerings of light” or the “mild radiance” of distant meaning that allows the 
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readers (and the characters) to persevere across the abyss of meaninglessness, even if these 

“gleams of light” only reveal “enormous depths and hideous precipices” (W 226).  

 Though hope and failure seem to reach forward toward these promising gleams of light or 

meaning, memory reaches backwards into a past. As Lukács points out, “Only in the novel and in 

certain epic forms resembling the novel does memory occur as a creative force affecting the 

object and transforming it” (127). The difference between memory in the novel and memory in 

other forms is found not only in this power to transform the object, but also in what past this 

memory reaches toward: “In the drama (and the epic) the past either does not exist or is 

completely present” (Lukács 126). In contrast to the drama and the epic, in which “the past either 

does not exist or is completely present,” in the novel—and particularly in Wieland—the past 

exists, but it is partially repressed: pushed out of the present and relegated either to difficult 

memories or haunting specters. Failure becomes constitutive in the novel by using the force of 

memory to draw this repressed past into the present moment.  

 In the American novel, as Brockden Brown recognized in his preface to Edgar Huntly, the 

American past is not one of ancient castles or spooky ancestral portraits, but the “incidents of 

Indian hostility.” This peculiarly American past enters the novel through Wieland Sr.’s failed 

mission to convert the natives: a failure that first led him to America, and which then shaped his 

fate and that of his family, through his duty denied and then deferred. Having failed to obey the 

command of his deity, “the duty assigned to him was transferred… to another, and all that 

remained was to endure the penalty” (W 14). The failure to convert the natives leads directly to 

Wieland Sr.’s dereliction of a subsequent (or is it the same?) duty, which causes his death, and 

passes the duty on to future generations, dooming his progeny to a violent death or a reversal of 

his westward migration, returning at the end to the old world. The confusion about this “duty” 
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which Wieland Sr. declined to perform—was it to convert the natives? Was it to kill his 

family?29—is perhaps not a confusion after all. That his duty is passed down to his son, a duty 

that is fulfilled in senseless violence, reveals the true sameness of these duties: to convert the 

natives is to destroy them; acts of conversion are acts of violence. Either duty means the death of 

innocents, called for only by an imagined God. The deity that motivates missions to convert, the 

deity that offers up the frontier as the “manifest destiny” of white settlers is the same as the deity 

who asks for blood sacrifices; for these—conversions, annexation and expropriation of frontier 

lands—are themselves blood sacrifices. And “all that remain[s] is to endure the penalty.” 

  

                                                 
29 W.M. Verhoeven asserts in 2001’s “Gothic Logic: Charles Brockden Brown and the Science of Sensationalism” that Wieland 

Sr.’s vaguely alluded-to “duty” he failed to perform is “to convert the natives on the shores of the Ohio” (7). While the project of 

converting the natives may have originally brought Wieland Sr. to the new world, the novel is purposefully vague as to the “duty” 

to which Wieland Sr. is called, and which he neglects for so long. Is it, as here glossed, the duty to convert the natives? Or is it, 

rather, the duty to kill his idols? The text never clarifies what this duty unfulfilled was or is. 
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“MAN’S INSANITY IS HEAVEN’S SENSE”:  
FORM, FAILURE, AND FINDING IN MOBY-DICK 

INTRODUCTION 

 In my re-translation of Georg Lukacs’ “Suchen-müssen und Nicht-finden-Können” from 

Die Theorie des Romans / The Theory of the Novel, I reclaim “seeking and failing to find the 

essence” as a feature of, rather than a problem with, novelistic form (Lukács 125 (German)/ 122 

(English)). This chapter continues an exploration of how this formal feature is deployed in the 

American novel, this time emphasizing the second half of Lukács’ two-part claim: that coupled 

with the imperative to seek comes a failure that is constitutive and positively framed, not as 

failure per se, but an ability to not-find. I offer the suggestion that failure of interpretation is not 

failure per se, but rather the “failure to find” (or “ability to not-find”) is the very essence of the 

form of the novel.  

 Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, at its heart the complicated narrative of a failed fishing 

expedition, offers fruitful ground for investigating this formal characteristic of constitutive 

failure. Fundamentally focused on self-reflexive, metatextual musings on the act of narrative 

itself, Moby-Dick hauls in a bounty of representations of authorship and scenes of reading. 

Characters in the novel can be seen as embodying different forms or methodologies of reading: 

Ahab’s monomaniacal quest for the white whale figures a kind of “necessity to search”; Pip’s 

soul-crushing ordeal as the castaway lends form to “the ability to not-find”; Ishmael’s narration 

itself seems to couple these two forces; other main characters represent different modes of 

interpretation, worthy of further analysis.  

 My own methodology of reading Moby-Dick itself embodied the imperative to search as 

well as multiple failures-to-find, before finally settling into a more productive ability to not-find. 

My initial search, in early drafts, focused on metatextual and intertextual allusion, forms of 



Chapter 2 Moby-Dick 89 

 

temporal retracing, linguistic recursion, and figures of reincarnation or repetition. This, 

unfortunately for my first draft, encompasses nearly the entire bulk of the novel, so clearly a 

narrower focus was required. The next approach attempted to track memory and forgetting of 

these instances of repetition and recursion, turning to neuroscience to explain reader experience 

of repetition, remembering, and loss. This, too, was doomed to fall short of a satisfactory 

conclusion. In an attempt to more “objectively” track the repeated terms remembered and 

forgotten across the novel, I brought in computer tools of textual analysis. All these multiplied 

methodologies did not lead to an “objective” or even clear conclusion about the novel, but these 

repeated searches-and-failures did lead to some insights: What Moby-Dick seems to offer, as a 

unique exemplar of novelistic form & force, is the possibility that perhaps what we seek in 

narrative is the search itself. Fishing, after all, isn’t called “catching.” There is something 

peculiar about Moby-Dick, in its content as well as its form, that offers an exemplary experience 

of the chase of interpretation. 

PREVIOUS EXPEDITIONS IN THE FISHING GROUNDS OF INTERPRETATION 

 This chapter offers a meta-narrative of the process of interpretation, in the form of an 

analysis of a specific element of the style and form of Moby-Dick, as well as an analysis of 

previous attempts at writing this very chapter. This seems, perhaps, too “meta” to be sensible, 

but Melville’s novel itself is quite “meta” to begin with. The first (and second, and third, and this 

eventual fourth) iteration of this analysis is grounded in this very idea of “metastyle” as outlined 

in Paul Lyons’ 1990 article, “Melville and His Precursors: Styles as Metastyle and Allusion.” 

Lyons’ approach here to tracking intertextual and metatextual allusion in Moby-Dick seemed to 

ask for a revisit, accompanied by the algorithmic tools of distant reading and textual mapping at 

hand to readers today. Whether these tools proved conclusive — or even productive — will be 
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addressed in the latter sections of this chapter. Lyons’ discussion of “the reader’s constitutive 

role in completing the text and the text’s role in expanding the reader’s imaginative, constitutive 

powers” points to Moby-Dick’s eternally iterable call for interpretation, as well as the perhaps-

impossible task of ever settling on a single interpretation (463). This multiplicity of possible 

interpretations is proved out by the sheer enormity of published criticism on the novel .  

 Brian Edwards’ “Playful Learning: Melville’s Artful Art in Moby-Dick” (2006) reiterates 

Lyons’ point on the complexities of allusion in the novel as leading to a bewildering multitude of 

paths toward interpretation: “Indicating a perspective on the nature of meaning as that which 

must be tracked through a thicket of possibilities, [Melville’s “reflexive metafictional markers”] 

convey a lively sense of unending investigation in which the (false) comfort of ending gives way 

to the joy (and the joyful frustrations) of journeying itself, to the incessant movement of a 

restless mind and an always incomplete text” (3). This idea of “joyful frustrations” at the 

impossibility of interpretation aligns with my reconfiguration of Lukács’ “failure to find” in the 

novel as a more positively-framed “ability to not-find”: frustration itself, the not-finding, can be 

joyful, pleasing, or at least somehow productive.  

 The “thicket of possibilities” for interpreting Moby-Dick offers up multiple routes into 

figuratively trying-out the novel. Even if we confine our discussion to scholarship within the last 

few years,1 we find everything from an anti-transcendental approach,2 to an in-depth exploration 

of magical language and the “complete and fragmentary transubstantiation of the mind itself” in 

                                                 
1 Although, in limiting this lit review to merely the last decade (which one must do when writing about Moby-Dick to avoid a lit 

review longer than the novel itself), I am unfortunately leaving out the important contributions to this project by the reading of 

William Spanos (The Errant Art of Moby-Dick), Sheila Post-Lauria (“‘Philosophy in Whales…Poetry in Blubber’: Mixed Form 

in Moby-Dick”), Frank Novak, Jr. (“’Warmest Climes but Nurse the Cruelest Fangs’: The Metaphysics of Beauty and Terror in 

Moby-Dick”), among many others, and our own Ed Dryden, whose Melville’s Thematics of Form is indeed not left out here, and 

will resurface (like a whale) a few pages hence, alongside the ever-useful work of Donald E. Pease. 

2 Tim Deines’ “Re-Marking the Ultra-Transcendental in Moby-Dick”  
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the letter H of the word “Whale.”3 Set adrift, as it were, on the sea of interpretability, critics of 

Moby-Dick are compelled to take a hold of anything that might seem to offer a life-buoy of 

interpretation, a hope for clarity in the depths of obscurity. Perhaps the motif of the prairie or the 

image of the environment itself is key to unlocking the mysteries of Melville’s whale of a novel? 

That’s been tried.4 Maybe the novel’s “notorious unreadability” is best addressed through a lens 

of continental philosophy?5 Maybe the philosopher we ought to be applying is Schopenhauer 

rather than Deleuze?6 Should we be reading through the epistem of aesthetic theory, or some 

kind of new formalism (if “new formalism” is even a thing7)? Perhaps quantum physics and the 

theory of relativity best exemplify the fragmentation and discontinuity at the heart of the novel’s 

form?8 At some point, it seems as if there is no right way to hunt the whale9 of interpretation — 

but if hunt we must, we ought to pick a fishing ground and stick to it.  There is, perhaps, no way 

to take in the novel in its entirety; it must be cut up before it is even hauled on board.  

 Investigations of the lost past in Moby-Dick, and even of the lost/past as constitutive of 

the form of the novel, have been done before. Ed Dryden’s 1968 Melville’s Thematics of Form 

explores the formal ramifications of “recapturing the past” in Moby-Dick (36). This recapturing 

the past is not to be confused with a literal historical endeavor; as Dryden asserts, “the only 

meaningful way of recapturing the past is to invent it, to turn it into a fiction” (36). This process 

of fictionalizing is not only a potential option for “recapturing the past” — it is perhaps the only 

                                                 
3 Athanasius C. Cristodoulou’s “A Double Prelude on Melville’s Moby-Dick: ‘Etymology’ & ‘Extracts’”  

4 Elizabeth Schulz’ “From ‘Sea of Grass’ to ‘Wire and Rail’: Melville’s Evolving Perspective on the Prairies” 

5 Michael Jonik’s “Murmurs, Stutters, Foreign Intonations: Melville’s Unreadables”  

6 Greg Pritchard’s “Moby-Dick and the Philosopher of Pessimism”  

7 Samuel Otter’s “An Aesthetics in All Things” (2008) 

8 Astrid Recker’s 2008 monograph, “But Truth is Ever Incoherent…” Dis/Continuity in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick  

9 K.L. Evans’ Whale! has been uniquely useful in helping me think through some of these questions; fragments of her 

Wittgensteinian investigation drift among the undercurrents of this chapter, throughout. 
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way to approach the void of history and come away sane.10 In Moby-Dick, the imagined author 

of the narrative we receive is always-already fictionalized into Ishmael, once removed from the 

void of the real (if not actually twice removed, because “Call me Ishmael” seems to invoke 

another level of fictionalizing, an assumed name).11 But there is another approach to the past and 

to the narration of experience at work in the novel, a counter-current to the re-membering of the 

disjointed fragments of experience: a dismemberment of memory, a subversion of interpretation, 

and a derangement of signification itself. We find this counter-narration in the character and 

language of Pip: Pip the slave, the expropriated man, the representative of our nation’s founding 

crime;12 Pip who “saw God’s foot on the treadle of the loom” and returned a drowned man, 

broken in mind and spirit (Melville 414). Pip’s language after his ordeal in “The Castaway” 

reveals a counteracting force to Ishmael’s fictionalizing that pieces the past together into 

narrative: some sort of truth-ifying that purposefully breaks apart and disjoints narration and 

syntax itself. The character and language of Pip points us toward the idea of a truth which 

destroys: the real lost, forgotten, repressed past of American literature, the submerged truth that 

cannot be seen and survived. 

SCENE OF READING, METHODS OF INTERPRETATION 

 Pip is not the only character representing a mode of interpretation here, however. 

Throughout the novel, each major character seems to embody an idiosyncratic way of looking at 

the world. There is one scene in particular that distills this categorization of methodology in a 

manner particularly useful to the project at hand: In chapter 99, “The Doubloon,” Ishmael 

                                                 
10 “It is, of course, the realization that experience is indeed meaningless which lies at the center of the mature narrator’s vision—a 

truth which makes ordinary human life impossible. But since he is telling a story rather than living an experience, he is able to 

see the truth and survive” (Dryden 36). 

11 This line of thought is indebted to Ed Dryden’s citing and expanding upon Paul Brodtkorb, Jr. on pp 85-87 of Melville’s 

Thematics of Form 

12 or half, at least, lest we forget the genocide that expropriated our territories from their indigenous inhabitants. 
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observes as Ahab, then Stubb, then Pip each take a turn “reading” the inscriptions on the 

doubloon nailed to the mast. Indeed, “The Doubloon” is less about the doubloon itself and more 

about the characters’ attempts to interpret it: Ishmael’s narration begins the chapter observing 

Ahab’s quiet moment with the doubloon:  

[…] he seemed to be newly attracted by the strange figures and inscriptions stamped on 

it, as though now for the first time beginning to interpret for himself in some 

monomaniac way whatever significance might lurk in them. And some certain 

significance lurks in all things, else all things are little worth, and the round world itself 

but an empty cipher. (Melville 430) 

If “some certain significance lurks in all things,” though, what significance is lurking in the 

doubloon? Each character here takes his own attempt to find this. Ahab’s initial comments on the 

doubloon point out an important facet of this scene of reading: “this round gold is but the image 

of the rounder globe, which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors 

back his own mysterious self” (Melville 431). Ahab’s approach is perhaps accurate on a little 

lower level: each man’s attempts at interpreting the doubloon mirror back to him his own 

worldview, his own methodology. For Ahab, this is a methodology steeped in fatalistic 

symbolism, egotistically centering himself at the center of a cosmology conspiring to shape his 

destiny. Stubb’s self-professed “jollity” overlays a skepticism of such mythological import, and 

shows a satisfied certainty in the possibility of a “correct” reading. Pip, on the other hand, 

subverts both these approaches, and points to an inherent uninterpretability lurking in all things. 

EXAMPLE 1: AHAB 

 As Ishmael rightly observes at the beginning of this scene of reading, for Ahab, “some 

certain significance lurks in all things” (Melville 430). Ahab’s methodology ascribes deep 
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meaning to every detail of the doubloon: he sees philosophical truths in every part from the 

zodiacal inscriptions down to the very roundness and shininess of the coin’s material form. For 

Ahab, every detail has a meaning, and all things are meaningful. K.L. Evans asserts in Whale! 

that “What Ahab offers is the sense of connection, of patterns being discerned, when everything 

else has dully subsided into resigned confusion” (109). Evans here is explaining that what is 

sought in the hunt for Moby Dick is not so much the death of the whale, but its apprehension – 

that is, “the flash of sense” or the moment that the whale (and meaning) is revealed, and the 

narrative line of Ahab’s quest falls into orderly place (109). The doubloon at the center of 

chapter 99’s scene of reading is, after all, offered as a reward for just such an “apprehension” – a 

sighting of the white whale, a revelation that all the disparate (and at times, traumatic) 

experience up to this point will have been “worth it,” will have been sensible, meaningful after 

all.  

 Ahab’s approach to ascribe deep meaning to every detail of the doubloon and to every 

detail of his experience itself is actually precisely the way novelistic narrative appears to work; 

discussing the role of the narrator in transforming “meaningless experience” into the ordered, 

meaningful narration of the novel, Ed Dryden points out that “Sensations and events do no pile 

up chaotically; each one is caught up and drawn on by the end of the story. In this selective 

account no detail is inconsequential, for everything exists as part of a complete adventure and 

carries with it a promise that its meaning finally will be revealed” (40). But what happens to the 

reader when we really believe that “no detail is inconsequential”? What happens when we 

search, monomaniacally as Ahab himself, for the meaning that promises it “finally will be 

revealed”? 
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EXAMPLE 2: STUBB 

 There are a few different routes that this hunt for meaningfulness can take; chapter 99 

continues to model these individual approaches, as embodied in each character’s reading of the 

doubloon. Ahab sees himself at the center of his star-crossed fate, Starbuck obviously takes a 

religious/metaphysical approach, and Stubb denies metaphysics and insists on the possibility of 

concrete, literal interpretation. Stubb approaches the doubloon not as a mystical omen of “signs 

and wonders” but as, simply, a “book.” Stubb’s concept of how books work, however, is 

certainly not that of Ahab or even Ishmael or the suspicious reader of new criticism, for that 

matter. For Stubb, books are not endowed with deeper metaphysical meaning, but rather just 

“bare words and facts.” Stubb’s surface reading approach to interpreting the doubloon begins 

with an exhortation that limits or stills the object of interpretation, insisting that “you books must 

know your places”: 

Book! You lie there; the fact is, you books must know your places. You’ll do to give us 

the bare words and facts, but we come in to supply the thoughts. […] Signs and wonders, 

eh? Pity if there is nothing wonderful in signs, and significant in wonders! There’s a clue 

somewhere; wait a bit; hist—hark! By Jove, I have it! (Melville 433) 

Stubb’s multiple exclamation marks in his scene of reading show not only his jollity but also his 

certainty: to shout “By Jove, I have it!” is no equivocal, nuanced approach to the possibilities of 

interpretation. Stubb follows a “clue” with a feeling of certainty to a one-to-one interpretation of 

the zodiac signs on the doubloon as an allegory for the stages of human life (433). Satisfied with 

his interpretation as having settled the meaning of the inscriptions, Stubb once more asserts his 

“jolliness,” using the word “jolly” three times in a single line: he is unbothered by the futility of 
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interpretation, because he believes unwaveringly in the steadfast coupling of signifier and 

signified.  

EXAMPLE 3: PIP 

 Pip’s “reading” at the end of “The Doubloon,” however, offers a direct contradiction to 

Stubb’s jolly certainty of interpretation. This is actually Pip’s first appearance since his drowning 

in “The Castaway”13 and his first spoken lines after this ordeal consist of nothing but verb 

conjugations. Pip repeats three times the following phrase: “I look, you look, he looks; we look, 

ye look, they look” (Melville 434). Pip follows up his pithing of language, his laying bare of the 

arbitrariness of pronouns and point of view, by expanding this theme into a questioning of 

identity: 

And I, you, and he; and we, ye, and they, are all bats; and I’m a crow, especially when I 

stand a’top of this pine tree here. Caw! caw! caw! caw! caw! caw! Ain’t I a crow? And 

where’s the scare-crow? There he stands; two bones stuck into a pair of old trowsers, and 

two more poked into the sleeves of an old jacket. (Melville 434-435) 

In response to this bizarre pronouncement, Stubb “wonder[s] if he means me?”—which likely 

Pip does, as Stubb was responsible for Pip’s stranding and drowning, just a few chapters earlier. 

But this is perhaps not the only reason Pip’s commentary targets Stubb: in this scene, Pip is 

offering his “reading” of the doubloon nailed to the mast—or, more accurately, a reading of all 

the other sailors’ acts of reading. Pip’s reading here points toward the very meaninglessness of 

reading itself and the futility of interpretation, given the inherent precarity of language and point 

of view. Pip’s reading of the act of reading directly controverts Stubb’s approach, and in doing so 

                                                 
13 introduced by Stubb’s heartless aside “would he had died, or I; he’s half horrible to me,” after which Stubb also notes Pip’s 

“unearthly idiot face” (434). 
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ends the chapter — having the final word in the debate of methodologies in “The Doubloon”’s 

scene of reading. 

 Pip’s repeated conjugations of the verb “to look” seek to undo Stubb’s certainty — to 

doubly undo, as it brings forth both the arbitrariness and precarity of pronouns and actors, but 

also calls into question the potential of interpretation, by repeating ad nauseaum the verb “look” 

— as if to point out that those reading the doubloon merely look, but do not see. Pip’s ensuing 

comments continue this brilliant analysis of the futility of interpretation (if not also its explicit 

dangers), though couched once more in a cloud of verbal derangement and fragmented allusions 

to distant songs and stories: 

Here's the ship's navel, this doubloon here, and they are all on fire to unscrew it. But, 

unscrew your navel, and what's the consequence? Then again, if it stays here, that is ugly, 

too, for when aught's nailed to the mast it's a sign that things grow desperate. Ha, ha! old 

Ahab! the White Whale; he'll nail ye! This is a pine tree. My father, in old Tolland 

county, cut down a pine tree once, and found a silver ring grown over in it; some old 

darkey's wedding ring. How did it get there? And so they'll say in the resurrection, when 

they come to fish up this old mast, and find a doubloon lodged in it, with bedded oysters 

for the shaggy bark. Oh, the gold! the precious, precious, gold! the green miser'll hoard 

ye soon! Hish! hish! God goes 'mong the worlds blackberrying. Cook! ho, cook! and 

cook us! Jenny! hey, hey, hey, hey, hey, Jenny, Jenny! and get your hoe-cake done! 

(Melville 435) 

Pip’s bizarre and disturbing (at least to other members of the crew, but especially Stubb) 

repetitions of deterritorialized language — his fragments of songs, broken bits of old sayings and 

biblical maxims — are interspersed with uncannily accurate observations of the reality of the 
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situation: “when aught’s nailed to the mast it’s a sign that things grow desperate.” This 

desperation is a desperation to interpret: “They are all on fire to unscrew it.” But this 

“unscrewing” is not only perhaps impossible (as Pip’s subversion of Stubb’s literal and 

satisfying reading of the doubloon points out) but also dangerous: “unscrew your navel, and 

what’s the consequence?” The consequence of earnest attempts at interpretation is the threat that 

one may actually access the void, the unknown spaces deep within and under life and language. 

Pip, having drowned, having “seen God’s foot on the treadle of the loom,” has accessed this 

void; he knows, perhaps more than any other character, the consequences of unscrewing one’s 

navel and seeing the truth within. It is this void, this dangerous truth that so deranges Pip’s 

language, but though many call Pip mad, there is something beyond or above madness at work 

here. Pip’s madness can be considered “the sane madness of vital truth”; what Pip’s “crazy-

witty” language games lay bare is the fundamental precarity of language and the inherent 

violence of interpretation—a form of linguistic subversion at play throughout the novel as a 

whole, but especially so after Pip’s return from the deep.  

Pip himself seems to not recognize his return — or, rather, to profoundly recognize the 

effect of his ordeal — in the way he continues to refer to himself both in the third person, and as 

“missing.” Pip’s shift to the third person reflects both a continuation of his experimental 

conjugations of “to look” in chapter 99, as well as a sort of attempt to step outside of — and in 

doing so, fictionalize — his traumatic experience in order to render it narratable.14 In chapter 

125, Pip seems to fictionalize his return to the ship, but in this retelling, refuses himself survival: 

Pip? whom call ye Pip? Pip jumped from the whale-boat. Pip's missing. Let's see now if 

ye haven't fished him up here, fisherman. It drags hard; I guess he's holding on. Jerk him, 

                                                 
14 this is, of course, the same process of distancing and fictionalizing at work in the “Call me Ishmael” gesture, noted and 

footnoted on an earlier page. 



Chapter 2 Moby-Dick 99 

 

Tahiti! Jerk him off; we haul in no cowards here. Ho! there's his arm just breaking water. 

A hatchet! a hatchet! cut it off—we haul in no cowards here. Captain Ahab! sir, sir! 

here's Pip, trying to get on board again. (Melville 522) 

This strange retelling of Pip’s rescue is not an attempt to remember, or to re-remember, but rather 

it literally dismembers Pip’s memory: he calls for a hatchet to cut off his surfacing arm, as if to 

keep his body, and his experience, submerged beneath the surface of the waters, beneath the 

surface of memory. This move to dismember his own imagined body is echoed in the formal 

dismemberment of Pip’s language after the ordeal, which is characterized by fragments, 

excessive exclamation marks, and staccato repetitions: a broken language for a broken man. 

 Of course, Pip’s ordeal as the castaway is not the only way in which he is a “broken man”; 

his experience of drowning dredges up his other experiences of trauma, and his indelible identity 

as a slave. As Donald E. Pease points out in “Pip, Moby-Dick, Melville’s Governmentality,” 

Pip’s presence aboard the Pequod — and in the novel — is a persistent reminder of the subtle 

omnipresence of sovereign power and the transformative effects of trauma on human life. Pip’s 

ordeal in “The Castaway” is more than an experience of the “strange shapes of the unwarped 

primal world” and the “wondrous depths” in the void beneath the narratable, but also a 

revisitation of his own embodied trauma: “The image of the plantation, the image of the slave 

ship, the image of the Pequot massacre, all flash up as Pip drowns” (Pease 335). Pip’s past 

trauma as a stolen human, a body not allowed a soul in the system of chattel slavery, was all but 

covered over by his identity as a member of the Pequod’s crew; his figurative death by drowning 

washed that identity away, becoming then a figure of the omnipresent already-dead: “Pip, who 

has been part of the crew up to this point, now feels himself so completely cut off from the crew 

that his alienation has assumed the status of the social death productive of the slave” (Pease 335). 
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15 It is important to understand, though, that Pip’s drowning and subsequent alienation from the 

crew and from comprehensible language doesn’t render him a contained “death-world” unto 

himself, but rather brings the world of death and the void onto the Pequod, contaminating the rest 

of the crew with the shadow of their mortality, and, as I will show, contaminating the form of the 

novel with the same repetition and deformations of language characteristic of Pip’s attempts to 

speak his truth. Pip’s relationship to governmentally, the law and the state is not central to my 

project at hand; rather, I turn to Pip’s relationship to and influence upon language: how Pip’s 

ordeal affects his character’s language, and how his presence in the novel affects the form of the 

novel’s language on a greater scale. Pip’s relationship to narration and the narratable is key to 

understanding his character’s influence on the language and form of the novel.  

 It is not only Pip himself whose language is affected by his traumatic ordeal; Ishmael’s 

narration of the event—and thereafter—is also transformed.16 Pease argues that Ishmael’s 

retelling of Pip’s experience imbues that history with scriptural rhetoric and biblical connotations 

(334). It is as if Ishmael cannot express Pip’s experience directly, but must somehow translate or 

fictionalize the dark truth of Pip’s experience in the void, in order to make it narratable. The 

unaltered truth of Pip’s ordeal is simply beyond telling. But Pip’s experience is “beyond telling” 

not because of a lack or absence of language or meaning, but because of the sheer excess of 

these. Pip’s journey to the deep exposed him—at least as Ahab sees it—to “unknown conduits 

from the unknown worlds” (Melville 529). Pease asserts that immersion in this “primal source” 

                                                 
15 Pease is here citing Edith Wyschogrod’s concept of the “death-world”: the symbolic segregation of death into “prisons, death 

camps, and slave systems” as if containing death to these marginalized places and persons bore the totemic power to allow “an 

immortality structure for [the civilizations’] own symbolic orders” (Pease 335). 

16 In this same article, Pease also points out that Ishamel’s use of biblical language to frame Pip’s experience as a castaway also 

serves to harken back to one of Ishmael’s earlier mentions of “castaways” in chapter 26 (334). This atemporal foreshadowing of 

Pip’s experience and Ishmael’s telling of it is representative of the kind of nonlinear, recursive and self-allusive temporality of 

the novel as a whole. 
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drowns Pip in a way that the mere water doesn’t—while Pip may have physically survived 

drowning, mental, linguistically, he has not: 

Pip may have seen God’s foot upon the treadle of the wheel. But he has not survived to 

tell of it. He instead became completely submerged in what he witnessed. Pip’s 

“drowning” involved his becoming flooded by too much to be processed as speech. This 

seemingly infinite stream of primal inspiration seemingly emanating from the primal 

source of utterance itself has drowned the dimension of Pip that can bring back the news 

of the infinite to the realm of finitude. (Pease 335) 

The sheer infinitude of Pip’s moment of witness17 in the deep is “too much to be processed as 

speech.” Pip’s exposure to the “infinitude” deranges and transforms Pip’s ability to speak of his 

experience — but, vitally, does not render Pip totally silent. No, having visited the “primal 

source of utterance itself” does not strip Pip of language, but rather reshapes his language into a 

reflection of the terrifying undercurrents at the heart of language itself: the threat of the 

untethering of signifier and signified. Pip’s attempts to speak after his drowning reveal language 

stripped bare, to pure formal elements, conjugations of verbs, fragments of songs, and insistent 

repetitions that reveal a word’s inability to fix meaning in a single utterance.  

 The nature of Pip’s post-drowning language is the language of trauma, the “voice” of 

death, like that which Giorgio Agamben analyzes in Language and Death. Citing and translating 

Hegel, Agamben calls attention to the statement that “Every animal finds a voice in its violent 

death; it expresses itself as a removed-self (als aufgehobenes Selbst). … In the voice, meaning 

turns back into itself” (Hegel, cited in Agamben 45). Agamben glosses this passage in Hegel, 

                                                 
17 Pease connects Pip’s post-drowning language to Agamben’s idea (from Remnants of Auschwitz, following the terminology of 

Derrida) of the “complete witness”: speaking a language that “no longer signifies” and that “advances into what is without 

language” (Agamben, cited in Pease 335). 
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explaining that “the voice is death, which preserves and recalls the living as dead, and it is, at the 

same time, an immediate trace and memory of death, pure negativity.” (45) Attentive readers of 

Pip will notice how accurately this characterizes his language and affect post-drowning: Pip 

expresses himself as a “removed-self”, referring to himself in the third person, repeatedly 

insisting that Pip “is missing.” This is not a mark of insanity, but “trace and memory” of “pure 

negativity” in precisely the way Agamben is explaining Hegel here: Pip’s language after his 

drowning “preserves and recalls the living as dead.”  

 That Pip continues to refer to himself as missing or dead points to the extremity of Pip’s 

ordeal in the deep; what happened to Pip was not merely a “near death experience” – it was a 

death experience. Agamben’s discussion of the voice makes clear the connection between the 

experience of “death as death” and the ramifications of just such an experience on language:  

To experience death as death signifies, in fact, to experience the removal of the voice and 

the appearance, in its place, of another Voice (presented in grammatical thought as 

gramma, in Hegel as the Voice of death, in Heidegger as the Voice of conscience and the 

Voice of being, and in linguistics as a phoneme), which constitutes the originary negative 

foundation of the human world.” (86) [all italics original] 

This theoretical formulation of the relationship between language and death uncannily mirrors 

Melville’s literary expression of Pip’s drowning. In the “wondrous depths” Pip saw “strange 

shapes of the unwarped primal world” – in the darkness of the deep, it seems that Pip made 

contact with just such an “originary negative foundation of the human world.” Indeed, Pip’s 

language after his ordeal rings out like “the voice of death” and “the voice of conscience,” but by 

speaking this foundational truth, “his shipmates called him mad.” Pip’s voice of the dead appears 

as “absurd and frantic” not only because of its content, but also because of its form: raw 
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“grammatical thought,” repeated abstract phonemes – all which is somehow beyond or below 

living language. 

 In fact, what is happening to Pip’s language after he drowns resembles quite closely the 

kind of subversion of language Gilles Deleuze sees in Melville’s “Bartleby.” Importantly, the 

kind of linguistic deviation Deleuze is analyzing here is not isolated to “Bartleby,” but rather part 

of what Deleuze sees as “the schizophrenic vocation of American literature”: that is, “to make 

the English language, by means of driftings, deviations, de-taxes or sur-taxes (as opposed to the 

standard syntax), slip in this manner” (72). As evidence of the broader applicability of this 

“vocation” beyond “Bartleby,” Deleuze quickly turns his discussion of syntax in “Bartleby” to 

address the peculiar language of Moby-Dick: 

Melville invents a foreign language that runs beneath English and carries it off: it is the 

OUTLANDISH or Deterritorialized, the language of the Whale. Whence the interest of 

studies of Moby-Dick that are based on Numbers and Letters, and their cryptic meaning, 

to set free at least a skeleton of the inhuman or superhuman originary language. It is as if 

three operations were linked together: a certain treatment of language; the result of this 

treatment, which tends to constitute an original language within language; and the effect, 

which is to sweep up language in its entirety, sending it into flight, pushing it to its very 

limit in order to discover its Outside, silence or music. (72) 

Deleuze calls this deterritorialized language the language of the whale — but perhaps it is the 

language of the deep, or the language of the drowned man. Indeed, Pip’s fragmented language 

after his drowning often does push towards the “Outside” that is music which Deleuze cites here: 

Pip’s seemingly-confused speech often brings in fragments of song, is sometimes literally sung 

(as to Queequeg upon his grave illness), and sometimes just repeated in a sing-song fashion. 
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Regardless of content, however, Pip’s language after his ordeal is a clearly language emerging 

from outside the bounds of normal existence, and pushing the language of the narrative to its 

very breaking point. In this, the language of Moby-Dick is contaminated by the presence of the 

drowned man. The language of the deep, the language of death, seeps into the rest of the novel, 

and we see this in the repetition of memorable fragments across vast distances of text and time.  

 In the deep, Pip, who drowned but is returned, seems physically to access the “foreign 

language that runs beneath English and carries it off […] the OUTLANDISH or 

Deterritorialized, the language of the Whale” as Deleuze calls it. Pip sees, in the deep, the laying-

bare of language, and brings that back from the dead to the world of the living. Ahab himself 

recognizes Pip’s unique access to revelations from the void: “Some unknown conduits from the 

unknown worlds must empty into thee!” — and Ishmael’s narration asserts that Pip’s “strange 

mummeries” are “not unmeaningly blended with the black tragedy of the melancholy ship” 

(Melville 529, 490). If there is meaning to Pip’s “mummeries” can these “unknown conduits” of 

knowledge be traced? Is “the foreign language that runs beneath English and carries it off” 

accessible, interpretable, diagrammable? The diffuse presence of scattered fragments of 

recognizably repeated language across the novel seems to offer a possibility of interpretation, or 

at least of mapping.  

 There are many instances of this kind of deterritorialized language in the novel: phrases 

and fragments we see adrift, like debris from a shipwreck bobbing in the waves. What if we were 

(arbitrarily, even) to pick something to track? What if, leaning over the side of our ship of 

reading, we could reach down and pick up a stray fragment floating by, examine it closely, try to 

see if we could piece the wreck back together again, by knowing this one piece so fully? This is, 

most likely, a futile quest. What has been destroyed cannot be pieced back together. Pip cannot 
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un-see the secrets of the deep. He cannot un-remember, nor can he make his fragmented 

language whole again. 

IF STUBB HAD VOYANT TOOLS: A FAILED FISHING EXPEDITION, WITH CERTAINTY 

 Perhaps the only way to satisfactorily embark on a hunt for meaning is to take the jolly, 

certain approach of Stubb. By ignoring Pip’s message of inherent uninterpretability, setting aside 

Ahab’s metaphysical mysticism, the Stubb-like reader can put the book in its place, take the 

“bare words and facts,” “supply the thoughts,” follow clues, and then – “By Jove, I have it!” – 

ascertain a meaning. But how, though, would this work? What does a hermeneutics of Stubb-ism 

look like? Perhaps this methodology would resemble the skeptical process of interpretation 

Evans lays out in Whale!:  

Meaning is in a sense given to the object after it has been apprehended, as if 

interpretation of a thing is something we may or may not indulge in, at various levels of 

the game. And here is the catch: because this approach assumes it is possible to decide to 

begin looking for the meaning of a thing, it also suggests it is a matter of decision, of 

convention, where to stop looking for the meaning of a thing. If one can stop looking for 

meaning, it is only a matter of time until one does stop. This too is the threat of 

skepticism. (11-12) 

Evans calls this approach “skepticism” but it may also be readily called “Stubb-ism” — a certain 

confidence that one can choose to begin the search for meaning, and choose to be done and 

satisfied with the search’s ostensible result.  

 Now, this Stubb-like methodology is not really so far removed from what we do all the 

time in the work of literary analysis. As much as we’d like to believe in our own clarity of 

purpose, all acts of interpretation are to some extent arbitrary. J. Hillis Miller makes this clear in 
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Reading Narrative, pointing out the capriciousness, precarity, and outright whim involved in 

starting movements of the “hermeneutical corkscrew”:  

The critic of a given work must begin somewhere.18 He or she must establish some 

passage or other, not necessarily the first in the text in question, as a firm foundation, 

open to being solidly and unequivocally interpreted. On the basis of that the movement 

forward of the spirals of the hermeneutical corkscrew may proceed. This positing of a 

beginning can, however, never securely happen, neither in a reading that keeps the 

founding passage fully attached to its surrounding context, if that could ever happen, nor 

in a reading, like mine here, that detaches citations from their original places and sews 

them together in juxtaposed incongruity within a critical or theoretical text. (162-163) 

So, Stubb-like, ignoring the insecurity of how we begin, let’s just begin. Let’s take our “founding 

passage” out of its original place, and begin the chase – not on a “firm foundation” but rather on 

a ship, afloat. Perhaps this is as solid as foundation gets in the whaling grounds. 

 Let’s float, on a whim, to chapter 114. This chapter, “The Gilder,” seems like as good a 

place as any upon which to found our search for meaning. Many of the novel’s themes and 

motifs appear in conjunction here; this chapter focused on reflections seems itself to be reflection 

of the novel as a whole. In “The Gilder,” everyone is leaning over the sides of the ship, gazing 

down into the glassy waters. Images float by, the narrative voice dreamily drifts into and out of 

characters’ minds, sometimes forgetting quotation marks and altogether eliding distinction 

between external and internal. Stubb, who just a few chapters prior allowed Pip to drown, has his 

own moment of reflection, gazing into the sea, but feeling no remorse: “"I am Stubb, and Stubb 

                                                 
18 “Whale sinks whaler invites the suggestion that there is no safe place from which to begin a critique. No outside, no dry 

platform, no guest’s visiting privilege. A confident distinction between hunter and prey dissolves into an individual’s irreversible 

entanglement in the nature of things” (Evans xi). 
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has his history; but here Stubb takes oaths that he has always been jolly! (Melville 492). Pip’s 

drowning is here, on the surface, overtly denied. But the surface of narrative is like the surface of 

the glassy sea: one cannot forget “the tiger heart that pants beneath” (Melville 491).  

 This chapter’s own content seems to reflect the forms I originally hoped to track — a 

discussion of reincarnation, or at least, a lack of teleological progress then closure — a form of 

life that mirrors the recursive form of the novel itself. All these coincidences seem to affirm our 

choice of stepping-off-point for interpretation: the linkages of themes, the mirroring of form and 

content here all seem to promise not only interpretability but even the “secret golden keys” 

themselves that would unlock the meaning of the novel as a whole. But as the “hermeneutical 

corkscrew” turns, we may begin to notice something strange. Amid all this sea - images of land. 

“Prairies” and “verdure” appear where they are not. This, in and of itself, does not constitute 

“deterritorialized” language. But there is something odd about our readerly encounter with 

“verdure” — a twinge in the memory. A vague sense that we have heard this word before. Entire 

phrases seem familiar. Have we lost our place in the text? Are we re-reading what has already 

been read? Are we remembering the last time we read this? Some vague sense of having 

forgotten pervades. Unlike Stubb, the suspicious reader cannot swear that she has always been 

jolly; she feels a relentless dissatisfaction. A necessity to search.  

 So what happens when this search commences? What forms does this search take? And 

where, if anywhere, does it lead? In a previous attempt to write this analysis, our suspicious 

reader grabbed on to the word “verdure” like a life-buoy amid the flotsam of the novel’s 

metatextual discontinuity and fragmentation. Seeking, like Stubb, for a satisfying, objectively 

reliable interpretation, she turned to computational tools of distant reading, as if these would 

allow her to take the “facts” from the book and “come in to supply the thoughts.” The pattern 
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that seems to be forming around this single word and its associations seems, also, meaningful — 

as if it could unlock some “secret golden treasury” of the form and function of the narrative 

itself. 

At this point, the necessity to seek and the promise of these emerging patterns leads the 

reader to begin to make maps. Running out of space on her own coffee table for pages taped 

together, lines drawn with highlighters, and facing the prospect of erecting a shed full of 

evidence to connect with pushpins and string — she turns to a computer to do this for her, in 

virtual space. Words are tracked. Charts are made. The charts are quite lovely. They appear 

almost map-like, with a veneer of authority, of knowledge, of truth. As if these maps lead us 

somewhere.  

They do not. (But they sure look pretty, don’t they?) 

FIGURE 1: SINCLAIR, STÉFAN AND GEOFFREY ROCKWELL. “BUBBLELINES.” VOYANT. 20 JUN. 2015  

I began this approach by counting and tracking the frequency and distance between mentions of 

the word “verdure” and associated forms (“verdant,” “unverdured,” etc.) which I first noticed in 

chapter 114, a hunt that led me back to chapter 102, “A Bower in the Arsacides,” wherein yet 

more seemingly important fragments of phrases (“woven,” “warp and woof”) appeared in 

juxtaposition with my original search terms.i It began to seem that the terms “weaving” and 

“woven” and “warp and woof” (all related to weaving) were more worth tracking than the 
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original search for “verdure”— indeed, the relation of these weaving terms to the “treadle of the 

loom” Pip saw in his drowning seems more promising of a potentially meaningful conclusion. 

Moreover, the highest frequency of repetition of these terms (terms of the search now including 

verdure, verdant, verdigris, unverdured, woven, weaver, weave, warp, woof, “warp and woof”) is 

concentrated in chapters subsequent to Pip’s drowning in “The Castaway.” This promise of 

meaning seemed to intensify upon recognition that thee terms appear in scenes discussing 

mortality and recursion (although of course pretty much all of Moby-Dick is a scene discussing 

mortality and recursion).  

At this point, the reader, previously, turned to computational reading methods to produce 

a chart, visually depicting what seemed like proof of her assumption that “verdure” and 

“weaving” were not only aligned on the map of word frequency, but somehow that this map of 

word frequency offered a hope of deeper metaphysical meaning: 

FIGURE 2: CHART GENERATED USING: SINCLAIR, STÉFAN AND GEOFFREY ROCKWELL. “WORD 

TRENDS.” VOYANT. 8 MAR. 2015 

What’s really happening here, though, is that the reader is, in her paranoid approach to her 

desperate search for meaning, simply accumulating or hoarding fragments that seem to offer a 

hope of interconnection, puzzle pieces that seem to fit, as if to promise further pieces that will fit, 
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as if, eventually, the “whole picture” can be seen. This is an illusion, but an obsession, 

nonetheless. It is the great tease of narrative: the promise that all this will mean something, 

eventually, if we just keep reading. So we keep reading. Such a paranoid approach, seeking 

meaning in a conspiracy of juxtaposed terms, seems validated by a reading of the text, however. 

In addition to producing charts and maps of instances of these terms, I also dove into a close 

reading of each passage that “pinged” the algorithm, in a hope that all this accumulated flotsam 

would pan out, and could somehow reveal those “secret golden keys” of a master interpretation 

of the whole.  

It is relatively easy to piece together a reading like this, as if all these fragments of 

language and their juxtapositions and distances are a vast conspiracy of meaning-making. Every 

piece seems not only relevant, but deeply imbued with significance. The ease with which these 

echoed phrases can be collected, charted, and counted offers a mirage of total interpretability. 

The charts and graphs of distant reading build up this mirage into something with the seeming 

firmness of scientific fact. But the scientific solidity of these maps is still a mirage. We can 

nudge “data” to produce a more geometrically pleasing image of the text; we can angle our query 

to produce a desired result; we can strain our reading to the breaking point, in an effort to 

“prove” we have found the mathematical center of the text. But what does this even really show? 

As Alfred Korzybski points out, “A map is not the territory it represents, but, if correct, it has a 

similar structure to the territory, which accounts for its usefulness” (58). The charts and maps 

produced by the computer-aided distant reading are not the novel; they are a map, not the 

territory. To ascribe to these charts all the meaning-making potential present in the text itself 

would be faulty, if not altogether deluded. But these charts are not, after all, completely useless. 

They do show us something — though not the something we may have been after, originally. 
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They reveal something about the structure of the text, not the essence of the text — but this 

structure, if we choose to go back and consider it, does perhaps reveal something of the essence. 

All these charts, if read correctly, point to the same thing: not a solid center of the text, but an 

omnipresent, impenetrable uninterpretability underlying everything. 

The very act of tracking down a single word, untethered from its context, puts the reader 

in the same position as Pip, drowning in a sea of confusion. By attempting to see the author’s 

foot on the treadle of the loom of narrative, the reader searching for truth in this manner goes 

mad. She makes clever charts that mean nothing, lists words like Pip conjugates a verb. The very 

search for meaning seems to lead to nothing but chaos and meaninglessness. A Stubb-like 

approach is but a futile denial of Pip’s (and heaven’s) truth, and leads, it seems, to “man’s 

insanity.” 

“MAN’S INSANITY IS HEAVEN’S SENSE”: SOME FRAGMENTARY UTTERANCES 

TOWARDS SENSE-MAKING 

 It’s important, though, to recognize that digital tools for textual analysis are not 

themselves inherently faulty – it’s the ways in which we employ these tools that determines 

fruitfulness or failure. Rockwell & Sinclair, creators of Voyant Tools, themselves explain the 

history and theory behind their approach to computer-aided interpretation in their 

handbook/critical text Hermeneutica. The two point out that “The process of text analysis, with 

its computational tools and techniques, is as much about understanding our interpretations of a 

text, by formalizing them, as it is about the text itself” (Rockwell & Sinclair 156). Citing one of 

the originators of computer-aided textual analysis, John B. Smith, Rockwell and Sinclair remind 

their readers that “Smith is not proposing that the computer can uncover some secret structure in 

the text so much as that it can help us understand the theoretical structures we want to fit to the 

text” (156). While it’s tempting to allow the computer-generated models speak for themselves, as 
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if they offer up an interpretation in colored lines and scattered dots, the computer models of the 

text actually reveal the questions asked by the researcher herself: the models can only show what 

we have asked for. Indeed, the steps Rockwell and Sinclair outline for their methodology 

(“Hermeneutica”) begin with the heading “Start by Bringing Questions to a Text or a Text to 

Questions” (169). But the end of this section points out that the questions posed may themselves 

turn out to be irrelevant or even misleading: “Don’t worry too much about your starting 

questions; you will find the questions change as you delve deeper into the text. You will discover 

anomalies in results offered by Voyant that spur new lines of enquiry. New questions will come 

faster than answers” (Rockwell and Sinclair 169). Evidently, my early approach to using these 

tools wasn’t as wrongheaded as hindsight made it out to be: I indeed found that my questions 

changed as I delved deeper; I “discover[ed] anomalies in results” and all my searches led to “new 

lines of enquiry” and “new questions” rather than a conclusive final analysis.  

 Digital tools such as these seem to supplement the necessity-to-search yet reproduce a 

failure-to-find (or, perhaps, the ability-to-not-find?). In chapter 10 of Hermeneutica, Rockwell 

and Sinclair outline their process of applying Voyant Tools to Hume’s Dialogues — and reveal 

the possibilities as well as limitations of this digital methodology. A list of the “useful and 

interesting things” digital tools can provide, according to Rockwell and Sinclair, includes both 

“do tedious searching, counting, manipulation, and data-plotting” as well as “Present us with 

models that make the text so strange as to provoke further thinking through” (174). It’s important 

to note that the models produced are not themselves the answer; searching, counting, 

manipulation, and data-plotting are not interpretation. The map, once again, is not the territory. 

The models produced often provoke more questions about the text than answers. Indeed, for 

Rockwell and Sinclair, “The visualizations we produced with Voyant, although interesting, didn’t 
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help to answer our question…” (174).  Computer-assisted analytics can reveal a feature or 

texture of the text in question, but they cannot alone explain it.  

 The charts produced in my initial search for meaning in the confluence of repeated terms 

in Moby-Dick did not offer up the meaning, just a map of the confluences. For a readerly 

approach like Stubb’s, though, this would be enough: the book must “know its place” and merely 

“supply the facts” while the reader himself “provides the thoughts.” This mode of interpretation 

in which the book is considered but “bare words and facts” focuses on the external (surface) to 

the exclusion of the internal, as if to presuppose either that there is nothing beneath the surface, 

or that whatever is beneath the surface is unknowable, anyway. As K.L. Evans rightly points out, 

the debate of surface vs. interiority is at heart a question of just what we mean by interpretation: 

Is it impossible to give a reading of the inner workings of a thing that is not yourself? If 

the answer is yes, then “interpretation” must deal only with clear and distinct movements. 

What is called reading would simply be the process of following overt actions, and the 

job of readers would be to record these instances of movement. (3-4) 

Obviously, the idea that “interpretation” deals with “clear and distinct movements” is an 

operating assumption in the delusion that distant reading will solve all things. “Clear and distinct 

movements” can be plotted on charts, read by computers, but interpretation is more than 

movements and less than clear. Reading is not just recording — but what is it? 

 In “Reading Moby-Dick,” Samuel Otter offers an example of a productive reading of the 

novel. This model methodology is not altogether different from my own original approach; Otter 

does the much same thing that I attempted with tracking a notable word across other chapters — 

in the way he hunts down the only other appearance of the word “formless” in the novel, and 

carefully close-reads this appearance and ascribes some significance to the connection between 
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the two moments of the word’s use. Indeed, these kinds of cross-textual trackings seem to be 

exactly what the text invites its reader to perform: “Moby-Dick insists on multiple contexts of 

explication and invites its readers to examine the array of evidence on and off the page, test the 

qualities of their confidence, ponder their judgments, and trace additional paths on overwritten 

charts” (Otter 77). Otter’s use of “overwritten charts” here is not in any way a reference to the 

kind of distant-reading computer models previously produced in this chapter. Although Otter is 

discussing a similar form of physically following a term across a text’s chapters, his use of 

“charts” here explicitly refers back to chapter 44 of Moby-Dick, “The Chart.” Otter’s reading of 

Moby-Dick uses chapter 44 as a synecdoche for the novel’s overall form and content: a 

meditation on “confidence and interpretation” structured around the mental mapping of 

individual moments:  

“The Chart,” like much of Moby-Dick, is about how conceits are materialized and also 

about confidence and interpretation. Twice in the chapter, the narrator refers to the 

spectrum of judgment. Ahab hoped that, by combining his data and charts, his own 

experience and expertise as a captain, and the documented seasonal encounters with 

Moby Dick in one area of the equatorial Pacific, he “could arrive at reasonable surmises, 

almost approaching to certainties” (199). He anticipated finding Moby Dick at a 

particular time and particular spot: “when all possibilities would become probabilities, 

and, as Ahab fondly thought, every probability the next thing to a certainty” (200). Ahab 

seeks certainty, and “The Chart” examines the path of his confidence.” (Otter 75) 

Ahab’s “confidence” here reflects the kind of pseudoscientific certainty charts and “objective” 

data can provide. Ahab trusts his methodology of documentation can help him find Moby Dick, 

in just the same way that a surface reader trusts computer models to locate meaning in a vast sea 
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of text. But “It is important to remember that the interpretive enterprise, as a whole, is not limited 

to computational results” (Rockwell and Sinclair 169). Over-reliance on digital method makes us 

as monomaniacal as Ahab. Description is not analysis, computation is not interpretation, and the 

sensible reader must bear in mind these important distinctions. 

 In a lecture given at the 2016 Dartmouth Futures of American Studies Institute discussing 

these very problems with digital method as currently applied in our field, James E. Dobson 

asserts that “What we need to do is to ensure that we bring both our capabilities and our doubt to 

bear on our use of digital methods. […] Because their proponents believe that these tools have 

the capacity to remain free of the taint of subjectivity and that they enable their users to break 

free from dominant modes of reading.” Of course, there can be no outside to subjectivity, and to 

think so is to be deluded; Dobson’s 2015 essay in College Literature on which his later talk was 

based states unequivocally that “there cannot be an automated reading of a text that is free of the 

“taint” of subjectivity. Reading, I would claim, is always situated” (550). A reader cannot “take 

oaths” to be free of subjectivity, like Stubb glibly denying his past at the end of Chapter 114: 

“Stubb has his history; but here Stubb takes oaths that he has always been jolly!” (Melville 492). 

That history, nevertheless, remains; and while a surface-only approach to Moby-Dick might 

enable the sense of “jollity” that accompanies a Stubb-like reading of the text, Stubb’s “jollity” is 

a mask that covers over a true guilt. The facade of meaningfulness in a superficial (and 

uninterrogated) distant reading similarly covers over the guilt of failure to find meaning.  

 But how can we come to terms with this failure? Perhaps we can learn from the contrast 

between Pip’s method of reading the doubloon and Stubbs’: to be satisfied, to be “jolly,” is to be 

deluded. There is no satisfaction possible -- but it is precisely this dissatisfaction that enables us 

to find meaning on “a little lower layer” as it were: suspicion in our own methods (a quite un-
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Stubb-like angle to take) allows us to push past the glossy surface of hoped-for but delusional 

definitive interpretations and brings forth the messy (if not altogether disturbing) truth of the 

very essence of the novel: an uninterpretability that is productive/positive: the very energy that 

drives the production of the text as well as the consumption of the text is one of dissatisfaction. 

No matter our method, if we open our minds to the possibility of failure (the “ability to not-

find”) our readings all lead to this central truth: the novel is about the search and failure to find, 

about interpretation and its limits. That is the very core of what we do as readers and scholars. 

Not only is Moby-Dick about narration, an allegory of reading, an experiment in depicting the 

fictionalizing of experience that is the form of the novel — but there is a “tiger heart that pants 

beneath” this reading: a counter-current, a deep swell of anti-narration in the voice and language 

of Pip, a deterritorialization that subverts all, that would drive the sane man mad, and make the 

desperate reader worried about their sanity. Like Stubb, listening to Pip’s conjugation of “to 

look,” to readers of Moby-Dick, Melville is “too crazy-witty for my sanity. So, so, I leave him 

muttering” (435). 

 Perhaps, after all, the failure to find an interpretation is precisely the essence of the novel: 

the desperation to latch on to anything that could offer a sense of meaning, the search for a 

complete interpretation (like Stubb’s reading of the doubloon, which leaves him “jolly”) leads to 

a sort of meta-interpretation: the essence of the novel is, indeed, the urge to search and the failure 

to find. This motion plays out on multiple levels in Moby-Dick: Ahab’s search for revenge; 

Ishmael’s search for narratability; the crew’s search for interpretations of the doubloon; the 

reader’s search for closure. But there can be no closure (for “once gone through, we trace the 

round again”), no revenge, no clear interpretation: and that seems to be exactly what Moby-Dick 

is about. Form and content are coterminous, and any of many divergent approaches to 
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interpretation leads to the same conclusion: this is a novel we cannot fully crack, and what, after 

all, comes of unscrewing one’s navel?  

 Maybe my search-and-failure with computational methods for distant reading was not so 

much a failure after all, but rather an important step in the journey of interpretation. Perhaps, as 

Dobson asserts, “Failure, as opposed to algorithmic success, might be the special providence of 

humanists” (560). Failure doesn’t ruin our methodologies, it instead is the driving engine of 

interpretation. Failure itself could even redeem the practices of distant reading: 

When we allow our algorithms to overly familiarize that which is fundamentally 

ambiguous, we risk turning our work, the project of literary criticism, into what 

Burckhardt would call explanation. This activity of explanation risks too quickly closing 

down the disturbing possibility of texts. … Perhaps we can use machine learning and 

other computer-aided reading techniques to open holes by deploying the algorithm 

against itself, but ultimately interpretation is an interesting and compelling narrative of 

how one deals with being “pricked” by a text, by being disturbed. (Dobson 560) 

Subjectivity, whim, and confusion are not failures for literary analysis; rather, they are where 

interpretation begins. Perhaps my own journey of failures in this chapter can be emblematic of 

the journey of coming to terms with the impossibility of objective interpretation, of moving from 

a “failure to find” to an “ability to not-find.” 
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CHAPTER 2 END NOTES:

i An end-note on how tracking “verdure” ended up tracking “weaving”: 

The return of the word “verdure” evokes a sort of nostalgia in the reader, a faint sense of remembered 

reading, while simultaneously the word itself begins to work nostalgically, referring no longer to youth and 

ignorance but to something else long-lost to those at sea: land itself. “Verdure” does not merely repeat in a random 

or fleeting sense – in chapter 102, ““A Bower in the Arsacides,” “verdure” (and “verdant”) appears multiple times in 

a single passage, citing an excess of verdant, land-based life: 

The wood was green as mosses of the Icy Glen; the trees stood high and haughty, feeling their living sap; 

the industrious earth beneath was as a weaver's loom, with a gorgeous carpet on it, whereof the ground-vine 

tendrils formed the warp and woof, and the living flowers the figures. All the trees, with all their laden 

branches; all the shrubs, and ferns, and grasses; the message-carrying air; all these unceasingly were active. 

Through the lacings of the leaves, the great sun seemed a flying shuttle weaving the unwearied verdure. 

[…] 

Now, amid the green, life-restless loom of that Arsacidean wood, the great, white, worshipped skeleton lay 

lounging—a gigantic idler! Yet, as the ever-woven verdant warp and woof intermixed and hummed around 

him, the mighty idler seemed the cunning weaver; himself all woven over with the vines; every month 

assuming greener, fresher verdure; but himself a skeleton. Life folded Death; Death trellised Life; the grim 

god wived with youthful Life, and begat him curly-headed glories. (Melville 449-450) 

In this scene, Ishmael is indeed on land – these images of verdure are not out of context – but this scene takes place 

inside the beached skeleton of a whale; here it is not ““verdure” that is deterritorialized, untethered from context, but 

rather the whale: lodged on land in yet another juxtaposition of opposing forces. The images of verdure used in this 

passage will appear again, in particular relief in chapter 116 as they are “woven” into the depiction of another dead 

whale, this time one floating at sea. Both whale carcasses, here in the Arsacides and later on in open water, are 

emblematic of a blending of life with death (“Life folded death; Death trellised Life””) and sea with land, 

paradoxical combinations repeated throughout the novel.  

 These opposing forces are brought together by Melville’s carefully woven syntax, but in this chapter, the 

whale itself is both depicted as the loom and addressed as the “weaver-god” himself: 

Oh, busy weaver! unseen weaver!—pause!—one word!—whither flows the fabric? what palace may it 

deck? wherefore all these ceaseless toilings? Speak, weaver!—stay thy hand!—but one single word with 

thee! Nay—the shuttle flies——the figures float from forth the loom; the freshet-rushing carpet for ever 

slides away. The weaver-god, he weaves; and by that weaving is he deafened, that he hears no mortal 

voice; and by that humming, we, too, who look on the loom are deafened; and only when we escape it shall 

we hear the thousand voices that speak through it. For even so it is in all material factories. The spoken 

words that are inaudible among the flying spindles; those same words are plainly heard without the walls, 

bursting from the opened casements. Thereby have villainies been detected. Ah, mortal! then, be heedful; 

for so, in all this din of the great world's loom, thy subtlest thinkings may be overheard afar. (450) 

While “weaving” is an obvious metaphor for composing a narrative, the particular act of weaving described in this 

passage reveals a uniquely Melvillean subversion of narrative production. The act of weaving ““deafens” both the 

author and the reader – “only when we escape it,”” only “without the walls” can the “thousand voices that speak 

through”” the novel be heard. The weaver-god’s shuttle “flies” here, in a symbolic evocation of what Deleuze called 

Melville’’s project of deterritorialization: “to sweep up language in its entirety, sending it into flight, pushing it to its 

very limit in order to discover its Outside, silence or music” (Deleuze 72).  

 Weaving, then, becomes emblematic of this same project of deterritorialization. The “deterritorialized” 

language of land, the “verdure”” that keeps appearing, incongruously, at sea, is inextricable from the weaver’s 

figurative loom. Concretely, too, instances of the term “verdure” begin to coincide with references to “weaving” and 

“woven” as the novel progresses. These close readings proffered up more puzzle pieces that seemed to fit together, 

not in a clear whole, but in a vague promise that there must be yet more pieces out there that could fit. Here, dead 

whales, and eventually bengal tigers also enter into the collection of both “verdure” and “weaving”: The skeletal 

whale in “Bower in the Arsacides” seems in retrospect to prefigure the dying whale in chapter 116. This brief 

passage weaves together the linguistic traces of chapters 102 & 114 in yet another metaphysical musing on the 

interconnectedness of death and life: 

Oh, thou dark Hindoo half of nature, who of drowned bones hast builded thy separate throne somewhere in 

the heart of these unverdured seas; thou art an infidel, thou queen, and too truly speakest to me in the wide-
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slaughtering Typhoon, and the hushed burial of its after calm. Nor has this thy whale sunwards turned his 

dying head, and then gone round again, without a lesson to me. 

Oh, trebly hooped and welded hip of power! Oh, high aspiring, rainbowed jet!—that one strivest, this one 

jettest all in vain! In vain, oh whale, dost thou seek intercedings with yon all-quickening sun, that only calls 

forth life, but gives it not again. Yet dost thou, darker half, rock me with a prouder, if a darker faith. All thy 

unnamable imminglings float beneath me here; I am buoyed by breaths of once living things, exhaled as 

air, but water now. (Melville 497) 

The "unverdured seas" here point to a loss that strangely has been protested time and again in very recent chapters, 

as the narrative language seems to make the sea into land. In “these unverdured seas” the loss of land is emphasized, 

but it is an absence countered by an over-presence of intertextual allusions, most of which hearken back to chapter 

114 This language in chapter 116 is attributed to Ahab, whereas the similar speech in chapter 114 is, as previously 

discussed, unattributed (due to the missing quotation marks) and mysteriously mingling with Ishmael’s narrative 

voice.  

We find in this passage a sort of reiteration of all the major themes in chapter 114: the Typhoon and its 

“after calm” cited here evoke in the reader a memory of chapter 11’s “calms crossed by storms, a storm for every 

calm.” This cyclical oscillation –both between storm and calm as well as on the level of narrative, between chapters 

116 and 114 – is repeated once more in the image of cyclical life: “once gone through, we trace the round again” 

(from chapter 114) is echoed here in the slightly modified “and then gone round again.” To the reader, these 

repeated phrases seem to be “new clews” or even “traces of lost meaning.” Ahab here laments that the whale’s 

desire to be reborn (or at least, to reverse its death) is “in vain” and it seems, too, that all the ““clews” presented to 

the reader offer only a hint of greater meaning; the search to pieces them together sensibly is “in vain.” The 

“imminglings” of syntax drift through these later chapters as something truly “unnamable” – there is a vague sense 

of hope that all is coming together, but no firm sighting of closure to come. This passage in chapter 116 seems vital 

in that it brings all these linguistic "traces of lost meaning" together but reveals them to indeed be “in vain”” (there 

can be no “secret golden key” to unlock meaning); there will never come a revelation of what all these traces have 

been leading to. But perhaps there is still a reason to keep searching after all; this passage offers up a  hint of what is 

to come, the origin-ending itself: "buoyed by breaths of once living things" – which plainly foreshadows Ishmael’s 

survival in the epilogue, “buoyed up by that coffin,” which ending allows for the beginning of the novel.    

 As the distant-reading charts (previously included here as helpful illustrations) indicate, the rate of 

repetition and intertextual allusion spikes around chapters 114-119. The first sentence of chapter 119 repeats the 

term “verdure” alongside an allusion to the “tiger heart that pants beneath” the becalmed seas of chapter 114: 

Warmest climes but nurse the cruellest fangs: the tiger of Bengal crouches in spiced groves of ceaseless 

verdure. Skies the most effulgent but basket the deadliest thunders: gorgeous Cuba knows tornadoes that 

never swept tame northern lands. So, too, it is, that in these resplendent Japanese seas the mariner 

encounters the direst of all storms, the Typhoon. It will sometimes burst from out that cloudless sky, like an 

exploding bomb upon a dazed and sleepy town. (Melville 503) 

This brief passage also interweaves the image of the typhoon (from chapter 116) which moreover also evokes 

“calms crossed by storms; a storm for every calm,” the figure of life’’s journey (and the novel’s form) from chapter 

114. Syntactically, “skies the most effulgent but basket the deadliest thunders” echoes chapter 114’s “this velvet 

paw but conceals a remorseless fang,” making connections in the reader’s memory both to the tiger mentioned here 

as well as recalling the mingled land-and-sea imagery of the preceding chapters. This sort of unexpected resurgence 

is also a form of the novel - that which has been lost or forgotten or abandoned ("verdure" and its fellow "traces of 

lost meaning") seems to "burst from out that cloudless sky" upon the reader, appearing intermittently and often 

without warning. It is as if the past, the lost, insistently presents itself, like an inescapable contamination into the 

form and content of the narrative. In such a lengthy novel as Moby-Dick, this persistent contamination seems to be 

both and effect of “memory’s creative force”” and of the inescapable effect of time’s duration, as Lukács illustrates: 

“Time—that ungraspable, invisibly moving substance –– gradually robs subjectivity of all its possessions and 

imperceptibly forces alien contents into it” (121).  

But what of the mentions of “verdure” in chapters 13 and 130 that don’t also bear with them any of the 

other repeating syntax? These, too, can be seen as part of this pattern of loss-as-constitutive: evidence of the 

inescapable forces of memory and time. These passages reveal that what is missing (verdure) contaminates or 

infiltrates into all description, even that which is irrelevant. Nothing is spared by the insistent demands of what is 

lost to insert itself into the novel's subjectivity. When verdure is used to refer to persons, not the sea, (as in chapters 

8, 13, and 130), the surface artifacts of the other repeated language may be missing, but the underlying pattern of 

recursion still bears out. There are no outliers; every repetition serves as a “new clew” and evidence that ““traces of 

lost meaning are to be found everywhere” (Lukács 123). The first mention of verdure in the novel echoes (in 
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retrospect) the most developed instance of this pattern: “verdure”” is used to refer to Father Mapple's inner 

youthfulness, a reminder that in life "we do not advance through fixed gradations and at the last one pause…" (492). 

Before Ishmael takes the reader to sea, before the real “plot” of the novel sets sail, as it were, the word “verdure”” 

appears two times, in chapter 8 and again in chapter 13. Both of these early instances use the term to allude to youth, 

innocence, or ignorance. The first instance of “verdure” is used to indicate Father’’ Mapple’s “second flowering 

youth” “At the time I now write of, Father Mapple was in the hardy winter of a healthy old age; that sort of old age 

which seems merging into a second flowering youth, for among all the fissures of his wrinkles, there shone certain 

mild gleams of a newly developing bloom—the spring verdure peeping forth even beneath February's snow” 

(Melville 38). and the second, soon after, also connotes youthful innocence-if-not-ignorance: Ishmael and Queequeg 

encounter “some boobies and bumpkins there, who, by their intense greenness, must have come from the heart and 

centre of all verdure” (Melville 60). These images of youthful newness appear early on in the novel, in the 

narrative’s own figurative “youth”; but a great deal of time passes (both in the narrative and in the reading of it, 

more than 380 pages later, in the NN edition of the novel) before the word “verdure” appears again. In these later 

repetitions of the word, the sense of youthfulness is lost (just as the reader begins to grow old and weary from such 

an extended time “at sea”) and the word begins to function in a new sense. The later mentions of “verdure” are so 

distant from the initial mentions of this term that all the reader retains is the sense that they have heard this 

somewhere, perhaps the faint sense that verdure is something long-lost (youth! Life! Land!) but we cannot quite put 

our finger on it. 
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“I KNEW THAT SOMETHING WAS PASSING  
BUT I COULDN’T EVEN THINK OF TIME”:  

AS I LAY DYING AND THE IMPOSSIBILITIES OF REPRESENTATION 

 

“Only the complete disorientedness of modern literature poses the impossible task 

of representing development and the gradual passing of time in dramatic terms.” 

– Lukács, The Theory of The Novel 122 

 

INTRODUCTION: FAULKNER AND LUKÁCS AND THE “ABILITY TO NOT-FIND” 

 William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying exemplifies several of Lukács’ claims in The Theory 

of The Novel—not only his claims on temporality, memory, and hope, but also some of his 

remarks on “The Inner Form of The Novel.” The dissonance, fragmentation, perverse repetition 

and bewildering multiplicity of voices in As I Lay Dying make it a difficult text about which to 

make coherent, sweeping critical claims. Despite this (or perhaps because of this), the 

complicated form of As I Lay Dying epitomizes Lukács’ claim that “affirmation of a dissonance” 

in the novel is “the form itself” (72). Lukács asserts that there is a kind of “dissonance special to 

the novel” which “produces a problem of form” that, confoundedly, “looks like a problem of 

content” (71). The problems that dissonance and fragmentation produce in the form of the novel 

are, in fact, constitutive of the novel’s form. This is what Lukács means when he asserts that “the 

novel is the most hazardous genre”: for the novel, form is never completed, it always “appears as 

something in the process of becoming” (72-73). For Lukács, these problems in the novel’s form 

stem from its relation to the world: 

Either the fragility of the world may manifest itself so crudely that it will cancel out the 

immanence of meaning which the form demands, or else the longing for the dissonance 

to be resolved, affirmed and absorbed into the work may be so great that it will lead to a 

premature closing of the circle of the novel’s world, causing the form to disintegrate into 
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disparate, heterogeneous parts. The fragility of the world may be superficially disguised 

but it cannot be abolished; consequently this fragility will appear in the novel as 

unprocessed raw material, whose weak cohesion will have been destroyed. (71-72) 

This detailed description of the problems of novelistic form evokes later sections in Lukács’ 

Theory (which re-use some of the same particular wording in discussions of temporality, 

memory, and hope) as well as the formal traits that characterize As I Lay Dying. The 

purposefully dissatisfying ending of the novel feels to many readers like “a premature closing of 

the circle of the novel’s world,” especially considering the way it subverts conventions of the 

heroic journey by refusing to depict the return home from Jefferson. Whether or not this 

premature ending is the cause of the formal fragmentation of the novel, it is nevertheless 

inarguable that the narrative of As I Lay Dying is somehow “disintegrate[d] into disparate, 

heterogeneous parts” and filled with “unprocessed raw material.”  

 My analysis of the novel in this chapter examines how some of the otherwise 

“unprocessed raw material” appears in the often strange use of animal metaphors in the novel as 

well as in the textual heterogeny of italics, inconsistent punctuation, and extra spacing. It is 

important to notice how the force underlying the “premature closing of the circle of the novel’s 

world” in Lukács’ claim above is one of time—prematurity—but time inscribed spatially—as a 

circle. Spatial depictions of time (and temporal depictions of space) pervade As I Lay Dying, and 

much of the “unprocessed raw material” I examine in this chapter emerges alongside moments in 

which the characters or the narrative itself grapple with how to represent time. The animal and 

spatial figures I analyze in their attempts to represent time all seem at first to be insufficient or 

failed representations, but I intend to show how failing to represent the unrepresentable is, in the 

end, the best possible depiction of unrepresentability.   
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 It is notable and meaningful that in his discussion of novel form cited above, Lukács uses 

some of the same language he later deploys to describe novel temporality. Amid his analysis of 

the “dissonance special to the novel” and the resulting “problem of form,” Lukács declares that 

“The novel is the art-form of virile maturity: this means that the completeness of the novel’s 

world, if seen objectively, is an imperfection, and if subjectively experienced, it amounts to 

resignation” (71). This same phrase appears again, almost verbatim,1 in the later chapter “The 

Romanticism of Disillusionment,” in the middle of one of the most important passages related to 

“the search and failure to find” central to my dissertation’s argument: 

Time is the fullness of life, although the fullness of time is the self-abolition of life and, 

with it, of time itself. The positive thing, the affirmation which the very form of the novel 

expresses no matter how inconsolably sad its content may be, is not only that distant 

meaning which dawns with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and the failure to 

find, but also the fullness of life which is revealed precisely through the manifold failures 

of the struggle and search. The novel is the form of mature virility: its song of comfort 

rings out of the dawning recognition that traces of lost meaning are to be found 

everywhere; that the enemy comes from the same lost home as the knight and defender of 

the essence; that life had to lose its immanence of meaning so that it might be equally 

present everywhere. (Lukács 123) 

This passage brings together much of the same wording and phrasing of Lukács’ earlier 

discussion of the “problem of form” but recasts these formal quirks not as a problem, but as an 

“affirmation.” The “immanence of meaning which the form demands,” which Lukács earlier 

asserted was threatened by the “fragility of the world” and the dissonance of the novel, now is 

                                                 
1 It actually is repeated verbatim in the original German, which uses “gereiften Männlichkeit” in both instances (p 69 & p 126). 
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lost on purpose: “life had to lose its immanence of meaning so that it might be equally present 

everywhere.” Lukács argues that the fragmentation of form, the novel’s inherent dissonance, and 

its “self-abolition” of time and life destroy the immanence of meaning in order to produce the 

“traces of lost meaning” that “are to be found everywhere.” The problem of form becomes the 

fulfillment of form; failure is generative. 

 The light of this “dawning recognition” comes from the temporal forces of memory and 

hope, forces which make “the failure of all endeavors seem less desolate” in that “Everything 

that happens may be meaningless, fragmentary and sad, but it is always irradiated by hope or 

memory” (Lukács 126). The word used here for “irradiated” in the original German is 

“durchstrahlt,” or “shone-through,” referring to light rather than radiation—a word choice that is 

much more strongly linked to the repeated motifs of “dawn” and “dawning” Lukács uses in this 

chapter. Importantly, this dawn appears only “on the far side of the search and the failure to 

find,” as a result of “the manifold failures of the struggle and search.” These two phrases echo 

and partially re-use the same wording from Lukács’ powerful one-sentence claim that links form 

with time in the novel, and in which he also coins the compound noun neologisms Suchen-

müssen and Nicht-finden-können: “Only in the novel, whose very matter is seeking and failing to 

find the essence, is time posited together with the form” (122). This “seeking and failing to find” 

central to novel time and novel form is better understood2 as a necessity to search and an ability-

to-not-find. In connecting the above passages from different sections of Lukács’ Theory, the 

“imperfection” or “problem” in novel form (and in forms of representing time) is transformed 

into a “resignation” that is simultaneously an “affirmation”—an ability to not-find.  

                                                 
2 Details of my re-translation of this passage are elaborated in the general introduction 
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 My analysis of As I Lay Dying in this chapter has its foundations in these concepts from 

Lukács, seeking to lay bare how Faulkner’s novel works through the forces of time (hope and 

memory), and how failures of representation can lead to the affirming resignation that “traces of 

lost meaning are to be found everywhere.” The “traces” I focus on in this chapter involve the use 

of animal figures (animals as metaphors, or as animals themselves) and the transformations of 

textual form (shifts in tense, repetition, lost punctuation, italics, spacing) that often accompany 

these animals.  

 Perhaps the most obvious animal figure in the novel is Vardaman’s fish—about which 

many critics have written—which exists both as a fish and as a complex metaphoric 

construction. I examine not only the fish’s presence as metaphor, but also the warping of syntax 

and confusion of pronouns that seem to emerge as symptoms of the fish-metaphor.3 In this 

chapter, I look at selected examples of major and minor animal motifs in the text and how they 

are used to represent time as well as how they fail to represent time. It’s obvious—both from a 

close reading of the text as well as from a review of decades of scholarship—that Vardaman’s 

interactions with the fish are attempts to grapple with a representation of time. But other animals 

are deployed in the novel as representations of time, as well—to more or less success than the 

fish. Buzzards are mentioned repeatedly in the novel, and would seem ideally suited as markers 

of the passing of time; as Addie’s corpse ages and putrefies, it would seem obvious that the 

number of buzzards circling above should increase. But in the novel, there is no linear 

progression to the number of buzzards or the frequency of their mention. If the buzzards are 

another animal metaphor meant to represent time, their presence in the novel seems to point to an 

                                                 
3 Possums and rabbits appear here, too, in the pantheon of small animal deaths in the novel; the proliferation of animals in the 

text simultaneously reveals how arbitrary the selection of “important animals” turns out to be. I should probably here offer the 

apology that I don’t discuss Jewel’s horse at all, not because I do not think the horse is important, but because I think the horse is 

a chapter all unto himself. 
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inability to represent time’s passage. Another minor animal figure in the novel is the cow (or 

cows) that frequently appear in dialogue with or other relation to the unfortunately-pregnant 

Dewey Dell. A cow is used in a later chapter of the novel as a time-keeper of the duration of 

Dewey Dell’s ill-fated visit to the pharmacist in her failed attempt to procure an abortion. This 

cow manages to keep time through a profound perversion of type on the page, leaving excess 

blank spaces between words, and beginning to erase punctuation altogether. But while this cow 

and its associated textual effects provide an effective representation of time’s passing (unlike the 

buzzards), the cow comes bearing connotations in excess of its simple role as time-keeper. The 

novel’s repeated attempts to represent time through animal figures—some more expressly 

successful than others—reveals something about the nature of time as well as of novelistic form. 

The need for time to be “embodied,” coupled with the inability for any figure to carry the full 

weight of time’s force or account for its excesses and corruptions, produces precisely the kind of 

“dissonance” Lukács outlined in his Theory of The Novel. 

“IT AINT NO LUCK IN TURNING BACK”: A LIT REVIEW 

 Of course, Lukács’ The Theory of the Novel is not the only theory scaffolding my 

discussion of the novel. The previous decades of Faulkner scholarship have produced ample 

criticism of As I Lay Dying, forming a critical genealogy into which I attempt to fit my own 

analysis. In my review of existing criticism, I have generally limited my search to the most 

recent scholarship on the novel.4 Nearly all of these contemporary critics base their analyses in 

                                                 
4 Much of the recent scholarship on the novel echoes traditional strains of criticism, focusing on similar motifs, aspects, and 

approaches. Considering how central it is to the novel itself, it is no surprise that Addie’s corpse and the materiality of human 

bodies appears time and again in criticism of As I Lay Dying. In 2009, Erin Edwards examined the “necropoetics” of Faulkner’s 

novel, connecting corpse to corporeality in her discussion of how embodiment appears in the novel (739-740). Laurel Bollinger’s 

2015 analysis of the novel applies the neuroscience concept of “embodied cognition” to the novel, examining the individual 

thought processes of each character — but this approach strays from the kind of text-centric close reading I prioritize here. One 

of the most recently published treatments of the novel, Greg Chase’s 2017 “Acknowledging Addie’s Pain: Language, 

Wittgenstein, and As I Lay Dying” also moves away from focusing on the language and form of the novel, analyzing instead the 
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the foundational critical works from the 20th century, most notably Andre Bleikasten’s 1973 

monograph on As I Lay Dying. While most of the critics I cite are writing in the 21st century, I 

found it important to look back on some earlier studies of metaphor in the novel—particularly 

Patrick O’Donnell’s 1984 study of metaphors of transference—as well as to tether these critical 

claims about As I Lay Dying to more general theoretical frameworks from (among others) Gilles 

Deleuze and Giorgio Agamben. 

 Patrick O’Donnell’s 1984 analysis of the novel, “The Spectral Road: Metaphors of 

Transference in Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying” explores how Faulkner’s “metaphoricity” functions 

within the text, particularly noting images of roads as “metaphors for the act of metaphor” (60-

61). While O’Donnell’s claims about Faulknerian metaphor align with the general trajectory of 

Faulkner studies over the past few decades,5 an underlying thread in his analysis represents the 

formal implications of Faulkner’s deployment of metaphor in a way that neatly dovetails with 

my own current framework of a Lukácsian “necessity to search and ability to not-find.” This 

connection finds its basis in O’Donnell’s metaphor of the journey, which he uses to help walk his 

readers through his analysis of Faulkner’s road and path figurations: “The novel’s metaphors 

form a network of correspondences and cross-references that gives the novel the texture of a 

systematic world, a world wherein journeys—like metaphorical language—lead toward certain 

                                                 
complex psychological “identities” of the characters; Chase’s focus on “social fact” (167) and parallels to Wittgensteinian 

philosophy purposefully and explicitly avoids “formal or linguistic issues” (168), rendering its otherwise interesting approach to 

language in the novel irrelevant to my own analysis. Such analyses of the novel and the characters in relation to the historical and 

social contexts of the novel are common in the body of As I Lay Dying criticism; Cinda Gault’s 2006 discussion of “Maternity 

and Language” in both Faulkner and Alice Munro privileges a historically deterministic approach to understanding female 

sexuality and women’s agency in the time period of the novel. Other notable approaches to the novel are the frequent discussions 

of how As I Lay Dying fits into the movement of modernism; Tamara Slankard’s 2009 contribution to The Faulkner Journal 

focuses on how As I Lay Dying, and particularly the “literary corpse,” is foundational to the concept of regional modernism in 

American literature. 
5 As I Lay Dying offers up a multitude of figurations for critics to endlessly examine; beyond the frequently-discussed animal 

metaphors in the novel, or the roads and pathways O’Donnell analyzes, Amber Hodge’s 2015 analysis of the novel examines 

“how Faulkner allegorizes wood to augment representations of mortality and selfhood, particularly as they relate to issues of 

class and gender” (14). 
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ultimacies of desire, purpose, and expression” (61). O’Donnell illuminates the form of As I Lay 

Dying as one in which “the progression toward ultimacy and meaning… moves forward by 

contraries” (61), a movement he frequently describes as a “journey” which is bound together 

through the repetition of metaphors (63-64). Importantly, the “journey” of the novel is not a 

straightforward one, nor does it ever come to satisfying closure:  

The disruptive, fragmented tropology of As I Lay Dying undermines any unproblematic 

reading of the novel’s drive toward closure as a final, significant act that triumphantly 

concludes this particular episode of the Bundrens’ perambulations in the world and leads 

to a new journey homeward with the new Mrs. Bundren. (O’Donnell 64) 

It is in this plotting of the unfinished and unfinishable journey that O’Donnell’s analysis lends 

itself to a connection with Lukács’ theory of novelistic temporality, the search-and-failure to 

find: “Reading the novel exposes one to a barrage of analogies that asks [one6] to undertake a 

restless search for that never-revealed significance which will ‘glue’ the shifting, dispersed 

shapes and vessels of metaphor together” (O’Donnell 64-65). Although O’Donnell’s analysis 

never addresses the animal metaphors on which my own analysis focuses, his conclusion that 

“the tropology of the novel, pervasively self-reflexive as it dwells upon the journey of words and 

beings to meaningful ends, purports that language denies the possibility of this ultimate 

significance while ever working toward signification” (76) evokes the same kind of constitutive 

paradox as Lukács’ “necessity to seek and ability to not-find.” While this gesture toward the 

form of the search itself is but a minor part of O’Donnell’s analysis, it nevertheless points to a 

vital aspect of the novel’s form:  

                                                 
6 This word is not legible in the microfilm/PDF of this essay available from any databases 
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The tragicomedy of As I Lay Dying employs these semantic ironies and incongruities 

because they are what give rise to journeys and novels. These disruptions keep sojourners 

or readers moving in their search for ends and means, conveyed by the meaningful voices 

of “being” undergoing, and undoing, its own scrutiny. … That language cannot do what 

Faulkner asks in his fiction is both beside the point and the point, for it is this tension 

between the unspeakable finality of word or sentence and its striking out toward 

significance in its embodiment or conveyance of that as an overflowing vessel or a 

broken road, which defines his understanding of language and being. (78) 

O’Donnell here affirms that the form of perpetual, unstoppable seeking coupled with the inability 

to ever reach an end to that search is not only central to As I Lay Dying, but also generative of the 

form of all novels, as well. The failure of language, which O’Donnell claims is “both beside the 

point and the point,” provides the energy productive of novel form. Although this is where 

O’Donnell’s analysis ends, it is where mine begins, following Lukács’ motif of seeking and not-

finding through the journey plotted in Faulkner’s metaphors of the non-human, particularly those 

of the fish, the buzzards, and the cow. 

 The “journey” that O’Donnell analyzes—as well as the “search” Lukács claims is central 

to novel form—is a journey across the novel’s durée. The “journey” figure is a convenient way 

to concretize the experience of novelistic time, but temporality in As I Lay Dying is far too 

slippery  for any one figure to satisfactorily represent. Time in the novel—and the ways in which 

it is (attempted to be) represented—has long provoked critical attention as well as confusion. 

Agnieszka Graff argues that there is something in Faulkner’s language that is “seductive” and 
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contaminating, and that this something is the cause of Sartre’s philosophical failure (generative7 

though it may be) in his own attempt to make sense of Faulkner’s temporality: 

What is haunting and “seductive” about Faulkner is not some abstract or metaphysical 

“time sense” which one might extract from his texts… but rather his characteristic 

“metaphorizing thinking” or “thinking in metaphors” as critics have called it. Faulkner’s 

metaphors confuse time and space in an uncanny and, I would insist, seductive way. 

The process works by contagion. A single metaphor, apparently innocuous, gradually 

takes over and infects an entire narrative context. As the reader proceeds deeper into a 

given novel, what seemed to be a simple figure of speech begins to affect retrospectively 

what has already been read and to foreshadow what is yet to come, creating expectations 

as to the structure and meaning of the entire text. (Graff 62-63) 

My own analysis follows how this metaphoric contamination works on readerly expectations for 

animal metaphors: the figurative contagion of the fish metaphor—which makes some semblance 

of sense in its representations of time and loss—leads the reader to expect similar levels of 

figurative coherence in the other animal figures they encounter in the novel, particularly the 

frequently mentioned buzzards, and the cows who appear alongside Dewey Dell. But these 

expectations are never fulfilled; these other animal figures point to the very inability of metaphor 

to contain the excesses of time. “Time,” Lukács writes, is an “ungraspable, invisibly moving 

substance” that “gradually robs subjectivity of all its possessions and imperceptibly forces alien 

contents into it” (121). Representations of time in the novel are inherently contaminated by time 

                                                 
7 Graff begins her analysis of metaphor and temporality in Faulkner by first examining Sartre’s reading of Faulkner’s 

temporality; Sartre’s discussion of “Faulkner’s vision of future-less time” (61), Graff argues, “fails to meet its own requirements” 

and deviates from its intended philosophical methodology (62). But, Graff points out, it is “thanks to” Sartre’s “failure” in this 

regard that “his essay becomes an exemplary piece of Faulkner criticism, marked by a struggle with the text and an ambivalence 

about its powers” (62). Graff’s own analysis is compelling enough without these introductory remarks on Sartre, but I’m 

including this note because the idea that the failure of Sartre’s methodology is somehow constitutive or generative of his essay’s 

form and force is a delightful example of the very kind of constitutive failure my dissertation project attempts to track. 



Chapter 3 As I Lay Dying 131 

 

in this fashion: either emptied of meaning or—as is more often the case—overwhelmed by the 

“alien contents” added by the force of time. The “contagion” of metaphors Graff theorizes can be 

seen in As I Lay Dying to actually contaminate the metaphors themselves: the figure of the 

buzzard is “robbed” of its ability to coherently connote time; the figure of the cow inescapably 

bears with it an excess of “alien contents” beyond its simple appearance as a keeper of time. Just 

as these contaminations wrought by time seem to “haunt” the animal figures in the novel, the 

reader is likewise “haunted” by expectations for coherence in representation—expectations that 

necessarily remain unfulfillable.  

 The process of contagion, “haunting” and “promise[s] of fulfillment” that Graff notes in 

Faulkner’s use of metaphor is remarkably similar to Lukács’ theory of novelistic temporality, 

though Graff never makes this connection explicit: 

There is a sense of “something missing,” a promise of fulfillment lurking around the 

corner. Literal statements of fact are suspected of being metaphors; apparently realistic 

landscapes are transformed into semantically overdetermined, infuriatingly incoherent, 

symbolic structures. One is haunted by a sense of having known and forgotten something 

crucial. (63) 

This “haunting” feeling of “having known and forgotten” evokes Lukács’ description of “a 

feeling of resignation” that “persists: all this had to come from somewhere, must be going 

somewhere” (124). Lukács asserts that this “feeling of resignation” is the “spring” of “the 

experiences of hope and memory” (124). Lukács describes hope and memory as “experiences of 

time which are victories over time” (124) but these victories come only as a result of the 

haunting feeling of resignation, the awareness of lost meaning that has its trace in the sense of 

forgetting. 
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 This structure of novelistic temporality—the reader’s haunting sense of having forgotten 

something leading to the “victories over time” that finally offer a glimpse of the lost meaning 

immanent to the novel’s form—becomes evident in tracing the novel’s attempts to represent this 

experience of time through language. Time is an “ungraspable, invisibly moving substance,” so 

attempts to make it visible or graspable necessarily resort to metaphor: a vessel for “carrying 

over” or containing this slippery substance. In Faulkner’s novels—and in human language in 

general—time tends to be figured spatially. Graff notes this form of temporal representation at 

work in Faulkner’s novels, as well as its subversions or inversions that characterize Faulkner’s 

prose: 

I want to argue that the spatio-temporal confusion in Faulkner’s prose has a very specific 

structure. In his metaphors, Faulkner disturbs a certain fundamental linguistic and 

cognitive structure, i.e. the human tendency to conceptualize time in terms of space in 

order to visualize and humanize it. It is a pattern so widespread in ordinary uses of 

language that linguists believe it is universal. In fact, we often fail to notice its 

metaphorical nature: references to temporal spaces are quite simply the stuff human 

languages are made of. (64) 

Graff points out how Faulkner’s use of metaphor plays with these expectations, both affirming 

the usual flow of figuration to represent time as a “landscape” (64), but also reversing this 

structure, deploying figurations that represent space in terms of time (67).8 Graff concludes her 

analysis by asserting that this inverted form of representation is nearly unthinkable—“it remains 

                                                 
8 Zachary Tavlin’s 2015 analysis of “Phenomenology and Temporality in As I Lay Dying” follows much the same line of 

reasoning as Graff’s earlier argument about representations of time as spatial (although Tavlin does not cite or mention Graff in 

his argument); Tavlin is instead concerned about the art-historical form of cubism, as summarized by Slavoj Zizek. Throwing 

Heideggerian jargon at the novel, however, does not measurably add to Graff’s existing and quite strong thesis. 
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a paradox, refuses to be constituted as an image”—and yet this unthinkability is the source of the 

metaphor’s power: “in its stubborn resistance to interpretation” (68).  

 Graff’s concluding remarks on how Faulkner’s use of metaphor creates a sort of 

“defamiliarization” and “an apocalypse in language” evokes Deleuze’s discussion of “the 

schizophrenic vocation of American literature” in his essay on Melville’s “Bartleby”; Graff does 

not mention Deleuze, however, and her analysis ends before this critical theoretical tie can be 

made. Graff’s claim that Faulkner’s prose works to “defamiliarize” language parallels Deleuze’s 

analysis of Melville’s “deterritorialization” of language. But Deleuze’s argument is not solely 

limited to Melville’s works; instead, he expands the applicability of his concept of 

“Deterritorialized” language beyond this single author, calling it “the schizophrenic vocation of 

American literature” (72). Deleuze explains this “schizophrenic vocation” as a peculiar 

relationship to language: 

[…] to make the English language, by means of driftings, deviations, de-taxes or sur-

taxes (as opposed to the standard syntax), slip in this manner…. A certain treatment of 

language; the result of this treatment, which tends to constitute an original language 

within language; and the effect, which is to sweep up language in its entirety, sending it 

into flight, pushing it to its very limit in order to discover its Outside, silence or music. 

(72) 

Deleuze calls this “Outside” of language—as he sees it at work in Melville’s texts—the 

“language of the whale” (72). To universalize this statement, one could consider the “foreign 

language that runs beneath English and carries it off” as something inherently animalistic in or 

under human language (Deleuze 72).   
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 The animalistic and the animal itself appear prominently in As I Lay Dying. Christopher 

White’s 2002 analysis of the novel asserts that “the main characters in Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying 

use animal metaphors… to convey meanings and affects…. At the same time, ‘real’ animals 

(horses, cows, mules) are continually announcing their presence through groans, snuffings, lows 

and cries” (81). White asserts that the presence of animal “language” outside and alongside the 

animal metaphors in the novels “exposes traces of animality within language itself” (81).9 As 

White points out, “Animal imagery in As I Lay Dying… is frequently invoked to convey affects 

and states ‘too profound… for even thought.’ In the backwater world of the novel, animals 

operate as originary metaphors, the most ‘natural’ means of making sense out of the surrounding 

chaos” (83). I want to question, however, whether the animal figures in the novel actually do or 

even can make sense out of chaos. While it’s evident—to White and to many other critics—that 

Vardaman’s exploration of the fish metaphor is “a formula for linguistic or symbolic 

comprehension, a means of coping with a loss” (83), it remains unsettled whether this 

comprehension or coping is ever fully successful in the novel. Like other scholars (Boren in 

particular), White seems to fall into the trap of psychoanalyzing the characters, which moves the 

focus of his argument away from the words on the page themselves. The useful thing White finds 

in psychoanalysis, however, comes via Akira Mizuta Lippit’s Freudian analysis of animal 

rhetoric, which White summarizes thusly: 

The animetaphor both invigorates language and enables language to convey that which it 

could not otherwise. Language is “infested” with the other-than-human; linguistic 

communication is afforded by capacities not distinctly human. Simultaneously, the 

                                                 
9 Other scholars attend to the prevalence of animals and animal metaphors in As I Lay Dying, but Christina Colvin’s 2014 

discussion of “Faulkner’s Eruptive Animals” foregrounds the questions of animal studies, treating the animals in his novels as 

“lived, embodied… material animals” to the exclusion of the figurative uses of animals in Faulkner’s texts (95). 
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animetaphor haunts language, exposing at every turn the basic limitations of language, its 

inevitable failure to seize hold of the desired object. In this sense, the animetaphor, as 

Lippit notes, may be seen as “the unconscious of language, of logos.” (86) 

This “infestation” in language echoes Graff’s claims about “haunting” metaphors (White even 

uses the same verb in his own description), and both concepts, I would argue, obliquely point to 

Lukács’ theory of time as a contaminating force. The “inevitable failure” of language “to seize 

hold of the desired object” comes as a result of time’s excesses and incomprehensibility. These 

failures appear in As I Lay Dying as animal metaphors which never quite seem to grasp what 

they are trying to convey. 

 The “unconscious of language” White examines in the above passage is surely the same 

undercurrent as Deleuze’s “Outside” of language, that “skeleton of the inhuman or superhuman 

originary language” that “runs beneath the surface” (Deleuze 72). “Inhuman” language appears 

in As I Lay Dying in “the inarticulate cries of the animal” which White notes as 

“supplement[ing]” the language of the human characters (90). For White, the animal sounds in 

the novel help move language “beyond language itself into the realm of ‘life’” (92). But although 

the inhuman language of the animal pushes language outside itself into what White asserts is 

“life,” that outside of language can also be—and often is—death. Giorgio Agamben’s Language 

and Death theorizes a “voice” that serves as “an immediate trace and memory of death” (45). 

Agamben’s language here (“trace” and “memory”) repeats the key words I draw from Lukács’ 

Theory. Agamben’s theory also affirms the critical structure of the animal or animalistic as the 

outside of language; Agamben introduces Language and Death with a citation from Heidegger, 

asserting that “Mortals are they who can experience death as death. Animals cannot do so. But 

animals cannot speak either” (xi). But what happens when animals do speak, or when they are 
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used as figures of speech? The “experience of death” denied to the voiceless animal in 

Agamben’s introductory citation of Heidegger appears later in Language and Death as an 

experience of removal and replacement, uncannily similar to the novelistic experience of 

“time… rob[bing] subjectivity of all its possessions and imperceptibly forc[ing] alien contents 

into it” (Lukács 121): 

To experience death as death signifies, in fact, to experience the removal of the voice and 

the appearance, in its place, of another Voice (presented in grammatical thought as 

gramma, in Hegel as the Voice of death, in Heidegger as the Voice of conscience and the 

Voice of being, and in linguistics as a phoneme), which constitutes the originary negative 

foundation of the human world. (Agamben 86)  

Agamben’s “originary negative foundation of the human world” evokes Deleuze’s “inhuman or 

superhuman originary language” (72). Whether this foundation is “the voice of death” 

(Agamben) or “the language of the whale” (Deleuze), it is nevertheless evident that the 

foundational outside of language emerges from and alongside the animal. In As I Lay Dying, 

animal voice and animal metaphor are inextricably linked with the language of death, and 

inherently part of “the schizophrenic vocation of American Literature” (Deleuze 72). 

 As would be expected, much of the scholarship on As I Lay Dying grapples with just how 

language is at work (or at play) in the narrative.10 While Benjamin Widiss’ 2007 discussion of 

“Fit and Surfeit in As I Lay Dying” lays out an interesting possibility for the intertextuality and 

cross-referencing present in the novel, his turn toward surface reading limits his ability to make a 

profound statement about just how all this cross-reference influences the form and reception of 

the novel. Widiss points out that “As I Lay Dying, throughout, as if building to and from this 

                                                 
10 For one example, Stephen Barnes’ 2013 “Faulkner’s Jewel: Logos and the Word Made Flesh” sees a biblical approach to 

language and manifestation at work in the novel. 
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denouement, consistently rewards the reader who remembers a word’s meaning from one context 

and imparts it to another even when the latter appears self-evidently sufficient” (99-100). While 

this is certainly true of the novel, Widiss’ claim that “nothing directly provokes the reader into 

such maneuvers” until the conclusion of the novel is a problematic overgeneralization (100, 

emphasis added). Widiss’ turn toward surface reading produces an ample concordance of such 

cross-references in the text, but never reaches for a more profound meaning that lies behind or 

beneath this novelistic form. 

 Mark Edelman Boren’s 2002 essay, “The Southern Super Collider: William Faulkner 

Smashes Language into Reality in As I Lay Dying,” lays out a “trajectory of Faulkner studies” 

that tends to treat Faulkner’s use of language as characterized by disconnection from the real, 

and generally scaffolded by structuralist, and then poststructuralist, concepts of the modern or 

the postmodern (22). Boren distinguishes his approach from this general “trajectory” as one that 

will once again consider the concrete reality of Faulkner’s language, asserting that “it is 

language’s tangled impact with the real world, with the reader involved in the act of reading, that 

is one of its greatest powers” (21). Nonetheless, Boren still insists that Faulkner’s “texts would 

be largely incomprehensible without the backdrop of modernism” and that “we cannot simply 

discard the modernist project, for it is woven into the fabric of his text” (23). It may be that 

persisting within the framework of modernism limits Boren’s thesis, which otherwise is pointing 

to an important aspect of Faulkner’s textuality in As I Lay Dying: “the emphasis in this novel is 

on the formal construction of the text itself… and on the nature of knowing through language” 

(23). Boren takes note of the repeated phrases in the text that contribute to a sense of “slowing 

and speeding up of time” but fails to note that his list of textual interruptions are all animal 

figurations (24). It is nevertheless true that “these and other repetitions in As I Lay Dying disrupt 
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the illusion of narrative space and focus attention on the printed words as they appear on the 

page” (24), but repetition is not the only formal disruption at work in this novel. Boren rightly 

points out that “Faulkner draws attention to the form of the narration in many different ways, 

including the use of italics when he shifts narrative focus or perspective, and blanks or spaces 

when he wants to convey silence or narrative emptiness,” but asserts that “these stylistic 

devices… make the reading experience a self-conscious one” (24). While Kathryn Olsen reacts 

with deep suspicion to Boren’s claim here about the self-conscious reading experience, Boren’s 

point that “the novel is clearly concerned with forcing and holding the reader’s attention upon 

language itself” is not incorrect (25). It is Boren’s attempt to explain this assertion through the 

logic of modernism and the overdetermined rhetoric of poststructuralism that limits his 

explication of the text; psychoanalyzing Vardaman as a character actually turns the reader away 

from this powerfully self-conscious reading experience of “language itself” from whence the full 

form and force of the novel emerges. Importantly, this is the point at which Olsen’s analysis of 

Faulkner’s language begins.  

 Olsen’s analysis of “regenerative language” in As I Lay Dying counters the common 

claim that Faulkner’s “fiction mak[es] use of post-structural claims, seeing language as an 

obstacle—not a vehicle—to understanding” asserting instead that “Faulkner’s unique prose style 

is an attempt to evoke the metaphorical lost landscapes of the past” (95). Her argument that 

Faulkner’s “language is not inadequate, but rather a regenerative illusion” is based in the theories 

of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty (95), and also lends itself well to the connections to Lukács’ 

theories of novelistic form that I am interested in making in this chapter. The constitutive failure 

I theorize through Lukács appears in Olsen as a “regenerative illusion” rather than an 

unredeemable failure. Olsen questions the usefulness of the common approach of reading As I 
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Lay Dying—and the character of Addie in particular—as “a spokesperson for post-structural 

narrative futility” (96). Although Olsen asserts (echoing Boren) that “Unlike Absalom, Absalom!, 

As I Lay Dying does not focus on unsatisfying narration as a primary theme” (96), I would argue 

that “unsatisfying narration” is indeed central to the way language works in this novel; the 

language Olsen identifies as “poetic” in the Heideggerian sense is, in fact, essentially novelistic, 

and primarily concerned with grappling with and making meaning—or at least form—out of the 

inherent failure of narrative. Olsen’s complaint with the “popular contention” that Addie’s 

chapter—and Faulkner’s language throughout the novel—emphasizes the emptiness of language 

rests in the fact that “when I follow this line of thinking to its apparent conclusion, I am forced 

into a place I do not want to be: a place where the act of writing is rendered futile and 

meaningless” (96). Olsen asserts that focusing on the emptiness of language causes critics to 

miss how that emptiness is actually constitutive.11 Olsen argues that the language in As I Lay 

Dying allows for multiple possibilities for the emptiness of language: “we can begin to see 

language as both the container and its contents—substance, and the structure that gives it shape” 

(110). Olsen argues that Faulkner’s use of language in this way “reveal[s] a new form,… a 

guiding image and shape with which to understand the power of the regenerative language of 

poetry in the face of what has been lost: a lost place, a lost time” (110). But while her analysis 

ends here, my own begins from a similar position, arguing, however, that the language at work 

isn’t necessarily a “language of poetry” but is essentially novelistic, and is a modality of 

language essential to the form of not only this novel, but all (American) novels. 

                                                 
11 For Olsen, this ability of the emptiness of language to evoke the power of language is explained through Heidegger’s 

philosophy of poetry:  

Heidegger’s description of the language of poetry presents the idea of language that cannot be used up or worn out; 

rather, it becomes and remains language. It does not strive to represent its subject in an artificial, metaphorical fashion, 

but rather allows its subject to become and to unconceal itself. (100) 
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 Like I do, Olsen also discusses Vardaman’s language and his grappling with the fish as 

emblem or metaphor to represent his mother’s death. Olsen meticulously retraces and rebuts 

Boren’s analysis of the “My mother is a fish” chapter, arguing instead that “the views Vardaman 

expresses are in direct opposition to the dichotomy of words and meaning, speaking and doing 

expressed by Addie” (103). Olsen refuses the idea that Vardaman is a simple-minded child, and 

explains how his language “can be viewed as a sort of negotiation”: “Vardaman uses negation 

and annihilation, unraveling the functions of language in time and space, to spur the regeneration 

of his mother as an active force” (104). Olsen recognizes, and implies, that Vardaman’s attempts 

to grapple with language work as an allegory of novel-writing: 

This manipulation [of past and future, “there and not there”] is accompanied by a unique 

understanding of part-to-whole relationships. Where in the above passage Vardaman 

deconstructs the fish, rendering it “pieces of not-fish,” he also exhibits the ability to 

conceive of the inverse. He can combine or compose fragments into a pattern, making 

something out of nothing or making sense out of nonsense—an ability that is necessary 

not only for him, but for any writer attempting to reconstruct a vast, complex, teeming 

forest out of the remains of one dead leaf. (105) 

What Vardaman is doing with language is essentially novelistic. Even though Olsen does not 

persist with this point of “an ability that is necessary… for any writer” it is clear that what she is 

describing in Vardaman’s use of the fish is something akin to the “ability to not-find” I take from 

Lukács. 

 “MY [METAPHOR] IS A FISH”: DISMEMBERMENT AND REMEMBERING  

 Vardaman’s physical and figural deconstruction of the fish offers an interesting example 

of the force of time as embodied in the animal figures of As I Lay Dying. The attempt to re-
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member what has been dismembered (either by the hatchet or by time and forgetting) appears in 

the text as Vardaman’s persistent textual negotiations with the fish, both the physical fish and the 

concept and memory of the fish. But just as the fish can never be fully re-membered after it is 

chopped up, the fragmenting and contaminating forces of time can never be fully conquered by 

memory or contained by figuration, despite repeated attempts. Vardaman’s interactions with and 

thoughts about the fish are revisited and repeated in the novel through the mosaic of character 

voices that produce the narrative, who watch and recount Vardaman’s encounter with the fish 

from their individual perspectives. 

 The first appearance of Vardaman’s fish is recounted by Tull — in this moment, the fish 

simultaneously emphasizes Vardaman’s child-ness (it is “nigh long as he is”) but also his 

trajectory out of childhood into adulthood (he “spits over his shoulder like a man”) (30). The fish 

points to Vardaman’s future in multiple ways, here: as an attempt to move from his present as a 

child into his future as “a man”; in his expressed desire for a future use for the fish (“I aim to 

show it to ma” [31]), which can also be seen as an evocation of his trajectory toward adulthood 

or attempt to become a provider for his mother; and foreshadowing the family’s future 

interaction losing the coffin in the flood “down to the bridge” (30), which is where Vardaman 

asserts the fish is from. 

 Vardaman’s fish also immediately becomes entangled with his mother’s death; his “aim 

to show it to ma” is thwarted by the “company” she has at the moment—company who are only 

present because Addie is dying. Echoing Addie’s status, the fish’s bodily presence as a corpse is 

repeatedly emphasized in the text: immediately in the first description of the fish—“the under 

side caked over with dust where it is wet, the eye coated over, humped under the dirt” (30-31)—
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and then just a few sentences later in this extended passage, which again links the fish to 

Vardaman’s present-and-future, as well as to the inescapable presence of death: 

Vardaman comes back and picks up the fish. It slides out of his hands, smearing wet dirt 

onto him, and flops down, dirtying itself again, gapmouthed, goggle-eyed, hiding into the 

dust like it was ashamed of being dead, like it was in a hurry to get back hid again. 

Vardaman cusses it. He cusses it like a grown man, standing a-straddle of it. Anse dont 

look around. Vardaman picks it up again. He goes on around the house, toting it in both 

arms like a armful of wood, it overlapping him on both ends, head and tail. Durn nigh big 

as he is. (31) 

As before, the fish’s physical presence works as a reminder of Vardaman’s being a child despite 

his attempts to be “like a grown man.” In his early interactions with the fish, Vardaman is 

already “standing a-straddle” his past and his future. This chapter ends with Cora’s repetition of 

“the poor little tyke” (34)—casting Vardaman’s future without his mother not as one in which he 

will be “like a grown man” but as a reversion into infancy. The physical size of the fish 

emphasizes Vardaman’s smallness, as the immensity of his mother’s death renders him “little.” 

But at this point in the novel, Vardaman has not yet forged a link between the fish and his 

mother’s death. The fish is still just a fish, not a figure, and the narrative voice remains an 

outside observer of the Vardaman-fish relationship. 

 Vardaman’s fish appears a second time in the following chapter, narrated by Anse. The 

fish itself, notably, doesn’t appear, but its blood does, smeared all over Vardaman following his 

act of butchering it. The rest of the passage echoes a similar kind of textual contamination to that 

of the fish’s contaminating blood: Vardaman is referred to as a “boy” but also like his “man-

growed brothers”; he is first “bloody as a hog” and then describes the fish itself as “full of blood 
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and guts as a hog”; the “guts” of the fish that are like those of a hog also seem to resonate in 

Anse’s repeated reference to his own heart, which he “cant seem to get…into anything” (38). 

Guts get everywhere in this passage, except for Anse’s heart, which seems to not get anywhere: 

Vardaman comes around the house, bloody as a hog to his knees, and that ere fish 

chopped up with the axe like as not, or maybe throwed away for him to lie about the dogs 

et it. Well, I reckon I aint no call to expect no more of him than of his man-growed 

brothers. He comes along, watching the house, quiet, and sits on the steps. “Whew,” he 

says, “I’m pure tired.” 

“Go wash them hands,” I say. But couldn’t no woman strove harder than Addie to make 

them right, man and boy: I’ll say that for her. 

“It was full of blood and guts as a hog,” he says. But I just cant seem to get no heart into 

anything, with this here weather sapping me, too. “Pa,” he says, “Is ma sick some more?” 

“Go wash them hands,” I say. But I just cant seem to get no heart into it. (Faulkner 38) 

It’s notable that Anse’s first utterance of “can’t seem to get no heart into anything” is ascribed to 

“this here weather” but yet comes as a response to Vardaman’s “It was full of blood and guts as a 

hog” and is followed up immediately by Vardaman’s question about his mother’s condition. It 

isn’t the weather that is causing the immobility of Anse’s heart, nor is that the cause of the 

hypermobility of the fish/hog/verbal “guts” throughout this passage: it is the increasing “sick” of 

Addie, the growing presence of death that provokes the movement of “guts” throughout. 

 The fish appears next in Vardaman’s first chapter of his own, a chapter that is just as 

syntactically dismembered as the fish’s entrails. Tense is notably fragmented here, too; just as 

the fish earlier came to be an emblem of the unity of Vardaman’s present and future, the now-

dismembered fish seems to be the source of (or at least emblem of) the violent fragmentation of 
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syntax and tense across this entire short chapter. The paratactically repeated “then” that begins 

this chapter marks the moment when Addie is declared dead in the previous chapter: 

Then I begin to run. I run toward the back and come to the edge of the porch and stop. 

Then I begin to cry. I can feel where the fish was in the dust. It is cut up into pieces of 

not-fish now, not-blood on my hands and overalls. Then it wasn’t so. It hadn’t happened 

then. And now she is getting so far ahead I cannot catch her. 

The trees look like chickens when they ruffle out into the cool dust on the hot days. If I 

jump off the porch I will be where the fish was, and it all cut up into not-fish now. I can 

hear the bed and her face and them and I can feel the floor shake when he walks on it that 

came and did it. That came and did it when she was all right but he came and did it. (53-

54) 

The “she” who Vardaman “cannot catch” at the end of the first paragraph is his dead mother; 

Vardaman envisions the growing distance between the current moment and the moment when 

Addie was last alive as “getting so far ahead” rather than a receding into the past. This temporal 

inversion pervades the rest of the chapter, as Vardaman interacts with multiple animals (the 

memory of the fish, the trees “like chickens,” Jewel’s horse, the cow, Peabody’s horses) in an 

attempt to make sense of his experience of loss and of time. 

 Even though Vardaman can see and feel “where the fish was” he knows that it is “all cut 

up into not-fish now.” This evocation of physical dismemberment leads to the figurative 

dismemberment of the language and syntax of the following sentences. Vardaman’s sense of his 

own mother is “all cut up” into the fragmented asyndeton of “the bed and her face and them and 

… the floor,” metonymically combining pieces of his mother (“her face”) with the other pieces 

that make the meaning of her death: her death bed, the house, and the doctor who Vardaman 
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assumes “came and did it.” This metonymy works like the spreading of the blood and guts in the 

previous passage: death contaminates that which it touches, and at the same time scatters 

meaning into fragments. This scattering even pushes Vardaman’s point of view outside of 

himself, leading to a sort of disembodied narration of his position in space and time. 

 When Vardaman jumps from the edge of the porch and begins to run toward the barn, he 

leaps through the place “where the fish was” and moves through his out-of-body narration into, 

finally, a place where he comes back into his bodily experience of “feeling and hearing my tears” 

only because, as he repeats twice, “I am not anything” (56).12 This paradoxical being-while-not-

being reverberates on the level of the text, in the quoted dialogue that immediately follows: 

“Then hit want. Hit hadn’t happened then. Hit was a-layin right there on the ground. And now 

she’s gittin ready to cook hit” (56). The pronoun “hit” here has multiple simultaneously possible 

antecedents, especially in its first two iterations. First, the “hit” that “hadn’t happened then” is 

evidently Addie’s death. But then “hit” clearly refers to the fish, “a-layin right there on the 

ground.” This slippery pronoun usage works to align the fish with the death (the “hit” that 

“hadn’t happened then” could also be read as the fish having not yet been cut up), but 

Vardaman’s attempt to find a concrete emblem for understanding his mother’s passing does not 

clarify his situation, but rather continues to confound the temporality of the narration.  

 Following a very strange13 paragraph of poetically rendered feelings about Jewel’s 

horse,14 Vardaman’s discussion of the fish moves immediately from “she’s gitting ready to cook 

                                                 
12 Interestingly, Vardaman’s journey back into himself by negating himself plots a course out to and through the barn, including 

contact with other living animals (the cow, the horse) which helps him return both to an embodied sensation of his own crying as 

well as to thoughts of the fish. 
13 It’s important to note that the narrative voice in this chapter, while ostensibly emerging from Vardaman’s consciousness, varies 

in perspective and voice in bizarre ways, making it unclear why certain passages appear in quotation marks: is this dialogue? Is 

this what is spoken, rather than merely thought? Or are these quotations extracts from a future point of view? The paragraph 

between the last two quotes in Vardaman’s voice seems completely unlike either Vardaman’s speaking voice we “hear” in the 

dialogue or like his thought-narration of his experiences in the barn throughout the rest of the chapter.  
14 Jewel’s mother is a horse, after all. 
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it” to the far future of “Cooked and et. Cooked and et” (57). This repeated phrase is a retrograde 

echo of a passage in the future of the text: in the next chapter focused on Vardaman’s 

perspective, where the connection between his experience with the fish and his experience of his 

mother’s death is made more explicit (66). These two chapters feature similar motifs and 

sentence structure, perhaps to be expected as resulting from the same narrative perspective15 and 

both chapters are fixated on an attempt to work through the passage of time: the first fish chapter 

begins with and repeats “then” and the following begins with and repeats the use of “when.” 

Again, Vardaman’s thoughts work through a catalog of non-human animals and objects to try to 

find a suitable figure for thinking through death and loss—a rat, bananas, a toy train, bicycles, 

grocery staples, rabbits and possums—before finally settling again on the image of the fish (65-

66). Dewey Dell’s attempts to soothe Vardaman with repeated promises of bananas (which they 

will surely get when they visit town to bury Addie) fail to sway Vardaman’s sense of logic and 

his emerging awareness of impermanence; he knows bananas will be consumed and disappear, 

and he states this assumed future loss as a present-tense fact: “Bananas are gone, eaten. Gone” 

(66). Vardaman’s narrative voice struggles with tense here, not only in the manner of 

representing his backwoods dialect and childish intelligence through constructions like “I did not 

said to God…,” but also in a more profound sense that his attempts to grapple with the loss of his 

mother also engenders a serious struggle to work through and properly use grammatical tense.   

 Vardaman’s struggle to articulate the idea of death begins to elide time and space. He 

continues to describe his mother’s passing as physical distance rather than temporal distance, 

reminiscent of his initial thoughts that “she is getting so far ahead I cannot catch her”: 

                                                 
15 Though this of course discounts or ignores the strange paragraph in the prior chapter that, as noted above, fits neither example 

of Vardaman’s expected “voice.” 
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It was not here. I was there, looking. I saw. I thought it was her, but it was not. It was not 

my mother. She went away when the other one laid down in her bed and drew the quilt 

up. She went away. “Did she go as far as town?” “She went further than town.” “Did all 

those rabbits and possums go further than town?” God made the rabbits and possums. He 

made the train. Why must he make a different place for them to go if she is just like the 

rabbit. (66) 

We can assume that rabbits and possums are other animals that Vardaman has killed, or at least, 

whose death Vardaman has already intimately experienced. But yet, their deaths do not register 

to him like his mother’s or like the fish’s deaths. For Vardaman, the rabbits and possums are 

simply elsewhere spatially, like the Christmas storefront train whose circular track brings it 

intermittently into and out of sight. Bananas get eaten and then are “Gone” but Vardaman 

recognizes that there is a profoundly different kind of “gone” at work here: not a gone-ness of 

physical presence, or even of consumption into his own body, but a kind of “gone” that cannot 

be reckoned through metaphor, a kind of “gone” that not only derails the process of figuration 

but which also subverts syntax and decimates tense.  

 Vardaman’s continued attempts to negotiate with language itself—his struggle to make 

sense out of the unrepresentable that is death—epitomizes the novelistic struggle to give form to 

loss itself: 

And so if Cash nails the box up, she is not a rabbit. And so if she is not a rabbit I couldn’t 

breathe in the crib and Cash is going to nail it up. And so if she lets him it is not her. I 

know. I was there. I saw when it did not be her. I saw. They think it is and Cash is going 

to nail it up. 
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It was not her because it was laying right yonder in the dirt. And now it’s all chopped up. 

I chopped it up. It’s laying in the kitchen in the bleeding pan, waiting to be cooked and et. 

Then it wasn’t and she was, and now it is and she wasn’t. And tomorrow it will be 

cooked and et and she will be him and pa and Cash and Dewey Dell and there wont be 

anything in the box and so she can breathe. It was laying right yonder on the ground. I 

can get Vernon. He was there and he seen it, and with both of us it will be and then it will 

not be. (66-67) 

Time and tense here reverse and fold back on themselves as a result of Vardaman’s inability to 

reckon with his mother’s death: “I saw when it did not be her” refuses to use a past-tense verb to 

refer to his mother; although he “saw” in the past moment. Vardaman previously described this 

moment as “when the other one laid down in her bed and drew the quilt up” or as the moment 

when “she went away”(66), and in all of these formulations, the “it” of his mother’s body 

remains eternally present for him: it did not be her. This perversion of conventional tense could 

be seen as a simple grammatical mistake of a young and traumatized child, but the next 

paragraph begins with a repetition of this phrase, this time using the correct tense for the verb: “It 

was not her because it was laying right yonder in the dirt.” The “it” this time may be referring to 

the fish, rather than to his mother’s corpse—though the ambiguity here emphasizes their 

connectedness in Vardaman’s perspective and in the novel as a whole—the “it” that “was laying 

right yonder” is clearly the fish, but is this the same “it” from the beginning of this sentence? Or 

from the previous paragraph? The “it” that “Cash is going to nail… up” in the previous 

paragraph either refers to the coffin itself, or to that which is going to be nailed up in the coffin: 

Addie’s body. The inability to clarify pronoun reference in this paragraph points not to an 
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unredeemable limitation of language but a constitutive failure; to rephrase Lukács, the antecedent 

“had to lose its immanence of meaning so that it might be equally present everywhere” (123). 

 It eventually becomes clear that Vardaman is not simply sloppy with his pronoun use 

here, as his attempt to reason through his experience with the fish leads him to remark that “Then 

it wasn’t and she was, and now it is and she wasn’t.” He clearly recognizes the passing of time, 

his mother’s transition from “was” to “wasn’t” and the parallel to the fish’s transition from 

“wasn’t” chopped up to “is” chopped up. Vardaman seems to even recognize that his mother will 

live on only in her family legacy: just as the fish, once “cooked and et” will become part of those 

who consume it, his mother will soon only be “him and pa and Cash and Dewey Dell”16 but yet 

Vardaman still cannot reckon with the materiality of the dead body: even if Addie is transmuted 

(by genetics or metonymy or what have you) into her family legacy, Vardaman imagines then 

“there wont be anything in the box.” But yet there is something in that box, and so Vardaman’s 

words turn immediately back to the dead body of the fish to grapple with the idea of the dead 

body of his mother: “It was laying right yonder on the ground.” In order to reverse the process of 

“then it wasn’t and she was, and now it is and she wasn’t” Vardaman needs to return spatially to 

where the fish “was laying right yonder in the dirt,” a space where he “could be where the fish 

was” (53, emphasis added). Vardaman hopes that a spatial, physical return can somehow re-

conjugate the verb “to be” into another tense, transforming “was” into “be.” This attempt to undo 

the passing of time by reversing his path through space repeats Vardaman’s earlier elision of 

seeing his mother’s death as a physical, rather than temporal, distance. But in order to re-member 

what has been dis-membered by time, Vardaman needs a witness: someone else who “was there 

and… seen it.” It is only “with both of us” that “it will be and then it will not be.” On the surface, 

                                                 
16 importantly leaving unclear which “him” is Addie’s true legacy, Jewel or Darl 



Chapter 3 As I Lay Dying 150 

 

this assumption makes little sense. Reversing through space cannot cause time to reverse, nor can 

a witness help achieve this impossible feat. In language, however, these impossible reversals can 

at least be represented. The act of memory is a reversal in time, and though it may not physically 

un-do the past, it nevertheless transforms the past.17 The witness that is necessary for this 

function to work is the reader of the narrative: for the novel—the journey through time, 

backwards and forwards, the journey of re-membering the dismembered past—only exists in 

relation to its witness, the reader.  

“AN ILLUSION OF RETROGRADE”: BUZZARDS AND THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF TIME-

KEEPING 

 The difficulty in reading As I Lay Dying lies perhaps in the reader’s position as witness 

and expected participant in making meaning “be and then… not be.” As Agnieska Graff points 

out, Faulkner’s metaphors—like the exemplary figure of Vardaman’s fish—“infect” the narrative 

and contaminate readerly expectations of figuration in the novel’s language.18 The reader’s 

experience of the fish metaphor and this figure’s complex but close relationship to time and 

death sets up an expectation that other repeatedly-mentioned animals will figure in a similar way. 

Buzzards first appear in the novel as figures, not as actual birds. The first two mentions of 

buzzards in the text are as figures of waiting for death, first in Jewel’s narrated perspective 

describing those waiting around Addie’s deathbed as like buzzards: “And now them others 

sitting there, like buzzards. Waiting, fanning themselves” (15). This figuration then repeats just a 

few short chapters later, in Dewey Dell’s description of Tull: “‘She is going to die,’ he says. And 

old turkey-buzzard Tull coming to watch her die but I can fool them” (28). Prior to Addie’s 

                                                 
17 “Only in the novel and in certain epic forms resembling the novel does memory occur as a creative force affecting the object 

and transforming it” (Lukács 127). 
18 “As the reader proceeds deeper into a given novel, what seemed to be a simple figure of speech begins to affect retrospectively 

what has already been read and to foreshadow what is yet to come, creating expectations as to the structure and meaning of the 

entire text” (Graff 62-63). 
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death, at least, buzzards appear only in metaphor or simile; once Addie is dead, as one might 

expect, actual buzzards begin to appear. These physical birds retain some of their early figurative 

power, however, appearing as portents for the future and as memories of waiting: 

“See them?” I say. High above the house, against the quick thick sky, they hang in 

narrowing circles. From here they are no more than specks, implacable, patient, 

portentous. “But it’s not your horse that’s dead.” 

“Goddamn you,” he says, “Goddamn you.” 

I cannot love my mother because I have no mother. Jewel’s mother is a horse. 

Motionless, the tall buzzards hang in soaring circles, the clouds giving them an illusion of 

retrograde. 

Motionless, wooden-backed, wooden-faced, he shapes the horse in a rigid stoop like a 

hawk, hook-winged. They are waiting for us, ready for the moving of it, waiting for him. 

(94-95)  

This first instance of the buzzards-as-buzzards, however, retains the metaphorical usage of the 

previous mentions. This last sentence, “they are waiting for us” applies equally to the buzzards 

circling overhead, waiting for the transportation of the corpse, as to the family members and 

neighbors, waiting for the sons19 to return and to move the body; the “they” that is waiting is 

equally the actual buzzards and “old turkey-buzzard Tull” and “them others sitting there, like 

buzzards. Waiting, fanning themselves.” People are buzzards here, too: the repetition of 

“Motionless,” at the beginning of two subsequent sentences links Jewel to the buzzards above; 

he stoops “like a hawk, hook-winged,” but this shape could equally be that of a buzzard. This 

additional figuration complicates the emerging pattern: while it appears at first that before death, 

                                                 
19 This passage appears in a chapter narrated by Darl, so the “us” they are waiting for likely means Darl and Jewel. 
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“buzzards” are only figurative, and after the death, actual buzzards appear, the pattern of the 

buzzards across the novel is by no means linear or clearly traceable. 

 A few chapters later, the “they” that was “waiting for us, ready for the moving of it” 

seems confirmed to be the bird-buzzards moreso than (or even instead of) the figurative 

“buzzards” of family waiting: “The wagon moves; the mules’ ears begin to bob. Behind us, 

above the house, motionless in tall and soaring circles, they diminish and disappear” (104). 

Darl’s narration here echoes his earlier description of the buzzards, but with slight variations 

upon a theme. Key words and phrases are repeated verbatim: “Motionless,” “tall,” “soaring 

circles,” “above the house”—but now it is the circles that are tall, not the buzzards themselves. 

Instead of moving toward the tiny “specks” of distant buzzards, now the narrative position 

moves away, causing the buzzards to “diminish and disappear.” The buzzards, however, are not 

fixed in position, and the language describing and surrounding them takes flight, contaminating 

nearby phrases and leaving behind echoes of repeated fragments. 

 This linguistic contamination echoes the physical contamination of the corpse’s smell 

that attracts the buzzards to begin with. Like the odor and the memory, the buzzards linger 

behind, as well. Samson’s attempt to convince himself that the smell of the corpse—even after 

the Bundrens have moved on, taking the wagon “back toward New Hope”—is all in his head is 

subverted by the appearance of a buzzard in a crouched position that echoes Jewel’s “hook-

winged” stooping as he returns home to his dead mother: 

But it was still like I could smell it. And so I decided then that it wasn’t smelling it, but it 

was just knowing it was there, like you will get fooled now and then. But when I went to 

the barn I knew different. When I walked into the hallway I saw something. It kind of 

hunkered up when I come in and I thought at first it was one of them got left, then I saw 
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what it was. It was a buzzard. It looked around and saw me and went on down the hall, 

spraddle-legged, with its wings kind of hunkered out, watching me first over one 

shoulder and then over the other, like an old baldheaded man. When it got outdoors it 

begun to fly. It had to fly a long time before it ever got up into the air, with it thick and 

heavy and full of rain like it was. (118-119) 

Samson’s first impression that this buzzard “was one of them got left” again subtly connects the 

Bundren family members to the buzzards themselves. The “one of them” Samson first assumes 

“got left” is one of the Bundren children, but it quickly becomes evident that Samson has got the 

antecedent wrong—the “them” here is not a Bundren, but a buzzard. Perhaps this is the same 

buzzard that is seen in the next chapter, when “Darl says, ‘Look, Jewel.’ But he is not looking at 

me. He is looking at the sky. The buzzard is as still as if he were nailed to it” (122). Why 

otherwise is this here “the buzzard” instead of “a buzzard”? After all, the previous buzzards were 

seen in groups of “them”—an unspecified number, definitely plural. Here, this single buzzard 

takes the definite article “the”—perhaps it is the same buzzard just seen by Samson.20  

 The reader’s expectation of meaningful animal metaphor allied with careful negotiation 

of pronoun reference, established in the Vardaman/fish passages, sets the reader up for 

disappointment here: the buzzards don’t signify in any discernable way. Vardaman doesn’t 

meticulously think through the figure of the buzzards; he simply yells at them:  

Along toward nine oclock it begun to get hot. That was when I see the first buzzard. 

Because of the wetting, I reckon. Anyway it wasn’t until well into the day that I see them. 

Lucky the breeze was setting away from the house, so it wasn’t until well in the morning. 

                                                 
20 Vardaman continues to chase the buzzards throughout this chapter, but it seems that he is chasing one identifiable buzzard, the 

one who takes a while to get off the ground, the buzzard from Samson’s hallway: “About half through dinner we heard him 

yelling again, running that buzzard out” (188); “And they wouldn’t even stay, and that boy chasing them buzzards all day in the 

hot sun until he was nigh as crazy as the rest of them” (191). 
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But soon as I see them it was like I could smell it in the field a mile away from just 

watching them, and them circling and circling for everybody in the county to see what 

was in my barn.  

I was still a good half a mile from the house when I heard that boy yelling. I thought 

maybe he might have fell into the well or something, so I whipped up and come into the 

lot on the lope.  

There must have been a dozen of them setting along the ridge-pole of the barn, and that 

boy was chasing another one around the lot like it was a turkey and it just lifting enough 

to dodge him and go flopping back to the roof of the shed again where he had found it 

setting on the coffin. (186-187)  

Just as the reader assumes a strong and coherent figuration for the buzzards, Armistid, narrating 

here, first assumes Vardaman’s yells are meaningful, but his urgent move to read the situation 

more closely reveals only a circuitous and futile chase. 

 Perhaps it is also futile to chase the buzzards’ signifying across the novel. It would seem 

like a logical assumption to expect the number of buzzards to steadily increase, representing the 

passage of time and the increasing stench of the decomposing body. But yet, the buzzards refuse 

even this basic interpretation. Vardaman is first to point out the increasing number of buzzards: 

Now there are seven of them, in little tall black circles. 

“Look, Darl,” I say; “see?” 

He looks up. We watch them in little tall black circles of not-moving. 

“Yesterday there were just four,” I say. 

There were more than four on the barn. (194) 
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But even Vardaman’s own count seems wrong: by Armstid’s narration, we know there “must 

have been a dozen of them” on the barn, which Vardaman rightly points out is “more than four.” 

Vardaman’s statements here nevertheless set up a narrative of increase: “now there are seven… 

yesterday there were four.” Vardaman continues to count the buzzards throughout this chapter: 

“Now there are nine of them, tall in little tall black circles” (196); a page later, “Now there are 

ten of them, tall in little tall black circles on the sky” (197). An increasing number of buzzards—

four, then seven, then nine, then ten—would seem to correlate with the increasing putrefaction of 

the corpse and the increasingly dire situation of the family, both of which increase with the 

passing of time. But this pattern of regular increase is an illusion, merely a story told to make 

sense of things. “Yesterday there were just four” is a lie; yesterday there were at least a dozen. 

The number of buzzards does not increase in a sensible fashion; the pattern of the flow of time is 

irrational, and can only be made sensible through the telling of lies. Similarly, time does not flow 

in an orderly, sensible fashion in the novel: only by telling lies, by plastering over the break with 

mere words, does any character (or the reader, for that matter) make sense of the disjointed 

sequence of events. 

 Vardaman continues his attempt to make sense of the passing of time by counting the 

buzzards, and in this instance, the failure of the buzzards to fully depict the passage of time leads 

Vardaman to reach for other comparisons, like the Christmas-display train he has once before 

considered as a potential explanatory figure for temporality: 

Now there are five of them, tall in little tall black circles. 

“Where do they stay at night, Darl?” I say. “When we stop at night in the barn, where do 

they stay?” 
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The hill goes off into the sky. Then the sun comes up from behind the hill and the mules 

and the wagon and pa walk on the sun. You cannot watch them, walking slow on the sun. 

In Jefferson it is red on the track behind the glass. The track goes shining round and 

round. Dewey Dell says so. 

Tonight I am going to see where they stay while we are in the barn. (211) 

Vardaman’s grasping at figures to explain the passing of time here leads him from the 

intermittent appearance and fluctuating number of the buzzards, to the supposed eternal presence 

of the Christmas toy train in Jefferson, itself something circling and non-human, “shining round 

and round” like the vultures “and the mules and the wagon and pa” circling across the disc of the 

sun. Vardaman’s questions of “where they stay at night” or if the train will still be there “if it’s 

not Christmas now” are part of Vardaman’s continued effort to understand or place time in 

figures outside of himself, in the outside of human language that is both originary and linked to 

death.  

 When he witnesses the arson of the barn in an attempt to destroy the rotting corpse, 

Vardaman still can’t quite grapple with the why and how of his mother’s death and her body’s 

decomposition. The destruction and disappearance of the barn isn’t, for him, a disappearance, but 

a perverse transfiguration: “The barn is still red. It used to be redder than this. Then it went 

swirling, making the stars run backward without falling. It hurt my heart like the train did” (225). 

The barn’s transformation from one kind of red (painted, intact) to another (glowing embers) 

works in Vardaman’s mind like his image of his mother’s transformation into a fish. This is the 

last buzzard reference until Vardaman’s final chapter, where he finds where “they” go at night: 

“they roost in the trees” (249)— but this “they” seems to refer in context to the street lights, not 

the buzzards. Vardaman’s final chapter offers up a weird confusion of all of Vardaman’s 
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attempts at reckoning with time, none satisfying, which then conflate with space in the emptiness 

of the square into which the wandering cow moos to remind us of how long Dewey Dell is in the 

back room of the pharmacy: “not as long as empty” (251). 

“NOT AS LONG AS EMPTY”: HAUNTED BODIES & THE TEMPORAL PROBLEMS OF 

BEING A MAMMAL 

 Dewey Dell is the other mother’s body haunting the plot of the novel; in turn, figures of 

motherhood (or at least mother-ness) haunt other metaphors, just as pregnancy itself is a kind of 

haunting of one body by another. Vardaman’s fish is almost always considered a figure for his 

mother’s body, but it also relates to the other mother in the text: Dewey Dell. At the end of 

Vardaman’s last encounter with the fish, following his profound single-chapter assertion that his 

“mother is a fish” (84), he tries to catch a new fish. Vardaman is fishing in a slough that Vernon 

mentions “hadn’t had a fish in it never that I knowed” (92), yet Vardaman insists (and repeats) 

that there’s a fish because “Dewey Dell seen it” (93). This could be seen as random, or a 

misunderstanding of a simple-minded child, or it could be a more profound (though perhaps still 

subconscious) connection drawn between fish and mothers: Vardaman’s mother is a dead fish, 

chopped up into not-fish now, but a new fish—a new mother’s body—is possible in Dewey Dell. 

Dewey Dell is a potential fish, a fish just waiting to be caught.  

 The figure of maternity binds together the temporal forces of memory and hope, in a 

process by which the genetic memory of the mother is transferred to the hope of a new human. 

But in Dewey Dell’s case, she hopes that this “hope” will not come to fruition; her “New Hope” 

is the signboard, pointing down the road that would take her toward a town with the potential 

cure for her body’s current haunting (120-121). Dewey Dell’s obsessive incantation of the 

signboard’s text begins a chapter in which her thoughts link maternity and time, fragment into 

seemingly uncontrollable repetitions, and split into intermittently italicized text: “I heard that my 
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mother is dead. I wish I had time to let her die. I wish I had time to wish I had. It is because in 

the wild and outraged earth too soon too soon too soon. It’s not that I wouldn’t and will not it’s 

that it is too soon too soon too soon” (120). Dewey Dell’s mention of “the wild and outraged 

earth” here harkens back to one of her first admissions of pregnancy, talking to the cow in the 

stall as Vardaman is weeping in the barn, then letting her thoughts of the life inside her drift to 

thoughts of death and unknowability:  

The dead air shapes the dead earth in the dead darkness, further away than seeing shapes 

the dead earth. It lies dead and warm upon me, touching me naked through my clothes. I 

said You dont know what worry is. I dont know what it is. I dont know whether I am 

worrying or not. Whether I can or not. I dont know whether I can cry or not. I dont know 

whether I have tried to or not. I feel like a wet seed wild in the hot blind earth. (63-64) 

A similar sentiment (and similar prose) is found in Addie’s phrase “Hearing the dark land talking 

the voiceless speech,” also referring to her experiences of motherhood (175). Back on the road to 

New Hope, Dewey Dell’s manic repetitions of first the signboard text and then the phrase “too 

soon” echoes the uncontrollable repetition that is her own pregnancy: cells dividing and cloning, 

one being unstoppably making another being in a perverse repetition of the self. But Dewey 

Dell’s repetition, her unplanned pregnancy, comes “too soon.” Her thoughts on her own 

precocious maternity and her mother’s death come linked with thoughts of not having enough 

time. The lack of time—and the force of time’s lack—begins to warp the physical representation 

of the text itself, first causing repetitions of phrases as if possessed (and what is pregnancy if not 

a form of possession?) then bursting into oscillations between italicized and roman type. While it 

might at first seem that the italics indicate inner thoughts and the roman type external narration, 

this rule isn’t held up throughout the chapter. Some inner thoughts or unrealities are printed in 
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roman type, and the very same phrases appear at times in both or either type. Perhaps the 

multiple text styles evoke the polyphony of voices inside Dewey Dell—she is, after all, not alone 

in her body anymore. 

 The first sentence to appear in italics in this chapter evokes the physical process of 

pregnancy now reshaping Dewey Dell’s body, but presents these concrete details in the wrapping 

of a metaphor: “That’s what they mean by the womb of time: the agony and the despair of 

spreading bones, the hard girdle in which lie the outraged entrails of events” (121). The “entrails 

of events” in this figure connects Dewey Dell’s own feeling of her changing innards to the 

entrails of Vardaman’s fish, both evocative of the motif of dismemberment and contamination 

pervading the novel. Indeed, the image of Vardaman’s fish returns here, again spreading its 

blood like the ungraspable contaminating force of time: 

Once I waked with a black void rushing under me. I could not see. I saw Vardaman rise 

and go to the window and strike the knife into the fish, the blood gushing, hissing like 

steam but I could not see. He’ll do as I say. He always does. I can persuade him to 

anything. You know I can. Suppose I say Turn here. That was when I died that time. 

Suppose I do. We’ll go to New Hope. We wont have to go to town. I rose and took the 

knife from the steaming fish still hissing and I killed Darl. (121) 

The oscillation between italic and roman type makes less sense in this passage; dream thoughts 

appear in both types, and there is no discernable rule controlling when the shifts in type occur. 

The fantasy of killing Darl at the end of this passage appears in response to Dewey Dell’s recent 

recognition that Darl knows she is pregnant. But this evocative fantasy statement leads not to a 

reckoning between the siblings, or even Dewey Dell asking Darl to turn at the sign (which much 
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of the previous paragraph had envisioned). Instead, this weird daydream of Vardaman’s bloody 

cut-up fish and Darl’s x-ray vision of her pregnancy leads into an extended italicized paragraph. 

 This strange paragraph recounts the memory of a nightmare and flows in a manic pace, 

asyndeton erasing all pausing punctuation. In this unstopping flow of prose—words gushing out 

like the blood from the fish—the impossibility of representing time paradoxically finds its form: 

When I used to sleep with Vardaman I had a nightmare once I thought I was awake but I 

couldn’t see and couldn’t feel I couldn’t feel the bed under me and I couldn’t think what I 

was I couldn’t think of my name I couldn’t even think I am a girl I couldn’t even think I nor 

even think I want to wake up nor remember what was opposite to awake so I could do that 

I knew that something was passing but I couldn’t even think of time then all of a sudden I 

knew that something was it was wind blowing over me it was like the wind came and blew 

me back from where it was I was not blowing the room and Vardaman asleep and all of 

them back under me again and going on like a piece of cool silk dragging across my naked 

legs (121-122) 

This nightmare could be a memory of a sexual trauma, or of a night-terror weirdly focused on 

gender and embodiment. Regardless of its inspiration, this text itself embodies the strangeness of 

novelistic temporality, in its paradoxical thinking of not being able to think, as well as the 

“haunting” knowledge “that something was passing but I couldn’t even think of time.” Dewey 

Dell’s nightmare narration here is a better example of the kind of language problem critics have 

long pinned to Addie’s chapter and her words on words. But Addie’s exploration of the 

unspeakable of motherhood and the limits of language is presented in relatively clear, normal 

prose, in roman type, with regular punctuation: 
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[…] living was terrible and that this was the answer to it. That was when I learned that 

words are no good; that words dont ever fit even what they are trying to say at. When he 

was born I knew that motherhood was invented by someone who had to have a word for it 

because the ones that had the children didn’t care whether there was a word for it or not. 

(171-172) 

Even as Addie claims that “words are no good,” her words here are good enough to describe 

these limitations of language and to clearly state the logic behind her opinions—a clarity in form 

that seems to contradict her content. Alternatively, Dewey Dell’s nightmare memory of the 

unsayability of motherhood fully embodies the limitations of language Addie’s chapter 

describes: Dewey Dell’s prose is disjointed, manic, polyphonous and deterritorialized. It is 

stripped of punctuation, warped to a slant, forced into repetitions, and untethered from reality. 

Dewey Dell’s experience in this passage with the paired temporalities of backward-reaching 

memory and the forward-ticking time of pregnancy pushes her language into something much 

more “schizophrenic” in form than anything in Addie’s chapter. Words may not be any good at 

fitting what they are trying to say at, but the originary, inhuman language of being-womb 

expresses through its formal distortions the full forces of time, memory, and hope. 

 Even though the chapters of the novel have at their physical center Addie’s chapter, Dewey 

Dell is the center of the novel’s animal figurations. Her guts evoke the fish’s guts, and the fish 

connotes the maternal body (Addie’s and Dewey Dell’s both). The last (oblique) reference to the 

buzzards—and the answer to Vardaman’s question of “where do they go at night?”—appears 

during Dewey Dell’s final (failed) attempt to procure an abortion. This scene also reunites 

Dewey Dell and Vardaman with a cow—certainly not the same cow from the barn back home, 

but a cow with similar powers and connotations, nonetheless. The cow in this scene functions as 
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a symbolic timekeeper; its slow amble across the otherwise empty town square marks the 

duration of Dewey Dell’s ill-fated visit to the pharmacy back room. This attempt to measure time 

through the figure of the cow, however, contaminates the text on the page in similar ways to the 

textual warpings of Dewey Dell’s earlier chapter. This time, though, the broken punctuation, 

oscillating italics, and now excess spacing invades another character’s point of view—

Vardaman’s.  

 Waiting outside the pharmacy for Dewey Dell, Vardaman watches the cow cross the 

square, thinks about the passing of time, and tries to remember just what exactly has happened to 

his brother: 

I hear the cow a long time, clopping      on the street. Then she comes into the square. She 

goes across the square, her head down      clopping      . She lows. There was nothing in 

the square before she lowed, but it wasn’t empty. Now it is empty after she lowed. She 

goes on,      clopping      . She lows. My brother is Darl. He went to Jackson on the train. 

He didn’t go on the train to go crazy. He went crazy in our wagon. Darl She has been in 

there a long time. And the cow is gone too. A long time. She has been in there longer 

than the cow was. But not as long as empty. (251) 

The additional blank spaces preceding and following the cow’s “clopping” work like a version of 

onomatopoeia, physically representing the sound of silence through the blankness on the page. 

The use of empty space to signify sound, or a duration of soundlessness, perversely “fills” those 

empty spaces with meaning. The blank spaces in this paragraph, then, are much like the square 

itself, which is described here as having “nothing in” it but yet “it wasn’t empty.” The square 

wasn’t empty to begin with, because there was something in it: “nothing”; the square was filled 

with the significance of “nothing” rendering it not-empty of meaning. The cow’s entry into the 
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square introduces a something into the space of the square, but also emphasizes the surrounding 

emptiness. Just as the blank spaces on the page are only visible because of the surrounding text, 

the cow in the square calls attention to the square’s emptiness. The sound of the cow’s lowing 

fills the empty space, takes up some amount of time for the eyes to move across the line of text, 

but yet “after she lowed” the square feels even more empty, in the reverberating absence of 

sound. The cow continues to clop across the square, as it moves across the lines of text, bringing 

emptiness (more blank spaces) in its wake. The slowness in movement of the cow across the 

square is emphasized by the pace of these sentences, figuratively slowed by the inclusion of the 

extra spaces. Space and time are joined in this figure, and the weird spatiotemporality of this 

figure in turn contaminates the rest of the chapter.  

 The physical distance between words in the above passage sets off “empty” space that is 

nonetheless filled with meaning: signifying the sound of silence and evoking the duration of 

elapsed time. Vardaman uses “empty” as a unity of time by the end of this paragraph, asserting 

that Dewey Dell “has been in there a long time…. But not as long as empty.” While Vardaman 

has no idea why Dewey Dell is in the pharmacy back room, the reader surely understands that 

she was “in there a long time” hoping to get “empty” of the fetus growing inside her. The reader 

can also predict—before it is made explicit in the text—that her visit will prove unsuccessful; 

she was not in there “as long as empty” and will emerge still not-empty. Dewey Dell’s not-

emptiness embodies the same kind of process of figuration at work in the empty spaces around 

the cow’s clopping. The emptiness of the square is only fully felt once the cow enters and lows; 

similarly, the space of Dewey Dell’s guts and the time of her maidenhood is only brought to 

attention once her “aloneness had been violated” (172). This way of referring to pregnancy 

comes from Addie’s chapter, and puts into words the feeling and process of not-emptying at 
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work in both Dewey Dell’s pregnancy and the figuration of the cow: “My aloneness had been 

violated and then made whole again by the violation: time, Anse, love, what you will, outside the 

circle” (172). Addie’s chapter also features an example of extra spaces used to signify,21 a 

technique not used again until the entrance of the cow while Dewey Dell is trying to get an 

abortion. Importantly, the thematic content of these two iterations of the blank space figure is the 

same: the violation of bodily aloneness. Addie remarks, “The shape of my body where I used to 

be a virgin is in the shape of a           but I couldn’t think Anse” (173). The form of this figure—in 

which an empty space is filled with meaning—mirrors the form of pregnancy. The shape of 

Addie’s and Dewey Dell’s bodies where they used to be virgins is the shape of an emptiness 

violated by content, haunted by ephemeral and ungraspable meaning. 

NOT-EMPTINESS AND NOT-FINDING: AN UNSATISFYING CONCLUSION 

 Much of the critical genealogy of scholarship on As I Lay Dying focuses on how the 

novel asserts or explores the fundamental emptiness of language. But emptiness should not be 

confused for meaninglessness, and nothing—not even a blank space on the page—can be entirely 

empty. All of the blank spaces and missed metaphors in As I Lay Dying—the “unprocessed raw 

material” that has long pointed critics toward claims about narrative’s futility and language’s 

lack—are but “traces of lost meaning” in the Lukácsian sense. The figures in the novel that fail 

to fully “fit what they are trying to say at” should be understood not as pointing to an inherent, 

incurable lack in language, but as positive evidence of the never-emptiness of language. Of 

course, all metaphors work through the same mode of emptying and filling, theft and 

contamination: words are emptied of one meaning to be filled with another; in and beyond 

                                                 
21 While the blank space is used to signify the silent space between sounds in the very first chapter of the novel, placing spaces 

between the “Chuck.     Chuck.     Chuck.   of the adze” (5) its use in relation to the cow not only repeats this earlier 

onomatopoetic use of the blank space, but also adds to the figure the structure and import of Addie’s central use of the blank 

space to signify her “used to be a virgin” body.  
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metaphor, all words are but vessels for meaning. When immanent meaning is lost—robbed of its 

contents, perhaps, by the invisibly moving forces of time—it doesn’t leave behind emptiness; 

instead, that meaning is made “equally present everywhere” like a pervasive background 

radiation or diffuse dawning light. The equally-present-everywhere immanence of meaning 

flows beneath the surface of the text, like the “original language within language” or the “foreign 

language that runs beneath English and carries it off” that Deleuze theorizes as foundational to 

“the schizophrenic vocation of American literature” (72). This immanent foundation can only be 

glimpsed, only appears when the veil of surface signification is torn away or ill-fitting, failing to 

cover the gaps between signifier and signified. This fleeting glimpse of Truth is the most that can 

be expected from the novel or from life itself: 

The immanence of meaning which the form of the novel requires lies in the hero’s 

finding out through experience that a mere glimpse of meaning is the highest that life has 

to offer, and that this glimpse is the only thing worth the commitment of an entire life, the 

only thing by which the struggle will have been justified. (Lukács 80) 

But the struggle that needs justification here is not the hero’s struggle alone; it is also the 

reader’s struggle and search for meaning in the text. The glimpse, “mere” though it may be, 

justifies the struggle; what would otherwise be a disappointment is instead redemptive. In the 

reader’s “finding out” along with the hero of the novel that “a mere glimpse of meaning is the 

highest” that the novel offers, this “moment of failure” in the search for meaning becomes a 

“moment of value” justifying the search (Lukács 126). Lukács explains how this “strange and 

melancholy paradox” transforms the novel’s content and constitutes its form: 

And so, by a strange and melancholy paradox, the moment of failure is the moment of 

value: the comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which the 
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fullness of life seems to flow. What is depicted is the total absence of any fulfilment of 

meaning, yet the work attains the rich and rounded fullness of a true totality of life. (126) 

The “total absence of any fulfilment of meaning” does not render the novel empty or 

meaningless; instead, the absence of fulfilment is felt everywhere, eternally present in the “traces 

of lost meaning” diffused throughout the novel. Like Addie’s aloneness “violated and then made 

whole again by the violation” (172), the novel’s form “had to lose its immanence of meaning so 

that it might be equally present everywhere” (Lukács 123).  

 In As I Lay Dying, the omnipresent absence of fulfilment shines through most brightly 

when figures can’t quite “fit even what they are trying to say at” (171). In the excesses and gaps 

of these ill-fitting figurations, the Outside of language radiates like the guts and blood spilling 

out of Vardaman’s all-cut-up fish, like the accumulating and uncountable buzzards circling 

overhead, like the cow wandering across the town square leaving emptiness in her wake. The 

figures that most struggle with what they’re “trying to say at” actually are the most perfect 

representations of the unrepresentable forces they trace. If time is an “ungraspable, invisibly 

moving substance,” how better to embody that ungraspability in a figure than by not-quite-

grasping it? The ill-fitting figures (like the fish, the buzzards, the cow) that struggle to fully 

represent memory, death, time, or hope are embodiments of the “total absence of fulfilment of 

meaning” in the novel; they are not meaningless, but rather traces of lost meaning.  That these 

figures often take on animal form in As I Lay Dying points to something animalistic under 

language, to the body that exists outside of and before language: the maternal body and its 

invisibly moving mammalian processes of emptying and filling, repeating and dying that is 

central to the plot of the novel and to its unique form. In As I Lay Dying, Addie’s dead body’s 

gradual decomposition over time makes her embodied “absence” increasingly present; Dewey 
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Dell’s increasing urgency to end her unwanted pregnancy brings Addie’s philosophical questions 

about aloneness and emptiness into embodied form. The figure of the maternal body is a figure 

shaped by time’s processes (age, death, decay, pregnancy), embodying Lukács’ concept of 

novelistic time as “the corrupting principle” (122-123): 

The greatest discrepancy between idea and reality is time: the process of time as duration. 

The most profound and most humiliating impotence of subjectivity consists not so much 

in its hopeless struggle against the lack of idea in social forms and their human 

representatives, as in the fact that it cannot resist the sluggish, yet constant progress of 

time; that it must slip down, slowly yet inexorably, from the peaks it has laboriously 

scaled; that time—that ungraspable, invisibly moving substance—gradually robs 

subjectivity of all its possessions and imperceptibly forces alien contents into it. (120-

121) 

Time is embodied in As I Lay Dying in animal figures that grasp-but-fail at the “ungraspable” 

substance of time, and in the bodies of mothers who, like metaphors, are emptied of their 

aloneness and violated with “alien contents” in order to make meaning, make families, give the 

plot a reason to move forward. But the “alien contents” that appear as a result of time’s duration 

are not merely “unprocessed raw material” but rather “traces of lost meaning”: evidence of 

time’s working and a glimpse of the inhuman Outside of language.  

 I began this chapter with the assertion that “the dissonance, fragmentation, perverse 

repetition and bewildering multiplicity of voices in As I Lay Dying make it a difficult text about 

which to make coherent, sweeping critical claims.” But I don’t think this difficulty or dissonance 

is a problem to be overcome. What needs to be overcome, instead, is the desire to make coherent, 

sweeping critical claims. Maybe the best way to “say at” this formally dissonant novel is to not-
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quite-say-anything. The literary critic’s search should be for a glimpse of meaning that will 

justify the struggle, and to find a critical perspective that does not strive to conquer or master the 

text, but that can be satisfyingly resigned to not-find the essence. Just as the failed figurations in 

As I Lay Dying are constitutive of the novel’s form and revelatory of its deeper meanings, I 

would hope this chapter models a re-envisioned approach to literary criticism, one in which 

failure is generative, muddling through is productive, and which embodies the essentially 

novelistic ability to not-find. 
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“WHERE THE AMERICAN FATE MERCIFULLY FAILED TO TRANSPIRE”: 
PYNCHON’S INHERENT VICE  

ON THE (H)EDGE OF SEEKING AND FAILING 

CALIFORNIA IS AMERICA, TOO: INHERENT VICE AND THE FRONTIER OF THE 

AMERICAN NOVEL 

 The form of the American novel is inextricably shaped by the peculiar American 

relationship to memory and hope, past and future, constituted by a necessity to search and a 

failure to find. But if we cannot make sense of the past, or even remember it, our search for 

meaning necessarily turns to the future. For much of American history, that imagined future was 

defined by expansion toward a western frontier. At the very edge of the west (the pacific coast) 

and the farthest from the past (the 21st century) what future can be found? What hope is there in 

the American novel—what hope, even, is there for the American novel? Thomas Pynchon’s 

Inherent Vice, published in 2009, offers an example of the American novel in the 21st century. 

Set in California—on the beach and into the breaking surf itself—this novel plays with the 

geographical edges of the American future while revisiting an imagined past. Perhaps no other 

American novel so perfectly embodies Lukács’ “Romanticism of Disillusionment.” In its farce of 

detective fiction, Inherent Vice functions as a metanarrative of reading, but reveals the work of 

reading to be either deluded or impossible. A third-person narrator follows—and often confuses 

itself with—Doc, a perpetually-stoned private detective, who in turn follows improbable 

coincidences and bewildering clues, which lead only to more confusion rather than resolution. 

Just as Doc’s investigations are stymied, the reader’s own search for meaning is derailed. Why 

even try to read when narrative is interrupted by random noise, when analysis is circumvented by 

pre-catalogued allusions,1 when the contract of the detective novel conventions (clues will lead 

                                                 
1 See Levey, discussed later 
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to truth, a mystery will be solved) is explicitly broken? But yet, novels have always done this—

they have always flaunted supposed convention and subverted narrative coherence—and we 

have always returned to read them. Inherent Vice is not (really) doing anything radically 

different than Moby-Dick in terms of experimenting with form—indeed, I could argue that 

Melville’s novel is even more “postmodern” than Pynchon’s in regard to form and structure. So 

why does this novel seem to frustrate (or fail to interest) critics, as has been alleged (cf. Levey)? 

It shouldn’t, I argue: Inherent Vice, in its formal refusal of hope for a future, for a solution or 

conclusion to anything (the novel; the mysteries therein; American history itself) actually offers 

a model for a productive new approach to criticism. Inherent Vice’s metanarrative of reading 

depicts an approach to reading that is not as futile and deluded as it may first seem, but rather is 

positively constituted by refusal and failure. In Inherent Vice we find a mode of reclaiming the 

readerly “necessity to seek” into a full “ability to not-find,” through its representations of novel 

relationships to memory, hope, seeking, and not-finding. 

“THICK AND SORROWFUL CATALOGS OF HUMAN DESIRE”: A LIT REVIEW  

 While many students of literature may find their first entrée into Pynchon criticism 

through the Cambridge Companion to Thomas Pynchon, this compendium barely discusses 

Inherent Vice at all. Perhaps this is a result of the short time frame between Inherent Vice’s 2009 

publication and the Companion’s 2012 publication date, but the presence of this (then) latest 

Pynchon novel in the Companion is still inadequate. Though appropriately identified as one of 

Pynchon’s “California novels” in Thomas Hill Schaub’s chapter “The Crying of Lot 49 and other 

California novels,” the Companion’s analysis of Inherent Vice feels tacked on and somewhat 

mediocre. Yes, it’s true of the California novels that “each is a parable of the American nation” 

and that “a search drives the plot of all three novels” (Schaub 30). However, the analysis in the 
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Cambridge Companion relies too much on assumptions of authorial intent and biographical 

influence, and interprets Inherent Vice through strict historical determinism of the conditions of 

late capitalism and “postmodernity.” This under-reading of the novel may also be a mis-reading, 

but it nevertheless summarize the premises many critics automatically carry with them into their 

interpretations of Inherent Vice. 

 One of the most common claims about Inherent Vice is that it—along with the rest of 

Pynchon’s oeuvre—is characteristically “postmodern.” Will Slocombe and Charley Baker’s 

2015 “Seeing Things…Differently, or, Hallucinating the Postmodern” attempts to define the 

precise manner in which Inherent Vice embodies the traits of postmodernity. Slocombe and 

Baker argue (via Brian McHale’s Postmodernist Fiction) that Inherent Vice’s key postmodern 

trait is a “concern with the ontological” (137). Importantly, Slocombe and Baker express some 

hesitation about the kind of strict periodization that assigns value to the delineation of a supposed 

modern/postmodern split. Despite their analysis of Inherent Vice as a postmodern novel, 

Slocombe and Baker remain skeptical about the usefulness of the postmodern as a category at all. 

The first end note to their article makes clear why—even with their skepticism of the concept—

Pynchon’s works never seem to be separable from the category of postmodernism:  

Using Pynchon as a cultural lodestone of postmodernism, more particularly an Anglo-

American formulation of postmodernism, is of course potentially dangerous, for no one 

writer could emblematize the array of concerns that are covered by the term 

“postmodernism.” That said, the prevalence of Pynchon in modules on postmodern 

literature… is indicative of the way in which his blend of cultural ennui, zany humor, and 

individual confusion in the face of consumerism and competing weltanschauungen has 

become a common perception of postmodern culture. (Slocombe & Baker 143) 
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That is, Inherent Vice—and the rest of Pynchon’s oeuvre—is cataloged as postmodern because 

postmodernity is characterized by Pynchonesque style. This weirdly recursive definition 

illuminates the arbitrariness of periodization; the very traits of Pynchon’s novels that Slocombe 

and Baker assign as “common perception[s] of postmodern culture” seem less particularly 

“postmodern” than they seem universally “novelistic.” Perhaps—on the other side of the coin as 

Bruno Latour’s “We have never been modern”—we must say of the novel, “We have always 

been postmodern.”2 The form of the so-called “postmodern novel”—and Pynchon’s later novels 

in particular—tends to be explained as a product of the material conditions of the time in which 

it was written, rather than as a novelistic form that has “always already been there” which is only 

rendered more visible by the lens of these conditions (Latour 70). “We have never moved either 

forward or backward,” Latour writes, “We have always actively sorted out elements belonging to 

different times. We can still sort. It is the sorting that makes the times, not the times that make 

the sorting. Modernism—like its anti- and post-modern corollaries—was only the provisional 

result of a selection made by a small number of agents in the name of all” (76). Latour’s 

assertion here that “it is the sorting that makes the times” echoes Slocombe and Baker’s 

discussion of “using Pynchon as a cultural lodestone of postmodernism” (143) and also 

skeptically frames my own reception of that strain of Pynchon criticism that characterizes 

                                                 
2 Of course, Latour’s 1991 treatise We Have Never Been Modern asserts that pre-modernism (or rather non-modernism), not post-

modernism, is the universal and ongoing condition. Latour calls postmodernism “this unfortunate expression,” and insists that it 

is “a symptom, not a solution” (74). But Latour does acknowledge that through the lens of postmodernism, “unfortunate” as it 

may be, “we finally understand retrospectively what we had always done” (88).  

 Latour illuminates how the pre-modern / modern / post-modern teleology is but an arbitrary division of time created to 

explain the otherwise “inexplicable apparitions” of a heterogeneous universe (70). This seems to be exactly the mode in which 

the label “postmodern” is applied to novels with a certain fragmentary temporality, despite the pre-existence of such a form of 

time in earlier (if not also the very earliest) novels: 

In order to explain what becomes a great mystery, you are going to have to construct an image of time that is adapted to 

this miraculous emergence of new things that have always already been there, and to human fabrications that no human 

has ever made. (Latour 70) 
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Inherent Vice as merely (or at least inescapably) a product of the material conditions of the early 

21st century. 

 Many of these analyses of the cultural conditions constituting Pynchon’s postmodernity 

actually class Inherent Vice in with Pynchon’s other works without directly or substantially 

addressing this novel at all.3 One of the most thorough discussions of the postmodern traits of 

Inherent Vice is found in James Gourley’s 2013 book Terrorism and Temporality in the Works of 

Thomas Pynchon and Don DeLillo, which devotes an entire chapter to Pynchon’s 2009 novel: 

“Inherent Vice and the Internet Chronotope.” Gourley’s application of Bakhtin’s “chronotope” to 

Inherent Vice interprets the novel’s temporality as a very postmodern conception of time, 

structured by the motifs of drugs and the internet (166). Gourley’s analysis does not merely treat 

these motifs as characteristic of the novel’s form of temporality, but insists that they are 

constitutive of it: “My characterization of Bakhtin's thesis specifically assumes that structural 

changes to society (in evidence both in the time in which Inherent Vice is set and when the novel 

was published) propel identifiable changes in the representation of time in the novel” (167). This 

form of historical determinism is actually quite common in criticism of Inherent Vice—other 

“structural changes to society” pinned as causal forces shaping the novel include freeways, late 

capitalism, “cyberculture,” and Einstein’s theory of relativity.  

 Simon De Bourcier’s 2012 book Pynchon and Relativity: Narrative Time in Thomas 

Pynchon’s Later Novels frames Pynchon’s later works (including Inherent Vice) as postmodern 

vis-à-vis the similarity of their novelistic temporality to time as considered in quantum theory 

and under general relativity. De Bourcier muses that “Perhaps Einstein’s universe will turn out to 

                                                 
3 It is worth also noting that—like several other analyses of Pynchon’s works—Casey Shoop’s 2012 “Thomas Pynchon, 

Postmodernism, and the Rise of the New Right in California” mentions Inherent Vice as one of the “California novels” and 

defines the novel as quintessentially postmodern, but Shoop’s analysis in this essay is entirely focused on The Crying of Lot 49. 
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be a good model for the time of fiction, and especially post-modernist fiction, after all, for the 

very reason that it resists easy assimilation into the static/dynamic debate” (16). Of course, the 

theory of relativity is just another signpost of “postmodernity” useful for describing the 

temporality of the novel, but perhaps not causative of the novel’s form. Nicholas Frangipane’s 

2016 “Freeways and Fog: The Shift in Attitude between Postmodernism and Post-

Postmodernism from The Crying of Lot 49 to Inherent Vice,” like many other analyses of the 

text, treats Pynchon’s 2009 novel as an essentially “postmodern” text, but asserts a divergence in 

Inherent Vice from the rote pessimism of postmodernism into something more hopeful; 

Frangipane locates this positivity in “interconnectedness,” positioned as a bulwark against an 

otherwise inescapable postmodern meaninglessness (521). My own analysis also finds a sense of 

hope in the foggy ending of the novel, but not necessarily derived from some utopian sense of 

togetherness. Although Beci Carver’s “Untraffic in Los Angeles” (2016) is more a cultural 

history of California freeways than a literary critique of Pynchon’s novel, her analysis of 

Inherent Vice’s scenes of freeway driving would seem to undermine Frangipane’s thesis that the 

final scene of the novel epitomizes some kind of salvational communion of human 

interconnectedness. Carver’s analysis of the historical impact of freeway building—including of 

course the demolition and physical separation of communities of color—reminds us that the 

freeway can never be a site of communion, because it is a site of alienation and violence (138). If 

anything, the site of the freeway depicts not some kind of utopian interconnectedness but rather 

serves as a metonymy for the postmodern condition, and as a marker of the novel’s setting 

geographically in California and politically under late capitalism.  

 Doug Haynes reads Inherent Vice as an allegory for the “overaccumulation” of late 

capitalism in his 2013 essay “Under the Beach, the Paving-Stones! Fordism in Pynchon’s 
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Inherent Vice.” While his analysis makes somewhat of a stretch to read every aspect of the novel 

as an “indict[ment of] the corruption of the capitalist system as a whole” (3-4), it is nonetheless 

representative of a major strand of Inherent Vice criticism. Rob Wilson’s 2010 book review, “On 

the Pacific Edge of Catastrophe, or Redemption: California Dreaming in Thomas Pynchon’s 

Inherent Vice,” immediately pinpoints some of the key motifs of the novel that will subsequently 

organize its critical reception. Like many critics to follow, Wilson groups Inherent Vice with The 

Crying of Lot 49 and Vineland into a trilogy of California novels, describing this latest work as a 

“continu[ation of] Thomas Pynchon’s interrogation into California as American edge-site 

perpetually situated on the brink of catastrophe, metamorphosis, or redemption” (217). For the 

most part, however, Wilson’s discussion of the novel focuses less on the the geographic aspects 

of this “edge-space” and more on California as a site of the conditions of late capitalism (218-

221). For Wilson, this market-mindset of capitalist California is exemplified in the curated 

Amazon.com playlist created to accompany the release of Inherent Vice. While for Wilson this 

playlist embodies the conditions of late capitalism, Nick Levey (cited at length later) reads the 

playlist as an effect of contemporary “cyberculture” and the omnipresence of the internet both in 

the narrative itself as well as in the novel’s presence in the world. Gourley calls the presence of 

this “cyberculture” in the novel an “emerging internet chronotype” (170) produced by “the 

period of the novel’s production (168)—but this kind of historical determinism actually limits 

the potential for critique of the novel, and becomes a slippery slope toward dowsing authorial 

intent. 

 Considering the geographical setting of Inherent Vice is perhaps a more helpful 

springboard to criticism of the novel than the historical determinism of the material conditions of 

postmodernity. John Miller’s “Present Subjunctive: Pynchon’s California Novels”—like the 
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Cambridge Companion, Wilson, and many other critics—identifies Inherent Vice as part of a 

trilogy of “California novels” and emphasizes “the significance of the setting” (225). For Miller, 

Pynchon’s choice of setting in California is significant for its “particular historical, geographical, 

and cultural features”: “California is a relatively young state, yet one with a complex history of 

repeated settlement and resettlement, of successive uses of the land superseding and attempting 

to erase preceding ones” (226). But this description of California does not seem too specific to 

the state; indeed, much the same could be said about America as a whole: a relatively young state 

with a complex history. Miller cedes this point a few pages later, remarking that “California, the 

novel suggests, is ultimately not different from the rest of America…. California is merely a 

place where that ‘legacy’ is etched more visibly in the landscape itself and where the process of 

that etching can still be observed” (229). What actually makes the California setting uniquely 

powerful, then, is not what it has in common with the nation as a whole, but its unique 

geographical position at the end of the westward-moving frontier: “In Inherent Vice, the Pacific 

shore, the edge between land and sea, becomes a symbol of an ever-present potential for 

apocalyptic or transcendent transformation” (Miller 226). Pynchon’s California novels, then, are 

explorations of the ramifications of this “edge space.” 

 Though Miller never explicitly links the “edge space” of the pacific coast with the 

cultural legacies of frontier theory, it is clear that Inherent Vice depicts these linkages, fully 

aware that the edge space of the novel’s setting is haunted by the genocidal past of manifest 

destiny: 

Bigfoot Bjornsen, Doc’s cop nemesis and occasionally surprising ally, reminds him that 

the dope fiends he tries to run down on the sand are the spiritual descendants of the 

Native Americans who used to get high there centuries before, and that Doc’s own beach 
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town may be, in some ways, haunted by the spirits from old Indian graveyards on which 

it was supposedly developed (355). (Miller 236) 

The legacies of the “western frontier” linger in these imagined “Indian graveyards,” even though 

the Pacific shore marks the end of westward expansion, the boundary limit and grave-marker of 

manifest destiny. But the American dream of westward seeking does not die so easily.  

A STATE OF SEEKING: THE (H)EDGE OF AMERICA AND THE ABILITY TO NOT-FIND 

 Inherent Vice plays with the “edge space” of California with excursions beyond the 

shoreline into the sea, following crazy surfers and suspicious boats past the limit of the former 

frontier. These excursions almost all bear reference to Lemuria, a mythical Atlantis-like lost 

continent imagined (or hallucinated) to exist beyond the shore and beneath the sea. In a way, 

Lemuria stands in as a replacement for the lost frontier, offering a potential future in a world that 

seems to have none. But if Lemuria is the hope for a future, it is one that is inherently illusory, 

always-already lost, unreachable and unredeemable. Miller concludes his analysis of the 

Californian “edge space” in Inherent Vice by citing one of the Lemuria passages as evidence of 

“the unreadable ocean” that causes California to “symbolize[] the subjunctive voice of our 

present moment” (237). This passage, however, deserves a closer reading, as it—for my analysis, 

at least—offers more beginnings than conclusions.  

 Despite its arrival near the very end of Inherent Vice, this passage works as a sort of 

preface to the novel, framing the novel’s purpose, outlining its form, and establishing and 

directing its ideal reader. It’s important to back up a few paragraphs before the Lemuria section 

Miller cites, to read this passage alongside its prefatory setup. On this previous page, Denis and 

Jade have found the giant bundle of heroin hidden in the television box and, taking it to be a 

television, are immersed in watching it. While Doc clearly finds this scene ridiculous (and the 
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reader of the novel is expected to, as well), Denis and Jade’s watching of the “television” 

uncannily mirrors the reader’s own experience of reading Inherent Vice (or any novel, really). 

Denis, “to all appearances serious and attentive,” 4 attempts to determine the genre of the 

programming he is watching (Pynchon 339). Denis and Jade both remark that perseverance is 

necessary: Denis insists that “if you watch long enough… see how it begins to sort of… 

change?”; Jade doesn’t want Doc to take away the imagined television “Till we see what 

happens” (Pynchon 340). This scene, though laughable, sets up the ideal readerly position for the 

novel: serious and attentive (though perhaps in an altered state of mind), and willing to persevere 

in the face of extended meaninglessness, to at least “watch long enough” until “we see what 

happens.” Once in this proper mindset, the ideal reader of Inherent Vice is primed to receive the 

preface-like moral to the novel, which comes in Sauncho’s reverie on the beach, immediately 

following the heroin-TV scene: 

Sauncho was giving a kind of courtroom summary, as if he’d just been handling a case. 

“… yet there is no avoiding time, the sea of time, the sea of memory and forgetfulness, 

the years of promise, gone and unrecoverable, of the land almost allowed to claim its 

better destiny, only to have the claim jumped by evildoers known all too well, and taken 

instead and held hostage to the future we must live in now forever. May we trust that this 

blessed ship is bound for some better shore, some undrowned Lemuria, risen and 

redeemed, where the American fate, mercifully, failed to transpire…” (Pynchon 341) 

In this “courtroom summary,” Sauncho outlines the very form of the novel in which he appears: 

a form entirely shaped by the “sea of time.” The force of time here is made up of “memory and 

forgetfulness,” shaping a temporality of a “now” that is “held hostage to the future.” Past 

                                                 
4 Admittedly stoned as all get-out here 
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figurations of American future (or “American fate”) echo in the terms “better destiny” and 

“claim jumped,” evoking memories of the violence of manifest destiny and the capitalistic fervor 

of expropriating and exploiting land in the California gold rush and its allied frontier movements. 

The violence of past and future—of time itself—is presented here as unavoidable, but the 

situation is not entirely without hope. Sauncho places this hope in “some undrowned Lemuria,” 

characterized by a time outside of “American fate.” Notably, the hope of this “better shore” only 

emerges through merciful failure; the only hope found in the form (and even the content) of 

Inherent Vice comes through precisely such constitutive failure—failure rendered as positive and 

generative—giving both hope and form itself to the novel. 

 This concept of merciful failure recalls Lukács’ discussion of the positivity found in (or 

beyond) the search-and-failure inherent to what he calls the “romanticism of disillusionment”: 

The positive thing, the affirmation which the very form of the novel expresses no matter 

how inconsolably sad its content may be, is not only that distant meaning which dawns 

with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and failure to find, but also the fullness 

of life which is revealed precisely through the manifold failures of the struggle and 

search. The novel[’s]… song of comfort rings out of the dawning recognition that traces 

of lost meaning are to be found everywhere. (Lukács 123)  

For Lukacs, this positivity appears in the form of the novel, not despite failure, but because of it. 

The “affirmation” is found in “distant meaning” which only appears “on the far side of the search 

and failure to find,” necessitating a failed search before such meaning can be glimpsed. 

Additionally, Lukacs points out, the “manifold failures” in the form of the novel are key to its 

realism and its “fullness of life.” Sauncho’s hopeful dream of “some undrowned Lemuria” is 

only viable because of the merciful failure of “American fate” in his vision. Likewise, “the 
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novel’s song of comfort” Lukacs points to here is predicated upon failure. Failure, for Lukacs, 

becomes merciful—or at least “less desolate”—because of the temporal gestures of hope and 

memory that “irradiate” and transform the form of the novel: 

But this idea, which reveals more brutally than anything else how infinitely remote we 

are from the true systems of ideas that have become ideals in the minds of men, at the 

same time makes the failure of all endeavours seem less desolate. Everything that 

happens may be meaningless, fragmentary and sad, but it is always irradiated by hope or 

memory. And hope here is not an abstract artifact, isolated from life, spoilt and shopworn 

as the result of its defeat by life: it is a part of life; it tries to conquer life by embracing 

and adorning it, yet it is repulsed by life again and again. And memory transforms the 

continual struggle into a process which is full of mystery and interest and yet is tied with 

indestructible threads to the present, the unexplained instant. (Lukács 126) 

The “irradiating” forces of hope and memory here are echoed in Sauncho’s figure of the “sea of 

memory and forgetfulness”: a force which cannot be avoided and yet which shapes “the future 

we must live in now forever.” Of course, the “future” Sauncho “lives” in is that of the novel, 

which truly is a “continual struggle” and “full of mystery and interest.” In Inherent Vice, hope 

for the future is pinned to a wholly mythological island, where the American past never 

happened. If the future is but a hallucination and the past must be undone, what is left for the 

novel to work through but the present? The present of Inherent Vice appears in the “now forever” 

of Sauncho’s seaside reverie and echoes the “unexplained instant” of Lukacs’ Theory of the 

“Romanticism of Disillusionment” (126). Faced with the inescapable failures of memory and 

hope, the reader is compelled to strive to make sense of this “unexplained instant.” This 

necessity to search will lead, inevitably, to a failure-to-find or an ability to not-find. In the 
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example of Inherent Vice, the ability to not-find appears in the vast and bewildering 

accumulation of clues and coincidences5 in the novel, most of which will never pan out into 

truths or solutions. Nonetheless, this proliferation of clues echoes Lukacs’ claim that “traces of 

lost meaning are to be found everywhere” (123). And it is these traces themselves—not the 

meaning whose loss they point to—that energize the novel’s “song of comfort.” 

 This process of finding comfort in the traces of lost meaning is fittingly allegorized in a 

single scene in Inherent Vice. In chapter 16, deep into his search for answers to overabundant 

questions, Doc encounters a plastic hedge littered with detritus, a physical manifestation of 

novelistic “traces of lost meaning”: 

An artificial hedge about two feet high, very green and also of plastic, separated the rows 

of booths. Crews of unknown hedge-assembly specialists had carefully fitted together 

thousands of small modular leafy twig imitations plug- and jackwise in nearly infinite 

complexity to produce this strangely entertaining shrubbery. Over time all manner of 

small articles got lost down inside of it, including roach clips and roaches and hash pipes, 

loose change, car keys, earrings, contact lenses, tiny glassine packets of coke and heroin 

and so forth. Life below, say, one gram. Customers had been known to spend hours while 

their coffee got cold, carefully going through the hedge inch by inch, especially when on 

speed. (Pynchon 293-294) 

This “strangely entertaining shrubbery” is a metaphor for the novel itself: a tangled mess, a 

simulacra of a real organic system, augmented and contaminated by time—by forgetfulness and 

memories, by the losses that make up the material of the past. Like the plastic hedge, the novel 

offers its readers a time-consuming diversion: a puzzle to pick through, a web of references, 

                                                 
5 In addition to the material presence of the interpolated songs and overheard TV noise in Inherent Vice that litter the novel with 

traces of time’s passing and “clues” to help the reader locate the narrative in their own history and memory. 
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allusions, and clues to untangle. The plastic hedge is a model of the real, just as novels function 

as artificial models of real life. Yet a hedge is also a boundary. To delve into the space of the 

hedge itself is to enter a liminal space, a space between realms, much like the form of the novel 

itself: positioned between the real and the simulacrum, somehow straddling our “real” 

remembered history and a history that never was. Its tangled mass, “very green,” is evocative of 

some secret vitality or hidden treasure. The plastic hedge mimics something living and growing, 

but the plastic hedge (like the novel) is suspended in time, always full-grown, never a seedling, 

never outgrowing its bounds. The only place the plastic hedge is in any way “alive” is in the 

ever-accumulating detritus, the lost material driven into it by time. In the same way, it is loss 

which animates the novel: loss caused by the failures of memory and hope.  

Just as the novel's form, “infinitely complex” like the shrubbery, forces the reader to pick 

through inch by inch in search of meaning, the novel's plot forces Doc—its main character and 

the reader's “inside man”—to continue searching for answers. The plastic hedge may seem to be 

a depressing collection of druggie detritus, but it offers itself as a fulfillment of the desire to 

search (regardless of whether anything can be found). At the end of this chapter, Doc indeed 

returns to the debris-littered plastic shrubbery to find comfort in the traces of lost meaning that 

are found therein: 

Actually, he thought, I'll settle for finding my way through this. His fingers, with a mind 

of their own, began to creep toward the plastic hedge. Maybe if he searched through it 

long enough, late enough into the night, he'd find something that might help—some tiny 

forgotten scrap of his life he didn't even know was missing, something that would make 

all the difference now. (Pynchon 295) 
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Like Denis and Jade watching the not-a-television “until we see what happens” (340), Doc’s 

search through the hedge—like the reader’s own journey through the novel—requires 

persistence: searching “long enough, late enough into the night.” This persistence is only 

possible through hope, but the kind of hope Doc has here is vague: “settling for finding” what 

“maybe” “might help.” This subjunctive, settled-for hope feels different from Sauncho’s hope for 

Lemuria, but it isn’t altogether hallucinatory, either. Doc’s hope in picking through the plastic 

hedge is the kind of hope which “dawns with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and the 

failure to find”; that light at the end of the seeking appears only after—“on the far side of”—

failure (Lukács 123). It isn’t the finding that gives comfort, here. That “song of comfort,” which 

we might call hope, comes only from the glimpse, from the sight of that which can never be 

attained. What would actually “make all the difference now” to Doc’s search wouldn’t be to find 

a solving clue, but to not-find—to somehow move beyond the search into this “far side” of 

failure where distant meaning dawns. Lukács describes this recognition of distant meaning as a 

sort of “resignation,” and similarly, Doc does not know what he is looking for; he does not even 

know what he's looking through. He isn't so much decided as merely “settle[d]” for his search. In 

this moment of settling “A feeling of resignation persists: all this had to come from somewhere, 

must be going somewhere; even if the direction betrays no meaning, it is a direction none the 

less” (Lukács 124). It’s important to note that “betrays no meaning” does not exclude the 

possibility of meaning altogether; meaning might—even must—still exist. How, then, can a 

methodology of resignation get us to meaning, or, at least, get us past the meaninglessness of 

critique? 
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“I’LL SETTLE FOR FINDING MY WAY THROUGH THIS”: RESIGNATION AND READING 

 The plastic hedge in chapter 16 is not the only model for reading to be found in Inherent 

Vice. In chapter 11, a memory from Doc’s past provides a clue for his present which, unlike 

most, actually leads somewhere in the novel’s future. In this flashback, Doc recalls a 

misadventure with a Ouija board, which led him originally to an empty lot; this same address, 

repurposed in the novel’s present, leads instead to a major “breakthrough” in Doc’s 

investigation. It’s not exactly a coincidence that Doc revisits this location; Shasta sends him a 

postcard asking him to “remember that day with the Ouija board,” provoking him to recall and 

then revisit that address (163). Shasta’s postcard prefaces this call to remember the Ouija board 

with the enigmatic sentence “It’s one more of these places a voice from somewhere else tells you 

you have to be” (163). This figure of “a voice from somewhere else” is multiplied in this chapter, 

and key to Doc’s breakthrough in the case: Shasta’s postcard is “a voice from somewhere else” 

which tells Doc of a place he has to be—his memory; the memory is of a Ouija board’s “voice 

from somewhere else” which provides an address; the voice of this memory, echoing in Doc’s 

mind, tells him he has to be at that address again. Just as “a voice from somewhere else” drives 

this turning point in the novel’s plot (whatever plot there may be), “a voice from somewhere 

else” figures for the very form of narrative: the author (and/or narrative voice) tells the reader 

where they have to be, sparks their memory, offers them clues, and leads them subtly to their 

destination, all the while letting the reader think they are “figuring it out” on their own.  

 The figure of the Ouija board is particularly interesting here. Ostensibly a device for 

communicating with spirits—to reveal the “authorial intent” of the unseen forces at work in our 

life narratives—the Ouija board is a sort of computer for extracting signal from noise, for 

producing interpretable information out of nowhere, or, at least, out of the messy (sub)conscious 

impulses of the planchette-holder. As a methodology for producing meaning, the Ouija board is 
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problematic: it’s a hallucination, a merely imaginary source of knowledge. It can only reproduce 

what our own hands and minds point to; whatever garbled set of letters it churns out ends up 

organized and interpreted by the participants into some sensible—and purportedly meaningful—

statement. But yet again, this is exactly how novel-reading works: we organize disparate (and 

often random) details in our minds, imagining each to be a meaningful clue, storing them in our 

memory in hopes they will be useful in the future. The problems of novel reading are analogous 

to “the problem about Ouija boards” Sortilege tries—but fails—to warn Doc of in his flashback 

in chapter 11 (Pynchon 164): 

What Sortilege had tried to point out about the Ouija boards, as Doc learned later back at 

the beach… was that concentrated around us are always mischievous spirit forces, just 

past the threshold of human perception, occupying both worlds, and that these critters 

enjoy nothing better than to mess with those of us still attached to the thick and sorrowful 

catalogs of human desire. (Pynchon 165) 

In terms of the novel, narrative voice works as one of these “mischievous spirit forces… 

occupying both worlds”—both the world of the characters and the world of the readers. 

Narrative, like these “critters,” exists to “mess with us” as we try to sort signal from noise in the 

“thick and sorrowful catalogs of human desire” that make up the content of any novel.  

 Inherent Vice is a particularly “thick and sorrowful catalog[] of human desire”: its 

overwhelming level of (often seemingly arbitrary) detail makes it what Nick Levey and others 

term a “maximalist novel.” Levey’s argument that “Throughout Inherent Vice, Pynchon attempts 

to alter how we approach the task of reading maximalist novels in the age of the Internet” (41) 

moves from the predictable assertion that the form of the novel is a reflection of some kind of 

“internet chronotope” (ala Gourley) into a claim that the existence of networked computing itself 
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strips the act of reading of its sense of triumph, and renders Inherent Vice as both simplistic yet 

somehow uninterpretable. Levey argues that “although Inherent Vice is set in the late 1960s, the 

book demonstrates a consciousness of the epistemological implications of today’s cyberculture, 

particularly our ability to easily organize, store, and retrieve vast amounts of complex 

information” (45). It’s interesting to think of “the epistemological implications” of computer-

organized data alongside the ways “we approach the task of reading maximalist novels in the age 

of the internet” as part of the digital humanities debate, particularly in reflection on 

methodologies of distant reading or processing text as data. Levey notes the threat the computer 

network poses to Doc’s field of private investigation: “But in the internet age, this all changes. 

Detective work is infinitely easier, yet dehumanized once human foibles and uncertainties are no 

longer part of the process” (46). Of course, as we know from any decent analysis of how 

algorithms work, they do not remove “human foibles and uncertainties” from the process but 

rather encode these foibles, uncertainties, and biases into something with the sheen of objectivity 

but just about as much reliability as a perpetually stoned surfer detective using a Ouija board. 

 Inherent Vice does indeed “demonstrate a consciousness” of a new way of reading 

novels, but perhaps not the mode of reading Levey points to in his analysis. Levey is correct that 

the novel works as an allegory of reading, and that Doc’s search for a method parallels the 

readers’:  

In one sense, what Doc is seeking is legitimacy throughout the novel for is his special 

skill set, the uncomputerizable functions of a loose and sketchy mind. Readers likewise 

are searching for a way of experiencing a Pynchon novel when any Skip—an obscure 

historical tidbit, or a forgettable character who pops up sporadically within a 1,000 page 

epic—can be traced with a search engine in a fraction of a second. (46)  
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But Levey concludes from the ease of interpretation produced by computer-aided reading—

alongside Pynchon’s own pre-curated Amazon playlist of pop song allusions in the novel6—that 

Inherent Vice no longer offers the “fun” of analysis. Levey asserts that the novel somehow 

refuses or subverts intellectual engagement and academic critique: “Inherent Vice’s contiguity 

with the electronic ‘mind’ also cancels, or at least troubles, whatever fantasies of triumphant 

individualism might have accompanied reading Pynchon’s earlier novels” (47).  For Levey, the 

thrill of the chase of reading is voided by the ease of computer analysis; Inherent Vice elegizes—

rather than celebrates—the “special skill set” of a “loose and sketchy mind” like Doc’s. The rise 

of network-based computing—appearing in the novel as ARPAnet, the precursor of the internet 

that structures the age of the novel’s production—means, for Levey at least, that “readers cannot 

triumph over the computer in quantitative research” (47). Levey here sets up a paradigm of 

inevitable disappointment: the reader’s failure to grapple with the “thousands of details that swirl 

disorientatingly through” the novel set against the existence of a much better reader (the 

computer), means that the maximalist novel loses its “fun” altogether (47).7 Levey’s argument 

holds that “the ability to know too much too easily ruins the journey” (46), but this claim seems 

                                                 
6 Levey’s argument as to Inherent Vice’s refusal of the triumph or pleasure of interpretation doesn’t actually hinge so much on 

the problems of analog reading or on the novel’s un-postmodern ontological coherence, but rather on the existence of an 

Amazon.com playlist of songs referenced in the novel (which Levey holds up as a prime example of his claims about the age of 

the internet and its effects on the act of reading): 

Is Pynchon, by sourcing his own references, sending his scholarly devotees a redundancy notice? The mainstream 

nature of the novel’s historical data (basketball matches, pop music, Hollywood films) is nothing terribly new in 

Pynchon’s oeuvre, which has always toyed with both low and high culture. But the fact that Pynchon (or Amazon with 

his permission) has organized a lot of the novel’s real- world referents for easy access, seems to suggest that the author 

is keen to derail or at least meddle with the sort of reading his novels have offered some professionals in the past. (45) 
7 This supposed crisis for the maximalist novel is, according to Levey, productive of Inherent Vice’s relative simplicity in 

comparison to Pynchon’s other novels (48). Levey asserts that Inherent Vice is “the least unruly and difficult of Pynchon’s 

novels” (48) and that “Inherent Vice is also quite ontologically stable: unlike other Pynchon works, the line between fantasy and 

reality is always quite clearly drawn” (49). This simplicity and ontological stability, Levey argues, means that Inherent Vice is 

not as “archetypically postmodernist” as Pynchon’s previous works (49). While I agree that the archetype of postmodernism 

ought to be questioned — not only for Inherent Vice but perhaps for all novels deemed “postmodernist”—Levey’s claims here do 

not quite hold up. Indeed, Levey is forced to walk back his claim of ontological stability just a few pages later, as he analyses 

“one of only a few moments in Inherent Vice where the intrusion of fantasy cannot be explained away as a drug hallucination” 

(52). But these “few” counter-examples actually pervade the novel, and the ontological stability of stoned/sober or 

hallucination/reality does not hold up to the reader’s experience of sorting through the novel’s narrative and details.  
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to be assuming—or at least privileging—a certain kind of knowing: the kind of superficial 

accumulation of textual “data” computer-aided reading can produce, like ranked lists and 

concordances of references. This kind of “knowing,” however, doesn’t necessarily get us any 

closer to “meaning.” Maybe the ease of googling a textual allusion denies some triumph of 

already-knowing, but that’s not the triumph of reading (or, at least, not what the triumph of 

reading ought to be). What, after all, does this claim assume is the job of an academic reader? If 

the “ability to know too much too easily ruins the journey” then perhaps that sort of journey 

deserves to be ruined. What Inherent Vice offers to critique is the merciful ruination of that 

outmoded kind of readerly journey—the attempt to conquer a text by cataloging all its data—and 

presents a new alternative to “triumph” in the affirming failure of an ability to not-find. 

 The figure of the Ouija board, as it appears in Inherent Vice, offers a useful way to think 

through the problems of knowing “too easily” through computing. The Ouija board does indeed 

give information quite easily—performing a coup for the plot by leading Doc to the Golden Fang 

building. But thinking of the Ouija board as a sort of “computer” for extracting meaning from 

random textual data gives new insight to some of the debates in digital humanities, reminding us 

of the subjectivity and suspicion inherent to computational reading and the biases encoded in any 

algorithm. Rather than “ruin[ing] the journey,” in Inherent Vice the too-much too-easily 

knowledge from the Ouija board complicates and constitutes the journey: leading to empty lots, 

weird coincidences, and ontological uncertainty, all of which contribute not only to the plot of 

the novel but also to the “fun” of reading it. For the amusement of the Ouija board is in its 

illusion: the joy of being misled. I’d argue that such a joy of being misled is the very content and 

form of Inherent Vice (if not of every novel). The “journey” that is mercifully ruined in the novel 
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belongs to both Doc and the reader, and offers an example for a new way of reading, or at least, a 

new way of enjoying the failures of critique.  

 “SOMETHING THAT WILL MAKE ALL THE DIFFERENCE”: FOG, FAILURE, AND HOPE 

The journey that lays out this new methodology of “mercifully failed” reading—of the 

necessity to seek that emerges into an ability to not-find—unfolds through the last two chapters 

of the novel, in what suffices for the denouement otherwise expected from the detective genre. 

The conventionally trite name-dropping of the novel’s title finally appears here (and for the only 

time) in the penultimate chapter. Importantly, the title is deployed and defined here to explain a 

scene of the failure of interpretation: 

Doc got out his lens and gazed into each image till one by one they began to float apart 

into little blobs of color. It was as if whatever had happened had reached some kind of 

limit. It was like finding the gateway to the past unguarded, unforbidden because it didn’t 

have to be. Built into the act of return finally was this glittering mosaic of doubt. 

Something like what Sauncho’s colleagues in maritime insurance liked to call inherent 

vice. (Pynchon 351) 

Sauncho8 explains “inherent vice” as a legal term for, essentially, “what you can’t avoid” (351). 

This wording, and its legal context, should recall in the reader Sauncho’s earlier maritime 

“courtroom summary” about “undrowned Lemuria”: “there is no avoiding time, the sea of time, 

the sea of memory and forgetfulness, the years of promise, gone and unrecoverable…” (341, 

emphasis added). Now, however, the past seems indeed recoverable: not “gone” at all but rather 

returned, open and un-forbidden. But in this opening of the past, Doc’s ability to interpret falls 

apart. Perhaps this is what prompts him, in the following chapter, to visit his friends in the 

                                                 
8 (who weirdly isn’t even in this scene until his voice appears, answering questions in Doc’s thoughts) 
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computer lab, where Fritz now “thinks the ARPAnet has taken his soul” even though “the system 

has no use for souls. Not how it works at all” (365). How this soul-less system (ARPAnet, distant 

reading, whatever) works is explained here as “It’s all data. Ones and zeros. All recoverable. 

Eternally present” (365). The “all recoverable” here opposes the “unrecoverable” past lost to the 

inherent vice of the unavoidable sea of time in Sauncho’s earlier remarks. Doc’s fear of 

obsolescence in the face of this “all recoverable” data echoes his earlier experience with the 

“limit” of his interpretive abilities, as the photographs he was analyzing “float apart into little 

blobs of color.” This limit is felt as a “gateway,” marking a boundary—although one which no 

longer matters because it has been crossed over—from the land into the sea, from the present 

into the past, from the analog age into the digital. And it is beyond this boundary—at this “far 

side of the search and failure to find”—that Doc finally glimpses something hopeful: the 

“glittering mosaic of doubt” that defines Inherent Vice.  

 Doc’s final glimpse of the “glittering mosaic of doubt” as his ability to interpret 

“reache[s] some kind of limit” recalls Lukacs’ description of the “distant meaning which dawns 

with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and failure to find” (123). It’s important to note 

that this “mild radiance” is verbally allied with the “irradiation” or “shining-through”9 in Lukacs’ 

later statement that “everything that happens may be meaningless, fragmentary and sad, but it is 

always irradiated by hope or memory” (126). It is this irradiation—one could perhaps even call it 

glittering—that, for Lukacs, creates the “strange and melancholy paradox” by which “the 

moment of failure is the moment of value” (126). And so the “glittering mosaic of doubt” that 

defines the novel’s titular “inherent vice” embodies just such a moment of failure (doubt) that is 

redeemed somehow into a moment of value—not in a single key or coherent meaning, but in a 

                                                 
9 What gets translated as “irradiated” is, in the original German, “durchstrahlt” or “shone through,” referring to light, rather than 

radiation.  
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mosaic: made of fragments, assembled from the shattered “traces of lost meaning” that are “to be 

found everywhere” in the novel.  

 This immanence of meaning—appearing both in Lukacs’ Theory and in Inherent Vice’s 

“glittering mosaic of doubt”—depends on failure: the failure inherent in recognizing that hope 

and memory are both doubtful, and in the paradoxical and perhaps disappointing realization that 

meaning can never be grasped in totality: 

The immanence of meaning which the form of the novel requires lies in the hero’s 

finding out through experience that a mere glimpse of meaning is the highest that life has 

to offer, and that this glimpse is the only thing worth the commitment of an entire life, the 

only thing by which the struggle will have been justified. (Lukács 80) 

The glimpse of meaning is here specified as a “mere glimpse,” emphasizing the potential 

disappointment at this discovery. But despite the failure of the hero’s journey to fully grasp or 

reveal meaning, the disappointment of merely glimpsing meaning is not itself cast as a failure. 

Instead, this disappointment is imbued with value: Lukacs describes the “mere glimpse” as 

worthy and justifying the struggle in seeking it out. Justification and comfort for both the hero 

and reader of the novel come from searching and failing—from seeking and finding only a mere 

glimpse—and only “on the far side of” this “kind of limit” can failure transform into a positive 

ability to not-find.  

 The novel ends with an allegory of not-finding, as Doc attempts to drive home in the fog, 

embodying the kind of persistence through (and despite) not-knowing, which leads eventually to 

a comforting ability to not-find. The fog, although it obliterates Doc’s ability to orient himself 

and navigate, is depicted as nonetheless pleasant: 



Chapter 4 Inherent Vice 192 

 

Doc got on the Santa Monica Freeway, and about the time he was making the transition 

to the San Diego southbound, the fog began its nightly roll inland. He pushed his hair off 

his face, turned up the radio volume, lit a Kool, sank back in a cruising slouch, and 

watched everything slowly disappear, the trees and the shrubbery along the median, the 

yellow school-bus at Palms, the lights in the hills, the signs above the freeway that told 

you where you were,… At first the fog blew in in separate sheets, but soon everything 

grew thick and uniform till all Doc could see were his headlight beams, like eyestalks of 

an extraterrestrial, aimed into the hushed whiteness ahead, and the lights on his 

dashboard, where the speedometer was the only way to tell how fast he was going. 

(Pynchon 367) 

While the inability to see where one is going or know where one is would presumably be 

unsettling, Doc’s reaction to the fog points to a feeling of being pleased (or at least unperturbed): 

he turns up the radio, lights up a smoke, and reclines. The impenetrable fog into which Doc 

drives with such a cool demeanor is described as “hushed,” evoking similar placidity. Doc finds 

the experience of driving in the fog comforting; the shared experience of not-knowing leads to a 

hopeful sense of community with his fellow drivers:  “He was in a convoy of unknown size, each 

car keeping the one ahead in taillight range, like a caravan in a desert of perception, gathered 

awhile for safety in getting across a patch of blindness” (Pynchon 368). The fog’s appearance as 

a “desert of perception” and “a patch of blindness” evokes Doc’s very recent experience of a 

“kind of limit” to his interpretive skills, as he can no longer clearly see the details of the 

photographs, which “float apart into little blobs of color” (351). In this spontaneous commons of 

fog-travelers, Doc wonders how the future, networked by computers and phones, will transform 

the memory of this moment. Importantly, this future of memory’s digital potential in no way 
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negates the pleasure of the moment. Even if “dashboard computers” and social networks come 

into being to help remember this foggy night (368), the easy knowing of those future systems 

does not change the lived experience of the fog’s “desert of perception.” Although in the future, 

systems may make it simple to recall and organize this experience, the pleasing not-knowing of 

the foggy drive can never be converted into a fully knowable clear night.  

This pervasive unknowability—and the subtle, comforting pleasure of such—is 

emphasized in Doc’s mindlessly scanning the radio, settling eventually on “‘God Only Knows’ 

by the Beach Boys, which Doc realized after a while he’d been singing along with” (368). 

Unknowingly singing “God Only Knows” while driving God-only-knows-where (“the big exit 

signs were completely invisible”) Doc begins to plan how he’ll find his way home (368). But, 

like any of his plans in the novel, Doc’s trajectory home never brings him there, but instead leads 

to a profusion of hypotheticals and a series of sentence fragments, trailing off into the fog as the 

novel stops without ending: 

Doc figured if he missed the Gordita Beach exit he’d take the first one whose sign he 

could read and work his way back on surface streets. He knew that at Rosecrans the 

freeway began to dogleg east, and at some point, Hawthorne Boulevard or Artesia, he’d 

lose the fog, unless it was spreading tonight, and settled in regionwide. Maybe then it 

would stay this way for days, maybe he’d have to just keep driving, down past Long 

Beach, down through Orange County, and San Diego, and across a border where nobody 

could tell anymore in the fog who was Mexican, who was Anglo, who was anybody. 

Then again, he might run out of gas before that happened, and have to leave the caravan, 

and pull over on the shoulder, and wait. For whatever would happen. For a forgotten joint 

to materialize in his pocket. For the CHP to come by and choose not to hassle him. For a 
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restless blonde in a Stingray to stop and offer him a ride. For the fog to burn away, and 

for something else this time, somehow, to be there instead. (Pynchon 369) 

The perseverance in the search—to “just keep driving”—leads not to finding meaning, but 

instead to a sort of satisfaction in indeterminacy. Persisting in the not-knowing of the fog could 

lead to crossing “a border” into a utopian space in which inability to know creates radical 

equality. Persistence in waiting—“for whatever would happen”—offers even more glimpses of 

potential, presented as a series of sentence fragments. Like the “glittering mosaic of doubt,” 

these fragmented hypotheticals assemble into an artful shining-through of hope. This series of 

sentence fragments ending the novel moves from clear images of potential plot points to vaguely 

worded statements, settling finally into the exceptionally ambiguous “for something else this 

time, somehow, to be there instead.” None of the elements in this sentence can be definitively 

glossed. “Something” and “somehow” are obviously unclear, but even “this time” and “there” 

remain undefined and undefinable in this sentence. These words serve as placeholders for some 

yet-to-be-defined substance, as “mere glimpses” or “traces of lost meaning” but not the meaning 

itself. But for Doc—for the novel—for its reader—the “mere glimpse” is enough to justify the 

struggle. The mere trace is a source of comfort. And this weirdly hopeful ending crafted out of 

settling for not-finding offers a not-imperceptible hope for the future of the American novel and 

for criticism itself: if we wait long enough, there will always be something else to not be able to 

know, something that will inspire us to keep searching, to “just keep driving”—not because we 

know we can find meaning, but because we recognize the “glittering,” the beauty, the “merciful 

failure” in knowing we cannot. 
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“TOTALITY CAN BE SYSTEMATIZED ONLY IN ABSTRACT TERMS”1: 
SOME ABSTRACTIONS TOWARD CONCLUSION 

My dissertation’s exploration of Lukács’s The Theory of The Novel began when I found, 

while picking through Pynchon’s plastic hedge, “something that would make all the difference.” 

This final chapter on Inherent Vice was actually written first and imagined at the time as part of a 

very different dissertation on novelistic temporality. But just as Doc, in a pivotal moment in his 

investigation, desperate to figure out which lead to follow, “settle[s] for” picking through the 

mess of the plastic hedge in the vague hope he might stumble upon “something that might help,” 

my own writing process led me, via this same hedge in Pynchon’s novel, not into the dissertation 

of my prospectus, but into something I “didn’t even know was missing” from the current critical 

discourse in the field: a rethinking of Lukács’ The Theory of The Novel.  In the figure of the 

hedge, and of Doc’s searching, I noticed a glimmer of meaning—"on the far side of the search 

and failure to find”—a faintly glowing reflection of Lukács’s description of the fundamental 

irony of the hero’s journey.  

In an attempt to tease out these parallels between Lukács’s theory and the rhetorical 

texture of a 21st century novel, I stumbled, Doc-like, into further propitious coincidences: an 

endnote in J. Hillis Miller’s The Form of Victorian Fiction cited a passage from Lukács’s Theory 

in the original German, along with a parenthetical translation in English: 

See Die Theorie des Romans (Neuwied und Berlin, 1963), pp. 125-126: “Die Zeit kann 

erst dann konstitutiv werden, wenn die Verbundenheit mit der transzendentalen Heimat 

aufgehört hat…. Nur im Roman, dessen Stoff das Suchen-müssen und das Nicht-finden-

Können des Wesens ausmacht, ist die Zeit mit der Form mitgesetzt” […] (“Time can first 

                                                 
1 Lukács, The Theory of The Novel, p. 70 
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became [sic] constitutive only when the connection with the transcendental homeland has 

broken…. Only in the novel, the content of which consists in a necessary search for 

essence and in an inability to find it, is time connected with the form”) […] See, 

however, pp. 533-534 of the article by Paul de Man cited earlier (in footnote 9 of Chapter 

1), for a critique of Lukács’ concept of time in fiction. (Miller 49-50, non-bracketed 

ellipses original) 

Stumbling upon this endnote in 2011, I found that a year earlier2 I had underlined in frantic thick 

black ink the original German of Lukács’s phrasing and Miller’s own translation, which seemed 

to lose the compound nouns somehow: Miller parses “das Suchen-müssen und das Nicht-finden-

Können des Wesens” as “a necessary search for essence and… an inability to find it.” Miller’s 

translation here isn’t necessarily wrong—but it’s also just as not-quite-right as the “official” 

translation by Anna Bostock: “seeking and failing to find the essence.” This inconsistency in 

translation—and the possibility that Lukács’s language might just be untranslatable—pricked my 

curiosity.  

This was, for me, that “mystical moment” about which Lukács writes in Soul & Form, 

“the critic’s moment of destiny… when all feelings and experiences on the near or the far side of 

form receive form, are melted down and condensed into form” (23). But one shouldn’t mistake 

“the critic’s moment of destiny” for an epiphany that clarifies everything; Lukács reminds us, 

both in Soul & Form and in The Theory of The Novel3 that whatever revelation may come in this 

moment is but a “glimpse.” “Mere glimpse” though it may be, the experience of form that 

condenses in this moment of destiny “acquires a life of its own through the power of that 

                                                 
2 when writing about Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance, actually 
3 For disambiguation in parenthetical citation, these two works of Lukács’ referenced here will be abbreviated as S&F for Soul & 

Form, and Theory for The Theory of The Novel. 



 Conclusion 197 

 

experience. It becomes a world-view, a standpoint, an attitude vis-a-vis the life from which it 

sprang: a possibility of reshaping it, of creating it anew” (S&F 23). In such a way, my moment of 

recognizing the fundamental dissonance between Lukács’s original phrasing and any possible 

English translation of his terms became a standpoint and a disposition reshaping all my 

subsequent thoughts on novel form.  

My glimpse that something needed to be unpacked in those compound terms in Lukács’s 

Theory sparked in me a “Suchen-müssen”: a necessity-to-search for the as-yet-undefined (and 

perhaps never-quite-definable) “essence” of Lukács’s Theory and of the form of novelistic 

temporality of which he was writing. In the tangled hedge of critical allusions, I noted that 

Miller’s endnote on Lukács’s Theory was part of a discussion of Paul de Man’s essay on 

Lukács’s Theory, both of which attempt to grapple with the structural irony within The Theory of 

The Novel: the tension and oscillation perceived between the formal forces of irony and of 

temporality, which is not unlike the tension and oscillation perceived between “early Lukács” 

and “later Lukács”—or even the tension and oscillation between the originals and the 

translations. 

De Man’s essay on Lukács links the similar “tone and purpose” of Die Seele und die 

Formen (Soul & Form) and Die Theorie des Romans (The Theory of The Novel), and notes the 

(not unsupported) tendency to delineate these earlier works from Lukács’s midcentury writings. 

It is not (just) the “pre-Marxist” / “Marxist” distinction that separates the early from the late 

Lukács, but it is also—for De Man, primarily—the language and the disposition of the earlier 

works that sets them apart from the later. De Man characterizes The Theory of The Novel as 

“written in a language that uses a pre-Hegelian terminology but a post-Nietzschean rhetoric, with 

a deliberate tendency to substitute general and abstract systems for concrete examples” (52). This 
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abstraction of language, De Man notes, “goes instead to the most general level of experience, a 

level on which the use of terms such as Destiny, the Gods, Being, etc. seems altogether natural” 

(53). It is this tendency in Lukács’s language—the tendency toward the abstractly mystical—

which inspired my own engagement with the Theory and which also enables the Theory (as well 

as Lukács’s related earlier essays) to be such a powerful intervention in today’s methodological 

debates.  

De Man writes, in 1971, of Lukács writing in 1914 as in a “time of alienation” (55); little 

could either critic know just how alienating the early-21st century would be. The alienation 

literary critics are facing today is, however, uncannily akin to Lukács’s vision of a world 

alienated from God: the rise of surface reading, the turn toward “the digital humanities,” and the 

emphasis on the “sciencification” of the humanities threatens to strip the wonder and whimsy 

from the art of literary critique. It is within this framework that my project’s revival of Lukács is 

not merely a nostalgic gesture, but a vital intervention in contemporary debates of the field. My 

re-translation of some of Lukács’s lost language also reclaims some of the lost mysticism and 

wonder which makes Lukács’s early work so vibrantly non-surface and thereby equipped to 

counter contemporary moves toward surface reading. “Failure to find” is not wrong, but it is 

mere surface; “ability to not-find” re-introduces the deeper, transcendent layers of meaning 

within Lukács’s language and invites a use of his theory that is deeper and more transcendent 

than today’s “surface reading.”  

De Man notes in his reading of Lukács’s The Theory of The Novel that “by translating the 

work in a less exalted language, one loses its moving and impressive philosophical pathos” (53). 

Although the essence of The Theory’s meaning is not lost in translation, translation nevertheless 

introduces another layer of “alienation” within the text itself. If Lukács’s intent in The Theory 



 Conclusion 199 

 

was to lay bare the inescapable imperfection of representation, attempts at translating his at times 

esoteric language make even more clear the gulph between idea and reality, between the desire to 

represent a totality and the always-shattered (gescheiterte) striving to do so. In a theory so 

focused on structural irony, there is an irony itself to The Theory’s structure. Below and beyond 

the formal irony inherent to translation’s always-falling-short, the very terms which necessarily 

get lost or mangled in translation are terms themselves structured by irony. Lukács’s Suchen-

müssen und Nicht-finden-Können are, like many of the compound hyphenated constructions he 

coined in his early essays, built on dualities. The meaning of each term resides not within the 

individual noun components, but in the juxtaposition of the components: either through 

complementary pairings (like Suchen-müssen) whose meaning, when conjoined, exceeds the 

sum of the two parts; or in litotes-like negations (like Nicht-finden-Können) which triangulate a 

multiplicity of meanings through a purposefully-ambiguous construction. 

De Man’s treatment of Lukács’s Theory focuses on The Theory’s early chapters on 

structural irony in novel form, without addressing the irony of the word-forms themselves, or the 

irony of the translation process. Nonetheless, De Man’s gloss of Lukács’s theory of irony works 

as an accurate summary of The Theory’s content as well as its form. De Man reads Lukács’s 

theory of novelistic irony as a “thematic duality,” reiterating Lukács’s thesis that “the tension 

between an earth-bound destiny and a consciousness that tries to transcend this condition leads to 

structural discontinuities in the form of the novel” (56). Ironically, De Man notes, though 

structurally disruptive, “irony actually provides the means by which the novelist transcends, 

within the form of the work, the avowed contingency of his condition” (56). One can apply this 

concept of formally-constitutive “failure” (disruption, contingency, irony) not only to the 

novelist, but also to the theorist—and to Lukács and his Theory in particular. Our work as 
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literary critics is to transcend the contingent condition of our earth-bound destinies, staying 

committed to the wonder of reading, despite perpetual calls of the neoliberal late-capitalist 

anthropocene (throw in any additional fashionable terms here) to force our field into a worldly 

“career prep” mode of being. Even in—perhaps particularly in—Lukács’s pre-Marxist writings, 

his disposition toward criticism explicitly counters the worldly forces that seek to strip critique of 

its art and soul. If this conflict between higher destinies and contingent conditions creates 

“structural disunities of form” in the novel, so too does it create such “structural disunities” in 

the form of novel criticism—in my own work in this dissertation, of course, but also in Lukács’s 

early work: Soul & Form and The Theory of The Novel.  

The disunity of Lukács’s early work is a frequent complaint of his readers—and, in his 

later reflections on his own work, a complaint of the author himself. But the disunity of his 

theoretical musings, the fragmentary and at times even disorganized nature of his texts—not only 

the essay collection Soul & Form but also The Theory of The Novel—is not necessarily a flaw or 

mistake, but rather an instance of form following content; the form of the critique is inseparable 

from—indeed part and parcel of—the theoretical content and the very object of the critique 

itself. While De Man sees Lukács’s concepts of irony and temporality in conflict with each other, 

I treat Lukács’s temporality as an emanation of the same structural irony the earlier sections of 

The Theory discuss. That is, Lukács' temporality, “reified”4 though it may be, is composed of the 

tension between memory and hope—backward-facing temporality and future-oriented 

temporality—and these two forces are themselves both and simultaneously structurally at odds as 

well as inherently and inseparably complementary. It is the irony of this form of temporality that 

                                                 
4 De Man concludes his review of Lukács’s Theory—and his criticism of the dissonance between its focus on irony in earlier 

chapters and transition to temporality in its later chapters—by reiterating the centrality of “the reified idea of temporality that is 

so clearly in evidence at the end of Theory of the Novel” (59) to the later evolutions of Lukács’s theoretical writings. 
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suffuses or at least underlies the irony of Lukács’s theory itself: the tension between a salvatory, 

unifying temporality and a subversive irony is the very tension that—like the forces in a stone 

arch—holds the form of the novel, and the form of The Theory of The Novel, together. Judith 

Butler’s introduction to Soul & Form notes how Lukács’s form “challeng[es]” his readers “to roll 

with his tossings and turnings”: 

He makes [his] point thematically, but he makes it rhetorically as well. He cannot hold 

his point. He makes it only to let it go. And in doing this repeatedly—perhaps 

compulsively—he subjects his essay to the judgement of failure. But perhaps this 

“failure” has a specific significance: it becomes the point, both the theme and the effect, 

of this writing. (8) 

While Butler’s introduction addresses the theme and effect of failure specific to the first essay of 

the collection, throughout Soul & Form, “failure” is a recurring concept: an emergent form itself, 

one with which Lukács’s subsequent meisterwerk, The Theory of The Novel, would grapple more 

thoroughly. Later in this introduction, Butler summarizes Lukács’s repeated engagements with 

this emergent idea of failure within Soul & Form: “he considers a notion of human life in which 

one seeks to settle accounts with unwanted loss, with accident, and with the failures of language” 

(12); “form is only produced through cutting life away, but if the cut goes too deep and form 

nullifies life, then nothing is left to sustain or animate form” (12); “Something called ‘life’ 

cannot be fully apprehended by the soul and the forms it makes: the soul must also live, become 

a vessel, and even house a certain chaos and contingency that goes with life” (12); “Thus the 

very condition of form’s cognitive status and philosophical promise is precisely the occasion of 

its failure and incompleteness” (14). In Soul & Form, Lukács’s theory of the novel begins to take 

shape around these modes of “failure”: unwanted loss, accident, failures of language, 
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nullification, chaos, contingency, formal failure, incompleteness. But though these motifs of  

failure repeat throughout the text and carry over to Lukács’s subsequent The Theory of The 

Novel, his disposition toward critique is not one of pessimism, but one of hope, transcendence, 

and oblique mysticism. In Soul & Form, Lukács’s critical engagement with the failure of forms, 

and the multifarious idea of failure—loss, accident, the limits of language, etc.—culminates in 

what Butler classifies as “the open-ended question as a new form, an address to the unknown that 

becomes the driving and inconclusive form of the essay itself” (15). Soul & Form’s final 

question—about essence, time, endurance, and the limits of form itself—is of course taken up 

again in The Theory of The Novel, but the question’s form (beyond and above its content) 

gestures to a future-oriented usefulness of Lukács’s early works. That is, to (re)turn to Lukács’s 

early more-mystical-than-Marxist explorations of literary theory should not be considered a turn 

to the past, but rather, a turn toward re-inhabiting a certain way of looking toward the future: a 

revival of a theory of open-ended questions, an alternative to the contemporary tendency to seek 

more concrete, “factual” answers.  

Of course, literary theory has always offered more questions than answers, so why would 

such a revival of Lukács’s early disposition toward criticism be particularly innovative or 

necessary today? Lukács opens Soul and Form with the assertion that “criticism is an art and not 

a science” (17)—in 1910, when this sentence was published, Lukács and his audience could have 

had no possible inkling of today’s computer-assisted methodologies nor of the debates 

surrounding surface reading vs. suspicious reading. But Lukács’s intervention into this 

methodological debate holds up over a century of time travel: Lukács wonders what would 

happen “If [criticism] were a science,” musing “it is not so impossible that it will become one—

how would that change our problem?” (18). For Lukács, the difficulty of considering criticism a 
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“science” comes down to the inherently un-scientific nature of criticism’s object: art. “Science 

affects us by its contents, art by its forms; science offers us facts and the relationship between 

facts, but art offers us souls and destines. Here the ways part; here there is no replacement and no 

transition” (S&F 18). If criticism were to become a science—as Lukács conjectured was “not so 

impossible” in 1910, and which, a century later, seems to be the goal of the “digital 

humanities”—what would change? The answer, it seems now, is a turn toward surface reading, 

away from a hermeneutics of suspicion, toward an emphasis on quantifiable, funder-friendly 

“results” rather than the process and passion that historically—I could even say rightfully—

characterized work in our field. Lukács’s early writings model for us the kind of criticism which 

is most resistant to sciencification: a disposition of criticism suffused with imagination and 

mysticism, “souls and destinies.”  

In a passage in the opening essay of Soul & Form which is revisited almost verbatim in 

The Theory of The Novel, Lukács explicitly links “the writings of the critics” with the writings of 

“the mystics,” emphasizing the mysticism inherent to the form of critique, in language which 

itself demonstrates the mystical stylistics of Lukács’s early criticism: 

[Criticism] represents the ultimate relationships between man and destiny and world, and 

without doubt it has its origin in those profound regions, even if, often, it is unaware of it. 

If poetry refuses all questioning, all taking up of positions, is not the denial of all 

questions in itself an asking of questions, and is not the conscious rejection of any 

position in itself a position? I shall go further: the separation of image and significance is 

itself an abstraction, for the significance is always wrapped in images and the reflection 

of a glow from beyond the image shines through every image. Every image belongs to 

our world and the joy of being in the world shines in its countenance; yet it also reminds 
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us of something that was once there, at some time or another, a somewhere, its home, the 

only thing that, in the last analysis, has meaning and significance for the soul…. And the 

writings which… reach out most passionately for what lies behind the image, are the 

writings of the critics, the Platonists, and the mystics. (21) 

Not only does this passage embody the linkage between critical writing and mystical writing 

with which it concludes, but it also introduces some of the same terminology and phrasing 

Lukács will later revisit in The Theory of The Novel: “The immanence of meaning which the 

form of the novel requires lies in the hero’s finding out through experience that a mere glimpse 

of meaning is the highest that life has to offer, and that this glimpse is the only thing worth the 

commitment of an entire life, the only thing by which the struggle will have been justified” (80). 

Paralleling this passage from The Theory with the previous from Soul & Form reveals a linkage 

between “the mere glimpse of meaning” which is “the only thing worth the commitment of an 

entire life” and the “something” which is “the only thing that has meaning and significance.” 

This “something” appears in Soul & Form as a “glow from beyond” which offers a reminder of 

“something that was once there, at some time or another, a somewhere, its home.” This “home” 

resurfaces in The Theory of The Novel in explicit connection with the “failed” search for 

meaning: 

The positive thing, the affirmation which the very form of the novel expresses no matter 

how inconsolably sad its content may be, is not only that distant meaning which dawns 

with a mild radiance on the far side of the search and the failure to find, but also the 

fullness of life which is revealed precisely through the manifold failures of the struggle 

and search. The novel is the form of mature virility: its song of comfort rings out of the 

dawning recognition that traces of lost meaning are to be found everywhere; that the 
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enemy comes from the same lost home as the knight and defender of the essence; that life 

had to lose its immanence of meaning so that it might be equally present everywhere. 

(123) 

Here, the “glow from beyond” Lukács had previously envisioned in Soul & Form is revealed to 

be a glow of dawn: “that distant meaning which dawns on the far side of the search and failure to 

find” and “the dawning recognition that traces of lost meaning are to be found everywhere.” The 

“beyond” that in Soul & Form was “beyond the image” is clarified in The Theory to be on “the 

far side of the search and failure to find” (explicitly recalling the previous page’s introduction of 

the idea of the “Suchen-Müssen und Nicht-finden-Können”). Lukács’s tendency toward esoteric 

abstractions isn’t undone by his clarification that some of the “lost meaning” radiating in this 

glow from beyond is the truth that “the enemy comes from the same lost home as the knight and 

defender of the essence”; this reference to a “lost home” not only evokes the mystical, half-

remembered “somewhere” from Soul & Form, but also—in addition to and beyond its formalist 

analysis of narrative trope—serves as a mystically formalist analogy for critical tropes as well. 

The “enemy” of critique emerges from the same source as “the knight and defender of the 

essence” of criticism: both “postcritique” and contemporary models of surface reading, the 

“enemies” of the hermeneutics of suspicion, are motivated by the same unshakeable “desire for a 

more complete view of reality” (Best and Marcus 19) in a world fundamentally alienated from 

the possibility of meaning’s transcendence. 

Lukács’s disposition toward criticism which begins in Soul & Form and finds its apex in 

The Theory of The Novel is explicitly mystical, imaginative, and soulful: not “scientific” in the 

least. The above passages are suffused with Zen-like double-negatives (“is not the denial of all 

questions in itself an asking of questions?”), open questions which provoke endless meditation 
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rather than affirmative answers, and the hint of some kind of spirit world, “beyond the image,” 

some glimpse of a lost transcendent home. In all these aspects, though, Lukács’s theory is not 

pessimistic; though focused on separation, abstraction, loss, accident, and failure, his criticism is 

suffused with “the joy of being in the world” (S&F 21).  A return to Lukács’s early theoretical 

writings offers the contemporary literary critic a disposition toward theory which resists the 

encroaching sciencification of our field: a disposition of mysticism, wonder, and joy, and an 

approach to literary form that necessarily strives beyond mere “surface reading” for a glimpse of 

the only meaningful thing—in literature or in life—“soul” itself, and the memory of our 

transcendent home. For Lukács, “the critic is one who glimpses destiny in forms: whose most 

profound experience is the soul-content which forms indirectly and unconsciously conceal within 

themselves…. The critic’s moment of destiny… is the mystical moment of union between the 

outer and the inner, between soul and form” (S&F 23-24). Vitally, Lukács here clarifies that the 

critic merely “glimpses” destiny—rather than firmly grasps or finally finds it. This glimpse 

remains a “mystical moment” rather than a permanent homeostasis. What is glimpsed is not an 

answer found, not an ending to the search, but rather a tantalizing, un-ending experience which 

motivates and energizes continued searching. 

Two of my chapters here were directly motivated by a similar glimpse: the recognition 

that Lukács’s mystical, wonder-full disposition toward critique serves as a powerful intervention 

in contemporary methodological debates. First, of course, my chapter on Pynchon’s Inherent 

Vice revisited the “site” of my initial discovery of the “traces of lost meaning” in Lukács’s 

translated words. Like any detective story, Inherent Vice is a powerful allegory of reading; the 

novel’s stoner-detective protagonist, Doc, epitomizes a hermeneutics of suspicion. In the novel, 

Doc is faced with the origin of the internet and the rise of computerized clue-tracing, modes of 
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searching for meaning which threaten his livelihood of traditional, hunch-based (and at times 

Ouija-board-based) detective work. Paralleling this context of the novel’s plot, the form of 

Pynchon’s novel itself teasingly threatens traditional modes of reading, offering a pre-curated 

online playlist of the songs referenced in the novel as if to remind readers that, in the internet era, 

there is no challenge to tracking down allusions. But rather than serving as an elegy for a dying 

mode of interpretation, Inherent Vice ends up celebrating suspicious reading, proving that 

computer networks may threaten to “steal our souls”5 but whim is the way through. The novel’s 

vague ending similarly rewards readers who are disposed to be pleased with ambiguity—readers 

who may nonetheless enjoy listening to the Amazon-dot-com streaming playlist of songs 

nostalgically referenced in the text but who also find pleasure in everything that remains 

untraceable in the novel. That there is so much left unclarified in the text means there is still 

reading yet to be done: there is hope for the future, “job security” for suspicious readers. 

I was interested, though, in what might happen when a practitioner of the hermeneutics of 

suspicion faces off with a computer program for “distant reading,” and experimented with just 

such an encounter in my chapter on Moby-Dick. It’s amusing—and perhaps also ironic—that 

many programs and “kits” for computer-assisted-reading use Moby-Dick as their example 

corpus. Maybe this choice of example text is random; perhaps programmers were simply looking 

for a long-enough text available as a public domain eBook. But the use of Moby-Dick as a test-

case text in the tutorials for a computer-assisted-reading program like Voyant Tools seems to 

imply that Melville’s novel is notoriously impossible to interpret without algorithmic assistance, 

and that Moby-Dick lends itself particularly well to this kind of digital interpretation. My own 

(laughably unhelpful) experience using Voyant Tools to pull threads of meaning from Melville’s 

                                                 
5 “‘Fritz said after he’d been on the network for a while it felt like doing psychedelics.’ ‘He also thinks the ARPAnet has taken 

his soul.’ Doc thought about this. ‘Has it?’” (Pynchon 365). 
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novel casts a good deal of suspicion on that latter statement. But maybe there is something to be 

said for the idea that Moby-Dick is notoriously impossible to interpret—although the assumption 

that a “factual” meaning can be found, if the “right” methodology is employed, is certainly 

faulty. Moby-Dick resists unambiguous interpretation because the novel’s very form and content 

is about the impossibility of interpretation: How can a story be told? How can we begin, or end 

it? How many different perspectives on a single event, or a single object (like the doubloon 

nailed to the mast), or a single word (“whale”) can be simultaneously true, yet equally false? 

There is no “secret golden key” that could possibly unlock some “secret golden treasury” of 

ultimate meaning in the novel; Moby-Dick in its manifold forms and ever-retracing narrative 

epitomizes Lukács’s assertion that “a mere glimpse of meaning is the highest that life has to 

offer” (Theory 80).  

At this point in the writing process, I had still imagined a dissertation that would 

experimentally apply Lukács’s Theory—and my retranslated perspective on it—to a wide variety 

of Anglophone texts, including British and Irish novels, and perhaps even play with Don Quixote 

in translation. But as Lukács writes in Soul & Form, the critic “dismisses his own proud hopes 

which sometimes lead him to believe that he has come close to the ultimate: he has, after all, no 

more to offer than explanations of the poems of others, or at best of his own ideas. But he 

ironically adapts himself to this smallness” (25). While my rethinking of Lukács is a powerful 

intervention in current methodological debates, as well as a fascinating way into thinking 

through novelistic temporality and forms of “failure,” my “proud hopes” of an eight-chapter, 

transatlantic, key-to-the-universe sort of treatise had to be adapted to the “smallness” of the 

reality of a dissertation. “It is highly questionable,” Lukács asserts in Soul & Form, “whether 

man should want the precise thing he sets out to attain, whether he has the right to walk toward 
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his goal along straight and simple paths” (27-28). This statement is true not only of the novel’s 

protagonist and critic, but also of the dissertation-writer. And so, with Doc-like whim and 

embracing what Lukács called the “mixture of being-accidental and being-necessary which is at 

the root” of criticism (S&F 25), this project became—out of accident and necessity—an 

Americanist project.  

Perhaps the critic—or the novelist, or the reader—has no “right to walk toward his goal 

along straight and simple paths,” but do “mazy paths but lead to ill,” as Charles Brockden 

Brown’s enigmatic epigram to Wieland states? The trajectory of this dissertation soon took a 

“mazy path” indeed: while the first two chapters written for this project addressed the question of 

reading narrative, the next two tackled the complexities of writing (or narrating) narrative. If I 

was going to focus my study on American novels, why not begin with the (arguably) first 

American novel? Few, if any, authors but Charles Brockden Brown so well articulate in their 

compositions what Lukács calls “a bad infinity” in novel form (Theory 81). The uncanny 

hauntings of familial past and national past that suffuse Wieland’s narrative produce 

idiosyncrasies of form that exemplify Lukács’s claims in The Theory of The Novel about 

temporality and memory. Lukács’ “ability to not-find” the essence applies not only to the reader 

of Wieland, but also to its characters, and, interestingly, to its narrator-character, Clara. Just as 

Moby-Dick defies interpretation, the narrative of Wieland seems to defy its own narration. While 

Inherent Vice ends with a non-conclusion, petering out into a page of sentence fragments as our 

hero drives blindly into the fog, Wieland concludes repeatedly, with a hasty and unsatisfying 

tying up of loose ends for minor characters delivered alongside increasingly bizarre statements 

from our narrator about her inability to write. Yet some of the most pressing questions of the 

novel remain unresolved, and some of the most vital moments in the action are elided by the 
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narration; the novel leaves us with and excess of the “unprocessed raw material” which Lukács 

asserts stems from “the premature closing of the circle of the novel’s world”—itself a reaction to 

the inescapable “fragility of the world” (Theory 72). This “unprocessed raw material” is 

simultaneously an artifact of the unrepresentable (trauma, death, infinitude) but also perhaps the 

best marker of—the only way to represent—the presence and reality of such indescribable dark 

truths. 

Attempts to represent the unrepresentable pervade Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, and my 

analysis of this text focused again on the “unprocessed raw material” which both complicates 

and constitutes novel form. Apparent failures of representation in As I Lay Dying—the weirdness 

and inconsistency of certain animal metaphors, in particular—turn out to not be “failures” per se, 

but something more akin to the ambiguously-generative “ability to not-find”: failed metaphors 

are not meaningless in Faulkner, but rather serve as “traces of lost meaning” in a Lukácsian 

sense. The peculiarities of Faulkner’s multi-voiced narrative illustrate what Lukács called a 

“dissonance special to the novel” which “produces a problem of form” that “looks like a problem 

of content” (Theory 71). Content and form are particularly entangled in As I Lay Dying, and my 

chapter’s analysis of its animal metaphors reveals how the trope of metaphor itself becomes 

implicated in this dissonance: fish and buzzards oscillate between being vehicles of a metaphor 

or just the animals themselves; a cow crosses an empty town square, simultaneously just a cow 

yet also a metaphor, which somehow disturbs the very typesetting of the printed page. Time and 

space get confused and conflated, but it is through this confusion, this “dissonance,” that As I 

Lay Dying exemplifies Lukács’s claims about novelistic temporality and form. The problems in 

the novel’s content—a story of contamination, loss, pregnancy, and disappointment—are 

actually, just as Lukács said, “a problem of form”: linguistic contamination, loss of meaning, the 
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emptying and filling operations of figuration, the memory and hope of narrating and reading. In 

turn, this problem of form shapes the novel’s received content: “what is depicted,” Lukács 

writes, “is the total absence of any fulfillment of meaning, yet the work attains the rich and 

rounded fullness of a true totality of life” (Theory 126).  

This claim—that the novel can represent the “true totality of life” despite, or even 

because, it depicts “the total absence of any fulfillment of meaning”—immediately follows one 

of Lukács’s most mystical claims about failure in his whole Theory: “the moment of failure is the 

moment of value: the comprehending and experiencing of life’s refusals is the source from which 

the fullness of life seems to flow” (126). Lukács explicitly acknowledges that this is a “strange 

and melancholy paradox,” but yet, his theory rests firmly on this claim—and my dissertation’s 

methodology of constitutive failure hinges on this same paradox. This idea of constitutive failure 

links Lukács’s early work—and my dissertation project—to contemporary approaches to 

critique, particularly (but not only) Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure and Castiglia’s The 

Practices of Hope: Literary Criticism in Disenchanted Times.  

It strikes me as an interesting—and probably also vital—coincidence that Lukács writes 

in 1911 of an “attitude” and “standpoint” toward criticism which emerges through “destiny,” and 

Castliglia proposes, in 2017, a “disposition” toward criticism emerging through “hope” and 

“wonder.” For all the evolution (and some may say, as well, devolution) of literary criticism over 

the intervening century, despite the growing influence of digital methods, dispassionate surface 

readings, and the attempted “sciencification” of the field in the 21st century, the heart of literary 

criticism once was and always will be far more mystical and wonderful than any algorithm can 

ever process. The critique/postcritique debate is not the only contemporary methodological 

controversy for which a return to Lukács is a helpful intervention. Writing in her introduction to 
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Soul & Form, Judith Butler considers the usefulness of Lukács’s early theoretical writings to 

reframe—if not altogether unsettle—the conflict between formalism and historicism: 

From Lukács’s perspective, then, it would make no sense to distinguish between a formal 

and a thematic approach to literary works. Indeed, reviving Lukács now offers a 

perspective that effectively disorients the terms of the debate as they have circulated 

through literary theoretical circles for the last forty years. And I am doubtless not alone in 

finding pleasure in being disoriented in this way. (Butler 6-7) 

This “pleasure in being disoriented” recalls of course Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure, 

which privileges “more undisciplined knowledge, more questions and fewer answers” (10). 

“Disorienting the debate” as Lukács so productively does—to the formalist vs. historicist 

question as well as that of postcritique vs critique—is not just a cutesy parlor trick but actually a 

vital queering of the question.  

That is, what if the battle over “postcritique” doesn’t have to be antagonistic at all? What 

if, as Castiglia points out in his introduction to Practices of Hope, postcritique is nothing more 

than the retrenchment of the very shortcomings of critique with which it contends?:  

Responding to a perceived crisis in the ways we read now, we run the risk of 

unintentionally replicating some of critique’s least salutary features….. If we simply 

make critique into the object of suspicious scrutiny, feeling superior to and unimplicated 

in what we would move “post,” all we are likely to produce is critique après la lettre. 

(Castiglia 5) 

This does not mean, however, that we can ignore the actual, inescapable context of the 

contemporary precarity of our field to which postcritique is a response. We cannot, either, return 

to “old ways” of critique as if nothing in our field has changed since 1914. But these changes do 
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not justify postcritique’s rejection of close reading and traditional hermeneutics. Instead, as 

Castiglia suggests, “Less belated and more suited to current needs in academia and beyond, the 

critique I have in mind centers on two terms—‘idealism’ and ‘imagination’—that may seem 

naive or old-fashioned but are essential to making criticism more than a disenchantment tale” 

(2). Idealism and imagination can be found in the “souls and destinies” of early Lukács, in the 

whimsy and daydream of Doc searching through the plastic hedge, and in the queer 

experimentation of this very dissertation project. This is not to say that this “concept album” of a 

dissertation has somehow resolved the most pressing existential debate in our field—not by any 

means—but its experimentation and dissatisfaction models the “practices of hope” which 

Castiglia outlines as central to productive critique, the heart of literary study, and vital to social 

change: 

[B]ecause ideals are by nature incommensurate with lived conditions, hope is a 

continuous dissatisfaction; unlike wants, it cannot be satisfied. Instead, hope, as a 

perpetual openness to the as-yet-untried, is an end in itself. Hope is a disposition toward 

the imaginative value of dissatisfaction and the social value of illusion, whimsy, vision, 

reverie, daydreams, all sources of world making trivialized within disciplinary regimes of 

the “real.” Hope is the articulation of the origins of critique in imaginative idealism, self-

consciously unachievable standards for living, tested and refined in the context of an as-

yet-unreal world, against which real conditions inevitably come up short. Hope is what I 

would identify as the literariness of literature. It is also the thing without which social 

change is impossible. (Castiglia 4) 

If surface reading privileges the real, “what is evident, perceptible, apprehensible in texts” (Best 

and Marcus 9), then a disposition of hope—emphasizing the imaginative, unachievable, and as-
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yet-unreal—is a direct refusal of postcritique’s turn to the surface. Surface reading, ala Best and 

Marcus, emerged in response to contemporary dissatisfaction with “old ways” of criticism, 

particularly symptomatic reading. But as Castiglia points out, there is a “value in 

dissatisfaction”: a productive energy in recognizing the gap between idealism and lived reality 

and choosing—rather than the outright rejection of idealism—to figuratively “lean in” to 

dissatisfaction, setting “self-consciously unachievable standards for living” and to repeatedly, 

undauntedly, attempt to bring such “daydreams” into reality. 

 This is what Castiglia means when he asserts that Hope is “the literariness of literature”: 

every novel is a hypothesis, a test case for an alternate reality. “Being a hypothetical structure,” 

Dorothy Van Ghent writes in The English Novel: Form and Function, “the novel is able to give a 

leverage to the empirically known and push it into the dimension of the unknown, the possible. 

Its value lies less in confirming and interpreting the known than in forcing us to the supposition 

that something else might be the case” (3-4). It is by this process—pushing the known into the 

possible—that the “literariness of literature” also serves as “the thing without which social 

change is impossible” (Castiglia 4). The unreality of literature—beyond and below its 

empirically knowable “surface”—indeed has “real-world” value. As our field seeks to defend its 

“relevance” against waves of budget cuts and right-wing outrage, we cannot afford to forget what 

literature’s true relevance is: “As critics scramble to prove our relevance, instead of selling out 

our stock-in-trade in exchange for greater market shares in the ‘real world,’ we might try 

showing how the unreal world—the realm of idealism and imagination, of hope—is precisely 

what makes literary study valuable, even necessary” (Castiglia 11). Idealism is definitionally 

linked to the “unreal” but its form—a pure signifier with no extant or concrete signified—gives 

the ideal its profound real impact: “An ideal thus becomes a practice of hope because of its 
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emptiness, which is not an absence of meaning but an availability of multiple (but not limitless) 

meanings” (Castiglia 6).  

In re-translating some of Lukács’s compound terms from The Theory of The Novel, I 

make available “multiple (but not limitless) meanings” of failure, imagining a once-again 

idealistic, abstract, even mystical capacity of novel theory. The imaginative nature of such a 

retranslation of Lukács isn’t a failure to pin down a single meaning, nor does it negate or destroy 

the possibility of meaning altogether. Instead, this imaginative disposition toward Lukács is a 

practice of hope that re-enlivens theory, opening new paths forward through an “ability to not-

find” that embraces a queer kind of failure. Not only does this shift in disposition open new paths 

forward but the dissatisfaction inherent to hope—the not-finding that such a rethinking of Lukács 

renders us capable of—creates a need to always try again,6 to embody a disposition much like 

that of choreographer Martha Graham, who called the creative process a practice in which 

“There is only queer divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us 

more alive than the others” (qtd. in DeMille 264). The failures of critique must serve as this kind 

of “blessed unrest” to keep critique alive and evolving, rather than as a prompt for nihilistic 

postcritique. The inability to grasp more than a “mere glimpse” of meaning does not necessitate a 

turn to postcritique but rather can—indeed must—be seen as “queer divine dissatisfaction”: not a 

reason to give up on theory, but a force to “keep us marching.” Failure, in the end, is “the only 

thing worth the commitment of an entire life,” and critique is a commitment which does not end, 

which must-search (Suchen-müssen), which cannot conclude—“and once gone through, we trace 

the round again.” I don’t think this project will ever let me go—and for that I will be forever 

                                                 
6 Much like the un-ending final phrases of the four-page-long final sentence of Beckett’s The Unnamable: “you must go on, I 

can’t go on, you must go on, I’ll go on, you must say words, as long as there are any… you must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on” 

(407). 
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grateful. There is hope for our field’s future after all, and its very precarity “makes us more alive 

than the others.” 
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