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Abstract

Prose style criticism of literary nonfiction has faded from scholarly popularity since a boom in the 

1980s. Recent literary criticism of nonfiction has focused on context while neglecting aesthetics, or left  

the work of style analysis to composition or rhetoric scholars. I examine the work of Joan Didion, 

David Foster Wallace, and two writers associated with the literary journal n+1, Keith Gessen and Elif 

Batuman, to demonstrate the way that prose style analysis is a meaningful critical approach that helps  

define changing nonfiction genres, including online genres. I read Didion's work across her oeuvre to 

demonstrate the way her prose style shifts subtly over time and between fiction and nonfiction, memoir 

and literary journalism. I trace the influence of David Foster Wallace's American postmodern forebears 

on his fictional and nonfictional prose styles, and follow that line of influence to the nonfiction writing 

of online genres. I conclude by discussing the way that young writers associated with the journal n+1 

regard Wallace's influence on their work and the writing of their generation, and examine Gessen and 

Batuman's prose style on and offline to find the literary in some unlikely locations.
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I Have to Explain Why I Wrote Like This: A Preface.

This is a dissertation about prose aesthetics in literary nonfiction. I chose this subject because 

many of my favourite writers of fiction have chosen stylized nonfiction as their preferred alternate 

mode and I was interested in demonstrating how their artful sentences transcend genre. In researching 

the history of nonfiction criticism, I quickly discovered that style was frequently overlooked in 

discussions of genre, despite it being the property, to me, that most readily identifies a work of 

nonfiction as “literary.” My goal in this dissertation is to show how an analysis of prose style is the 

literary critical method best suited to understanding stylized nonfiction.

Let me restate my opening a little more broadly. This is a dissertation about genre and style. I  

chose this subject because I think of myself as a writer first and a scholar second, and because I found 

myself struggling to match my writing style to the dissertation genre. Let me restate my restatement.  

This is an introduction about the dissertation genre and my own writing style. Many people 

procrastinate by performing a more gratifying task which they can justify to themselves as important 

work; I recall the history professor I once had who remembered fondly how clean her apartment had 

been when she was writing her own dissertation, or the office mates I've had who ploughed through 

their marking with alacrity to avoid the stack of library books on their desks. I started writing a novel 

near the end of my dissertation research phase to avoid starting writing the dissertation itself. I can 

report that this strategy completely worked. I produced many pages of fiction and virtually no pages of 

dissertation for a long, happy stretch, bolstered by the knowledge that some sort of work was being 

done on some sort of literature in my cramped back room office. 

Alas. There comes a point when you have to stop scrubbing the floor or doling out B minuses or 

writing pages of dialogue and start digging the long dissertation ditch. I made many small indentations,  

but you couldn't exactly irrigate a field of knowledge through them. Luckily, a dissertation is a 
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collaborative project, and my supervisor surveyed the field and offered some advice. She pointed at the 

clean digging work that I had been doing on the procrastination projects and suggested applying some 

of that effective pickaxe work to the pertinent ditch (although I bet she didn't have this kind of 

belaboured metaphor in mind). By which I mean she suggested that I recognize the similarity between 

my own approach to writing and that of the authors I was discussing. By which I hope she meant that I 

was poised to become the next Joan Didion on the strength of this dissertation and the partial novel 

manuscript that no one has seen but which is, I assure you, extant.

So I've tried to make this work of nonfiction, my dissertation, as literary as possible. To 

paraphrase David Foster Wallace's remark about his nonfiction being an “essayish thing” (257) in “A 

Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again” (1996), the work you are holding might seem more like a 

“dissertationish thing” than a dissertation. Many times throughout my academic career I have been 

accused of writing in a journalistic rather than academic register (which I have always chosen to take as 

a compliment rather than a diagnosis of oversimplification), and I want to be careful to explain my 

approach without introducing a debate about opacity in academic writing. I believe that there is value  

in using technical language when it is enhances a sentence's precision (hegemony, polysyndeton), and I 

acknowledge that a neologism is occasionally the best way to reckon with a concept produced by the 

alarming march of progress (IED, smartphone). In general, I agree with the vague contours of the 

arguments that difficult writing and jargon can occasionally help us think through the confines of 

oppressive received wisdom. I am not trying to take a stand against the prevailing critical vocabulary of 

contemporary academic literary studies, but I am also not particularly interested in using much of that  

vocabulary. When I describe what I perceive to be my progressive traditionalism, a forward-looking 

formalist methodology, in the first chapter, this might be the traditionalism that I am talking about most  

directly: the tradition of the popular critical voice, present in the Partisan Review, New Yorker, New 

York and London Review of Books, and now in n+1. The critics whom I am most interested in 
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emulating are Lionel Trilling, Mary McCarthy, Louis Menand and Elif Batuman. 

This last example is especially important. Although Batuman has published the least of any of 

the writers that I discuss in these pages, her blend of erudition and humour inspires me the most. If I 

make any of the six to ten people who will ever read this document laugh even a fraction of the amount 

I laugh at Elif Batuman, all fourteen years of my university career will have been worthwhile. When I 

started drafting this thing, I comforted myself with the notion that it would take plenty of joking to get  

through the enterprise's inherent turgidity, planning the whole time to remove the jokes in the final  

judicious edit, transforming all of the whimsy into steely daggers of insight. As I wrote, however, the 

asides started to feel like an important part of the argument: why not leave in some stylized sentences  

of my own to reinforce the idea that a self-consciously stylized sentence is the property of a piece of 

writing that makes it literary, and make a play for some literariness of my own? I was encouraged to go 

for it, so I did.

There are some risks to this approach, the ugliest one being hubris. What if I'm overvaluing my 

eloquence and wit? What if it seems as if I'm pasting over gaps in my academic acumen with cheap 

shots at Norman Mailer? What if I'm writing a two hundred page blog post instead of a dissertation? 

What if I'm just another critic weakly emulating the voice of his subject? It always surprises me how 

few Wallace critics can resist throwing in gratuitous, parodic footnotes. 

It might be less usual for the psychoanalytical-marxist to admit that he or she is emulating the 

syntax and diction of Zizek, but I think it might serve my project well to demonstrate a Wallace-like 

interest in self-consciousness as directness or honesty. In applying the observational eye of the fiction 

writer to the world around him, Wallace produced some of the most memorable essays of the past 

twenty years, reflecting in many of them on the way he felt less like a professional reporter than a 

fiction writer with a different notepad. I do not think that I am going to produce one of the most 

memorable dissertations of the past twenty years. But I'm also not trying to pretend that I'm something 
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other than a highly trained, rigorous scholar. No popular magazine would publish a lengthy, classical-

rhetorical-term-laden analysis of Didion's essays (but hopefully some academic journal will!). I am 

trying to write something of a hybrid, much like the generically promiscuous material that gets  

categorized as literary nonfiction. I want this to be a scholarly investigation of authorial voice with a  

lively authorial voice of its own. I want the sentences describing great sentences to also be great 

sentences. Hopefully many of them will be better than that one. 

I finally realized that I was most interested in prose style when I disconnected the internet at my 

apartment in the summer of 2011. Every morning started with me eating two poached eggs and reading 

Barry Hannah instead of the news. Hannah, the Thomas Pynchon of Southern Gothic and late-middle-

aged enfant terrible of Ole Miss, re-wrote the same nasty stories about philandering racists, sport 

fishermen, drunken airforce pilots, and Civil War ghosts for most of his career, producing melancholy, 

humour and horror through some of the most perfectly beautiful prose that I've ever read. The South is 

where unabashed limpidity went to hide in American writing after modernism, maybe. Hannah is 

almost invisible in the literary critical academy, but a big star in the creative writing academy. He is  

what they frequently call a “writer's writer,” a mild pejorative frequently synonymous with “obscure” 

and “broke,” although Hannah died neither of these things. I discovered Hannah when a posthumous 

selected stories collection showed up in the bookstore where I worked in Kingston, Novel Idea, and 

when he showed up on the cover of Bookforum. I'm not trying to say that the academy was hiding 

stories about miscreants with guns from me (I read plenty of William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway 

for class, natch). But there's always been plenty of Pynchon himself on the syllabi, and it's tempting to 

conclude that the grotesquerie of Hannah's characters and the slipperiness of his “politics” have 

prevented extensive academic appraisal, and just as tempting to conclude that a broad literary academic  

disinterest in prose aesthetics has done the rest of the burying. Hannah himself confessed that he was 

more interested in the beauty of the sentence than he was in plot, character or theme. Wallace called his  
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feeling of aesthetic appreciation “hearing the click” (Lipsky 139): it felt like a revelation and a  

consolation to understand that “the click” I was hearing in Hannah's fiction had more to do with his 

aesthetic gifts than his taste for puerility.

For a few years I had been thinking that the root of my dissertation project had been the link 

between Didion and Wallace's twin cross-genre gifts, or their equal facility with both fiction and 

nonfiction. But reading Hannah helped me realize that the thing that Didion and Wallace shared was a 

similarly identifiable style, a parallel tendency to bring the best elements of their fictional prose into  

their nonfictional prose. When I finally wrote out my thoughts on each writer's prose style, I realized 

that my interest in their nonfiction edged out my interest in their fiction. Didion and Wallace both 

produced excellent fiction early in, though not at the very beginning of, their careers and then struggled 

to match their highest fictional achievements (Play It As It Lays for Didion, Infinite Jest for Wallace). 

The pressure on Wallace was especially acute, coming from the way his novel seized the mind of a 

generation of readers and critics, as we will see in the third and fourth chapters. But I will argue that the 

nonfiction by these two writers in particular becomes the more remarkable corner of their respective 

oeuvres as their careers rambled on. 

The prime motivator of the project is definitely enthusiasm rather than curiosity. That might  

seem like naiveté, or at worst a betrayal of the most fundamental element of the critical impulse, but it  

happens to be the truth. My vision of my role as an intellectual or a writer or researcher changed 

dramatically over the years of my graduate studies. Quaint as it may be to think, I used to tell people 

with a straight face that I was going to get a PhD in English Literature so that I could figure out when it  

was appropriate to use violence for political purposes. I hadn't exactly worked out a methodology. 

There's a fairly wide gap between that kind of hilarious self-righteousness and then admiring finely-

turned sentences at this length, but I'm happy to report that traveling the distance has felt more like 

discovery than disillusionment. Did W. H. Auden ever feel this relaxed? I am not suggesting that 
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nobody should try to talk about political violence and literature, but I am definitely suggesting that that  

person needs to feel about the subject the way I feel about Joan Didion's best sentences: inspired. 

I chose the writers for this dissertation before I knew precisely what the dissertation was going 

to be about. Is that too much of a confession? It might even be more accurate to say that I wrote a lot of 

the dissertation before I knew precisely what it was going to be about. If it seems like the connection 

between Didion and Wallace is looser than that between Wallace and the n+1 writers, that's because it 

is looser. Wallace was a fan of Didion's, and there are some superficial similarities in some of their 

subjects (dread, the indignities and horrors of American life, depression), but they really represent 

opposite sides of late-twentieth century American literature, Didion standing for insider glamour,  

popularity, journalism and concision, and Wallace for eggheaded experimentalism and expansiveness. 

I talk in detail about my conversion experience with Wallace in my third chapter, but I can trace 

my discovery of Didion to McLennan library at McGill, where I was history's happiest book re-shelver. 

I was alerted to Didion's existence by a rock critic's blog, and happened to be re-shelving Slouching 

Towards Bethlehem soon afterwards. Her preface arrested me, especially its line about writers “always 

selling somebody out” (7). On the subject of arrest, how many people have had that line thrown in their 

face after first introducing Didion to a loved one and then discovering an unflattering depiction of 

themselves in the writing of that loved one? I can sympathize. Over the next few years of choosing 

(bad) jobs based largely on whether or not I would be fired if I was caught reading at work (museum, 

call centre, environmental nonprofit, etc.), I devoured Didion's bibliography and found myself 

shuddering with fear at the thought of the political class and fantasizing darkly about the CIA doing its  

dirty work in tropical climes as if I were the kid in Cheap Trick's “Surrender.” I was so affected that I'm 

lucky I didn't start smoking at the late and embarrassing age of 24. 

I came to n+1 a little later, and I had apparently grown so immune to impression that I can't 

exactly remember when it was. I remember ripping through Elif Batuman's entire blog archive in one 
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eye-frying evening and frowning compulsively through Keith Gessen's novel in one weekend, and I do 

remember buying a few issues from an extremely unfriendly late-middle-aged woman at Novel Idea, 

Kingston's finest independent book store. I was a fan, but it was an order of fanitude several degrees 

lower than the one I felt for Didion or Wallace. I admired and continue to admire the magazine's 

outspoken stances on things literary, political, and technological, but I begrudged it its tired New York-

centricity and its inability to stay out of petty fights with lesser enemies like the tabloid website  

Gawker. In the end, the magazine's intellectual vitality wins handily over its indulgences, and its  

surprisingly long-lived relevance is proven by the inclusion of writing from recent issues in my fourth 

chapter. 

I certainly never dreamed that I'd conclude my dissertation by talking about tweeting. Twitter 

didn't even exist when I started this degree. I started tweeting the night before the second part of my 

comprehensive exam, back when I was still dismantling capitalism in my office in Mackintosh-Corry 

Hall. Which is not to say that I hadn't thought about prose online before. Back when I was keeping my 

first personal blog, I took heat from those who thought that writing first drafts and editing before 

posting was a betrayal of the genre; I would later go one step further and edit the whole thing even 

more heavily and publish it as a zine, betraying the genre even more poetically by regressing to xerox. I  

always thought of online writing as a colossal lost opportunity for artful expression. For every 

@bananakarenina or @Horse_ebooks, there's a purely functional or, worse, vacuous gossip n' racy 

photo outlet demonstrating that although we communicate using the written word more now than we 

ever have before, rarely does a phrase rank as elegant on a glowing screen that isn't displaying a Hazlitt 

ebook. We're lucky if many glowing phrases even make it to grammatical.

But I am not some twenty-first century Allan Bloom, decrying the erosion of intellectual 

standards or blaming the adderall-addled youth and their texting for the decline of Hazlitt's readership.  

I have a descriptive rather than prescriptive interest in the way prose achieves or fails to achieve 
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literariness online, and I have something of a cultural studies hangover from my other Master's degree 

in Communication Studies. This is the progressive side of my progressive traditionalism. The 

dissertation takes a sharp turn mid-way through the Wallace chapter and follows the debate about voice 

and style online, drawing on communications and media studies scholarship to test Maud Newton's 

claim about Wallace's prose style influencing some of the worst tendencies in blog writing, in particular 

the tendency to couch arguments in chatty equivocation. As the dissertation turns toward online prose, I 

retain my focus on syntax and diction and try to avoid speculating much about the psychological effects 

of toggling between tabs. 

Considering whether or not prose can be literary online is necessarily more interpretive and 

print cultural a discussion than the close analysis of style in the first and second chapters, and I hope 

that the two complement one another in accomplishing one of the goals of my dissertation, bringing the 

history of literary nonfiction scholarship into the still-nascent era of online publishing. I am not trying 

to suggest that this is a comprehensive catalogue of literary nonfiction in the last few decades, and if I  

were to start this project today I would strongly consider including a chapter about John Jeremiah 

Sullivan, a popular magazine writer whose first collection of essays was published in late 2011 and 

who combines a lustrous Southern prose style with a strong subjective first person presence like 

Wallace's and Didion's.

Another version of the project would have focused even more broadly on questions of 

literariness in other unlikely or marginal genres, like the blog post or tweet's ancestor, the zine. Plenty 

of fine writing was self-published on photocopied pages in the 80s and 90s, and the connection 

between an earlier, more arduous and community-focused form of self-publishing and its latest online 

permutation would make an interesting study. Drawing that specific connection would suggest many 

others, I presume, and I would be interested in following my fairly narrow consideration of the 

literariness of the well-established genre of literary nonfiction and its new relation to online writing 
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with an investigation of the literariness of a wide range of genres previously dismissed as irredeemably 

low (record reviews, book blurbs, cereal box copy). 

One final note about my own academic prose style. I write this way because it seems like the 

clearest way to express my ideas. Years ago my friend told me that the problem with my academic 

writing was that it left nothing to the imagination, that it spoke too plainly and suggested little beyond 

itself. I took it as a compliment then, but now I'm not so sure. Wallace, a PhD dropout, was on the 

record about where he stood on the question. He said that “the truth is that most US academic prose is 

appalling—pompous, abstruse, claustral, inflated, euphuistic, pleonastic, solecistic, sesquipidelian,  

Heliogabaline, occluded, obscure, jargon-ridden, empty: resplendently dead” (“Authority and American 

Usage” FN 25, 81). When I was researching this dissertation I ran across almost nothing that fit that 

description, possibly because of my relatively strict avoidance of subjects addressed by the more 

philosophically or theoretically-charged criticism that is more prone to euphemism. I learned to love a  

few bits of classical rhetorical jargon, so I've included a glossary of terms as Appendix A. My sense of 

my own skill in crafting phrases might be inflated, and my arguments might occasionally get obscured 

by my lust for the right joke. But I have made an honest effort, just like almost all of the critics whose 

work I've read, and I stand with them, hoping that my readers will find signs of life in my prose, and 

that nothing Heliogabaline has gotten past my second reader.
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Chapter 1. Some Introductions. 

I. Some Introductions to the Introductions.

Can you make a dissertation's literature review personal? Or more accurately, aren't all 

such reviews inherently subjective and therefore perfectly personal, with every account of the 

existing critical conversation in a dissertation like this also offering a history of a few years — or 

a lifetime — of reading? When you read the literature review or methods chapter in any 

dissertation, aren't you reading a portrait of the critic as a young(ish) nerd?

Let's dispense with that vision of me frowning at an overdue library book for a moment 

while I tell you what I'm going to do here and in what order. My plan is to describe the way 

critics have approached American literary nonfiction and examine the history of factual prose 

written with literary sensibilities. I will also explain the way Didion, Wallace, and the n+1 circle 

represent recent links in a long chain of successive generations of writers for whom matters of 

style and genre intersect. I will point to instances of critical attention to style in nonfiction, and 

discuss the relative value of this approach to studies of genre and prose aesthetics. 

I'll build my own critical scaffolding on that solid foundation, using a combination of 

close textual analysis and an investigation of changing print cultural contexts, both filtered 

through a writing style attuned to its own stylistic properties and subjective nature. The heaviest 

emphasis here will be on the history of close textual analysis of prose, and I will examine at 

greater length the way traditions of rhetoric gave way to a variety of waves of interest in the 

mechanics of style throughout the twentieth century, but I will also discuss the key influences on 

my thematic and contextual approaches. 

The chapter has been arranged to begin with basic principles before proceeding through a 

selective history of the past half century or so of nonfiction criticism intended to demonstrate 
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what has been said and what is left to be said. Having identified what I perceive to be a gap (or 

lapse) in nonfiction scholarship, I turn to an explanation of the precise stylistics methodology I 

will be using. 

But first: let me tell you why I'm doing what I'm doing. 

II. Stating Some Purposes. 

It is true that I am hoping to make this a certain kind of stylized writing project, but that  

yearning to develop some style of my own has not prevented me from accomplishing all of the 

conventional goals of a dissertation. What better time than now, the moment in history where 

more people spend more time reading and writing nonfictional sentences than ever before, to 

rethink the way literary scholars tackle nonfiction? I think the way forward for a school of 

literary criticism devoted to nonfiction, a field that has been frequently dominated by genre 

definitions and related questions about veracity, is a return to one of its short-lived eddies: 

practical stylistics, a critical technique which borrowed heavily from the New Critical approach 

to poetry and dressed it up in fashionable post-linguistic-turn technical language. I discovered 

this school when reading Dennis Rygiel's Didion scholarship (1994), and it seemed closest to the 

kind of criticism that the nonfiction I was reading called for. Too often nonfiction criticism has 

focused on the question of veracity, and I think focusing on style in literary scholarship 

concerning nonfiction is a way off the “what is truth” treadmill run by 70s and 80s critics like 

Mas'ud Zavarzadeh, and a way to celebrate the artful sentences written by authors in venues that 

have yet to receive their scholarly due. It is true that literary historians and print culture historians 

have made the case for the periodicals of the distant and recent past, but little literary scholarship 
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has covered the exciting new print publications and online sources that are giving voice to this 

generation's Didions and Wallaces. 

In order to begin the process of addressing that problem, I intend to give an overview of 

the dominant voices in existing late-twentieth century literary nonfiction scholarship in this  

introduction, describing the peculiarly ahistorical rhetoric that characterized quite a lot of it in the  

sixties, seventies and eighties (the nonfiction-as-disruption model espoused by Mas'ud 

Zavarzadeh, Chris Anderson, Phyllis Frus, and others), and emphasizing the critics whose models 

I most want to emulate. In the first two chapters I plan to stake out contrasting and contrary 

critical positions on the styles of two of my favourite late-century essayists, Didion and Wallace, 

in an effort to demonstrate the way I think close analysis of style should be conducted when 

discussing nonfiction. In the final chapter, I want to apply the practical stylistics technique that I  

will have been employing in parrying my critical forebears around Didion’s and Wallace's 

nonfiction to consider the way nonfiction changes or does not change online and whether the way 

we talk about nonfiction should or shouldn't change online. 

I have finally come to realize that my interest in developing my own writing style, my 

attraction to stylists themselves and my quarrel with the style of a lot of academic writing are all  

of a piece. This is ultimately a dissertation about literary scholarship itself: I want to make a case 

for my critical perspective, and if that takes writing an entire dissertation about syntax so that 

more people will one day include a discussion of syntax in their contextually-focused cultural 

studies paper about Elif Batuman, I am prepared to make that sacrifice. 

Perhaps I should emphasize the fact that I am not a lone voice calling for literary scholars 

to return to the thing that sets them apart from scholars in the other humanities. Ellen Rooney 

sounded this call over a decade ago in “Form and Contentment” (2000) when she argued broadly 
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for a reconsideration of formal concerns after the more philosophically-inclined cultural studies 

breakthrough of the nineties, and even loud voices from the “pro-” side of the theory wars like 

Terry Eagleton (in How to Read a Poem, 2008) and Stanley Fish (in How to Write a Sentence, 

2011) are now writing neo-New Critical how-to guides. Here's the kind of hubris you need in a 

dissertation: I want to be the Terry Eagleton of literary nonfiction criticism, quipping sagely 

about the Way We Should Be Doing It, but I will settle for being the Ellen Rooney of literary 

nonfiction, suggesting obliquely How Some Of Us Might Consider Trying It. I realize that this 

too is flying quite close to the sun. Hopefully the wax will hold.

To achieve this, I have a five-part plan. First I'm going to draw a link from the later 

generations of literary nonfiction writers described in Doug Underwood's History of Literary  

Journalism (2008), using Didion as a representative transition case, to two succeeding 

generations (first Wallace, then the n+1 circle), illustrating the way that the long history of 

stylized nonfiction has continued to thrive as the conditions of publishing adapt to online and 

digital possibilities, thereby filling what I perceive as a gap in recent literary scholarship in 

general and the literary scholarship around nonfiction in particular. Secondly, I'm going to revive 

the brief burst of practical stylistic analysis of nonfiction practiced especially by Dennis Rygiel  

and Chris Anderson in the 1980s and offer yet another plea for the value of close reading or a 

heightened attention to the tradition of rhetorical analysis which has been annexed almost 

completely by studies of rhetoric and composition pedagogy when it comes to nonfiction.

Third, I will argue that analysis of nonfictional prose style helps to settle the debate about 

the delineation of the genre: a work of literary nonfiction earns the adjective when its prose style 

is sufficiently aesthetically valuable. And I'll argue that subjective value judgements about 

aesthetics are absolutely appropriate in a work of scholarly literary criticism. Fourth, I'll 
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demonstrate that a prose aesthetics model of analysis offers a way to increase the profile of 

nonfiction as an object of study in literary criticism. If, as Rooney argues, most of the recent 

decades of criticism is thematic or theoretical in nature, and if thematic interpretations of essays  

are largely redundant and therefore uncommon, I argue that the best criticism of nonfiction 

should engage mainly (although not solely) with aesthetic questions. My preferred mode is a 

prose style analysis, although certainly a narratological approach would also be possible and 

desirable. 

Finally I'm going to try to match form to content when appropriate by including my own 

writerly voice. Without shirking the structural requirements of the dissertation genre (argument, 

evidence, citation), I have attempted to treat the stack of pages in your hand as a writing project 

as much as an academic exercise. Behold my own work of literary nonfiction. 

III. In Search Of A Progressive Traditionalist Criticism Of Prose Aesthetics.

To someone interested in questions of style, the relevance of close reading seems obvious: 

what is art criticism if not a detailed examination of the constituent parts of a work of art? The 

rise of cultural studies in North American English departments has, however, pushed direct 

engagement with the mechanical nuts and bolts of literature toward other, yet more specialized 

disciplines like composition or rhetoric which emphasize an interest in style that is rather more 

practical than literary, or toward the sub-discipline of creative writing, which emphasizes an 

interest in style as craft rather than subject of critical inquiry. Why should they get to luxuriate in 

the elegance and wonder of a great sentence and not us? My goal here is to borrow back some of 

the techniques of analysis ceded to non- or para-literary critical disciplines and argue that this 
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type of analysis is just as inherently valuable a part of twenty-first century literary criticism as the 

wide assortment of thematic, contextual, or cultural studies-type approaches are. Give us back the 

sentences, rhetoric scholars. They belong to us.

Don't get me wrong: I do not think that analysis of style is inherently more valuable than, 

say, Marxist analysis or archival discovery. Making a case for the baby of more traditional close 

reading is not to simultaneously make a case for the bathwater of the exclusive canon. I think that 

my interest in nonfiction, to say nothing of blog writing and tweeting, proves that while I am 

something of an aesthete, I do not discriminate according to genre, and that I have benefitted 

mightily from the way that cultural studies has introduced serious study of nontraditional genres. 

My hope is that this dissertation can be read as a plea for a progressive traditionalism. It might be 

even more ambitious or naive to hope that this style of criticism points the way forward for a 

discipline in danger of forming a mirror image of the administrative focus on utility; exaggerating 

my attention to the style of literary art, to the texture of its surface, is a way of rejecting the idea 

that literature, art, or criticism needs to have some bottom-line, end sum, measurable goal beyond 

observing how literature does what it does. There needs to be a place for strictly stylistic readings 

in the same way that there is space for strictly contextual readings. Positions on the continuum 

between these two types seem to be the norm, with a larger recent grouping on the contextual 

end. This is a call for a more thoughtful New Criticism of the essay in the twenty-first century.   

Before progressive traditionalism begins to remind you of compassionate conservatism, 

let me define and defend it and address the political stakes of taking this position. I am not trying 

to discount the validity of an American studies or cultural studies-style approach that applies the 

perspective and techniques of the social sciences to art criticism — I for one welcome our new 

cultural studies overlords, and I confess that I have already committed several acts of cultural 
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studies in my life. This very project began, four years ago, as a largely Marxist study of 

contemporary nostalgia for the artful socialism of the New York intellectuals and the Partisan 

Review in particular, and it was going to include analysis of comics and film alongside fiction and 

journalism. But I felt dissatisfied with the almost complete lack of close reading in the project I  

was preparing to undertake. There are countless departments in Canada where I could write a 

cultural studies dissertation, but here I was at Queen's, one of the most rigorous and traditional 

English departments in Canada, and I was playing away from its strengths and towards a style of 

criticism overrepresented in the contemporary academy. I decided that the art of close reading, as 

it was taught to me in graduate classes at Queen's, was an inherently valuable skill at some risk of 

disappearing, and that I should follow my heart into the nooks and crannies of literary expression. 

The absence of this approach from recent literary studies of nonfiction convinced me further that 

this was the direction for me. 

The progressive nature of my traditionalism might seem suspicious coming from a 

(straight) (male) sixth-generation Newfoundlander who is writing about a comparatively 

(although not exclusively) monochromatic set of largely middle class and mainly white American 

authors. It is true that the writers I focus on do not represent a broad spectrum of the American 

population, but I did not choose these writers because of their ethnicity, gender or political 

allegiances; I chose them because their work inspired me and because they stood out as strong 

examples of a stylized approach to writing both fiction and nonfiction, and because Didion, 

Wallace, and the n+1 circle represent three distinct generations of American writers who form a 

clear chain of influence. I acknowledge that it is possible that my subjective response to these 

writers is related to the loose coincidence of our ethnic, educational, and class backgrounds. The 

truth is that almost all of these writers offer sharp critiques of mainstream political perspectives 
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(Didion's work is characterized by a lightly nihilistic libertarianism and Wallace's by retro-

humanism, while n+1 fits solidly in the American socialist tradition), but that is not the feature of 

their work that I have chosen to highlight. 

I do not mean that a different dissertation that focuses almost strictly on the political  

stakes of literary nonfiction is not possible or even desirable — at times I think that it might have 

been an easier path to take with even clearer precedents (much of the narrative-historical work on 

the Partisan Review springs to mind). There is room within literary studies for each type of 

criticism, and I hope that the comparative sexiness of cultural studies does not mean that future 

literature students will know what hegemony is but not hypotaxis. I think that they know both 

right now, and I hope they will continue to know both. Nobody wants an ersatz, apolitical and a-

contextual New Criticism of the lyric essay, least of all me: narrowly stylistic readings of 

nonfictional sentences have their place in a composition classroom and in the pedagogical 

scholarship surrounding it, but not here. Practical stylistic readings like Dennis Rygiel's (1994) 

and Chris Anderson's (1987) studies of Didion's nonfiction offer a way to bring the aesthetic 

insights that you can gain if you approach an essay in the way you would a poem into a more 

contemporary interpretive literary analysis. I am of my time, in my way, I'd like to think, and 

that's where the progress comes in. My reading of style will inevitably and necessarily draw on 

context, genre and theme.

IV. Wherein I Stylishly Settle Certain Debates About the Genre of Literary Nonfiction and 

Announce That My Dissertation is About Form.
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Having stated my purpose and located myself critically and politically, I now turn to the 

broad nature of my argument, that the best way to make a place for studies of nonfiction in the 

literary academy is to settle the matter of genre by closely examining style. In many ways this is a 

dissertation about the links between genre, style, and medium: how and why does genre dictate 

style, and then how might medium dictate genre and style? I take my cues about the primacy of 

genre and style, or what you might broadly consider “form,” from Rooney in “Form and 

Contentment” (2000), wherein she argues for a post-cultural-studies turn toward a literary 

criticism that revives formalism, not as a way of rejecting the philosophical insight of critical  

theory, but as a way of ensuring that philosophical insights stay tied to the thing itself — in this 

case, literature. Rooney calls practical criticism “simultaneously a field of formal engagement”  

and “the domain of polemic, of a direct address among readers” (39). This is not exactly another 

way of saying “progressive traditionalism,” but it gets at the way we can adapt old critical tools 

for a new century. I depart from Rooney in that I believe that the formalism can stand on its own 

as a worthwhile critical endeavour apart from and equal to philosophical or theoretical strains of 

inquiry. Rooney is interested in the concept of form as the key to reconciling literary critical and 

cultural studies projects, but I am especially interested in her idea that “form is both the enabling 

condition and the product of reading” (18). If there's no form, there's no object of critical 

attention. The critical attention then produces the insight that helps us comprehend the detailed  

nature of the form we've encountered. For the purposes of my project, the genres of literary 

nonfiction are revealed through the variety of styles which comprise them. 

A significant majority of the recent surveys of American literary nonfiction have 

addressed its generic parameters at great length. This peaked throughout the post-New Journalism 

mini-boom in literary nonfiction studies: the major works of criticism (Mas'ud Zavarzadeh's The 
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Mythopoeic Reality (1977), Ronald Weber's The Literature of Fact (1980), and Chris Anderson's 

Style as Argument (1980) at the beginning, and Phyillis Frus's The Politics and Poetics of  

Journalistic Narrative (1994) and John Hartsock's A History of American Literary Journalism 

(2000) coming later) all exhibit an intense focus on the nature of nonfictional genres, 

subordinating the role that a self-consciously heightened literary style plays in, for example, 

qualifying a work of journalism as “literary” journalism, to debates about the nature of fact.

In the rush to respond to the popularity of the genre in the 1960s and 1970s, the 

epistemological concerns that the genre suggests came to dominate. I cannot count how many 

“what is truth” debates I've read, but I made peace with the fact that the seventies and eighties 

seem to have been an especially rich time to ask epistemological questions, and I allow that many 

of them still resonate. Mas'ud Zavarzadeh, for example, in The Mythopoeic Reality (1977), boldly 

claimed that technological progress and social upheaval called for new literary forms, and that 

since truth itself was changing, a stylized nonfiction was the appropriate response (17). In 

“Toward a Theory of Literary Nonfiction” (1987), Eric Heyne summarized the ongoing debate 

about how nonfictional nonfiction could be by referring to the controversy around Truman 

Capote's poetic license in In Cold Blood (1966). 

The debate over how much creative license is granted the writer of nonfiction is far from 

settled, as John D'Agata and Jim Fingal's recent Lifespan of a Fact (2011) demonstrates by 

digging playfully into the art of fact-checking a work of literary nonfiction. Though any number 

of works might serve as a shorthand for this interest in veracity, Lifespan of a Fact has the merit 

of performing what the book purports to analyze, blurring fiction and nonfiction in such a way as 

to render the distinction between them impossible to draw. Structured as an epistolary exchange 

between the essayist, D'Agata, and his fact-checker at The Believer, Fingal, the book traces the 

 - 10 -



writers' mutual dissatisfaction with the other's definition of “fact” and “nonfiction.” Very early in 

the exchange, D'Agata says “I don’t think readers will care whether the events that I’m discussing 

happened on the same day, a few days apart, or a few months apart. What most readers will care 

about, I think, is the meaning that’s suggested in the confluence of these events—no matter how 

far apart they occurred. The facts that are being employed here aren’t meant to function baldly as 

“facts” (5). He also says that “this is an essay, so journalistic rules don't apply here,” (7) and that 

he thinks Fingal is worrying about “stupid shit” (7). Fingal, who, like most fact-checkers, is a 

professional stickler, begs to differ, replying “I don't get to decide which facts are stupid. I have 

to check all of them” (7). The testiness waxes and wanes over the course of the book, which 

never fully answers the questions it raises about the responsibility of the writer of nonfiction to 

avoid any fabricated details, or the gap between “essayist” and “journalist.” D'Agata's point is 

that the boundary around the genre of literary nonfiction often seems like a fabric airport line-up 

barricade: flimsy, mobile, and open to mischievous manipulation by anyone with a pair of hands. 

It’s up to each pair of hands to place the poles and connect the lines as they wish. Fingal's point is 

that you have to at least stay in the vicinity of the check-in desk.

Each nonfictional subgenre has its own history, with rigid-or-loose and stable-or-changing 

conventions. The expectation gaps between essay and journalism that D'Agata and Fingal explore 

point to the challenge in reconciling the variety of sub-genres which comprise what I call literary 

nonfiction, but which go by many other names. The two largest streams feeding the literary 

nonfictional river are journalism and the personal essay, although each of these streams also has 

its own tributaries and eddies and, as I will argue in the third chapter, each is feeding some online 

burbles worth considering. The criticism of each stream straddles disciplines, and is complicated 

by the varying demands placed on literary critics, historians and theoreticians of journalism, and 
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scholars of rhetoric and composition. As The Lifespan of a Fact (2011) reveals, there are also 

varying demands and real differences between the attitude toward veracity among reporters and 

journalism professionals like editors and fact-checkers on one hand, and essayists, memoirists, 

bloggers, tweeters, ethnographers and zinesters on the other. 

The key nonfictional subgenres that I refer to are the personal essay, journalism, memoir, 

literary criticism, and the epigram. In my final chapter I add online genres like the blog and the 

tweet. The novel and short story are the two fictional genres I discuss at length, and I also 

occasionally refer to poetry and drama. I refer to things like “genre tradition” and “convention” 

throughout the dissertation, so I'll provide some operational definitions here that include 

examples and that elaborate on the entries in the glossary. “Genre” refers to a category of written 

works that share aesthetic, formal, structural, perspectival, or content-related similarities.  

“Tradition” or “convention” refer to the properties most commonly associated with a particular 

genre, for example wit in the epigram or rumination in the personal essay. The specific genres 

that I discuss at length are necessarily a subset of a large collection of possibilities. I choose these 

specific subgenres at the exclusion of, for example, literary correspondence, because they match 

the nonfictional genres in which the writers I study did their most significant work. Other 

possibilities exist, but I do not think that a deeper reckoning with, say, the history of the travel 

narrative is absolutely required even if Elif Batuman has written several times about travelling. I  

am comfortable describing the history and criticism of the major genres of nonfiction and those 

that are most pertinent to my arguments about style analysis and leaving other nonfictional genres 

for another day or another dissertation.

The personal essay as a genre begins with and takes its name from the Essays of Michel 

de Montaigne (1580), a sixteenth-century French functionary whose writing combined literary 
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and historical allusion with reflections and anecdotes. Contemporary personal essays retain the 

freedom of form and subject that Montaigne established in works like “Of Friendship” and “Of 

Cannibals,” and are generally characterized by a strongly subjective first-person narrator. Factual 

necessity is subordinated to impression, or, as John D'Agata says, “journalistic rules do not 

apply” to essays (8). Joan Didion's Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968) includes two of Didion's 

most conventional or traditional personal essays, “On Keeping a Notebook,” wherein she 

describes her writing habits, and “Goodbye to All That,”  wherein she recounts her early life in 

New York City. Some blog posts are like personal essays.

Journalism as we know it also started in the Renaissance, and the wax and wane of 

partisan bias, muckraking, and objective distance has been ably chronicled by John Hartsock in A 

History of American Literary Journalism (2000) and Doug Underwood in Journalism and the 

Novel (2008). Works by Didion like “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream” from Slouching 

Towards Bethlehem (1968) and the books Miami (1987) and Salvador (1983) fit the category of 

literary journalism, with their accounts of political, historical, and criminal activity, and their  

primary source interviews with victims, lawyers, and politicians. David Foster Wallace essays 

like “Up, Simba!” (2005) and Keith Gessen essays like “Stuck” (2010) are also works of literary 

journalism. Didion was a New Journalist, the American movement that returned essayistic or 

literary longform journalism to prominence in the 1960s and 70s. The “newness” of New 

Journalism referred to the way that the subjective voice had largely retreated from anglo-

American print and broadcast journalism in the middle of the twentieth-century. In the twenty-

first century, with our shrill online tabloids and babbling cable news pundits, what I consider 

“traditional” or “conventional” journalism is represented by the New York Times and broadcast 

media like the BBC. Conventional literary journalism appears in the New Yorker or the Walrus.  
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Some blogging is like journalism.

“Memoir” refers to autobiographical writing, generally book-length, although many 

personal essays can be “memoiristic.” Didion's most recent three books, Where I Was From 

(2003), The Year of Magical Thinking (2005), and Blue Nights (2011), with their descriptions of 

family, childhood, motherhood, place, experience, grief and loss, are all memoirs. Other types of 

book-length nonfiction, like George Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London (1933), could 

be considered hybrids of memoir, journalism, and ethnography. Some blogs are memoiristic.

I divide the genre “literary criticism” into two subgenres: academic and popular. In a time 

before the academy, the lines would have been blurred: Samuel Johnson in The Lives of the Poets  

(2003) was rigorous and obscure like a contemporary academic scholar, but he was also 

opinionated, subjective, and free from the demands of citation formats. In general, the difference 

between the two types largely involves intended audience, venue of publication, and standards of 

rigour and peer review. Both types of literary criticism involve the appraisal, consideration, or 

interpretation of a work of literature. About “literature” as a category, more below, and yes, you 

bet some literary criticism happens in blog-form.

The “epigram” is a brief, snappy line of poetry or prose, either uttered or embedded in a 

longer work. Oscar Wilde and Dorothy Parker are the two key latter-day artists of the epigram. 

Are tweets like epigrams? Read on to find out!1

I am sympathetic to the view of Ronald Weber, Dennis Rygiel (“Lexical Parallelism”) and 

David Foster Wallace (“Deciderization—2007), who accept the necessary imprecision and 

implied aesthetic hierarchy in the more general term “literary nonfiction.” The stylistic elements  

1 Many other nonfiction subgenres have long histories but get little attention in this dissertation, including the 
travel narrative, the confession, the philosophical tract, the manifesto, the polemic, religious exegesis, etc etc.  
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that make the works I study in this this dissertation “literary” are more commonly associated with 

fiction than with nonfiction, even if stylized nonfictional prose predates the novel. Despite my 

desire for a quickly established, common understanding of literary nonfiction as a genre, I will 

briefly examine the broader concept of genre to establish what I perceive to be the value of the 

term literary nonfiction as a framework for understanding my specific examples, and to 

demonstrate the way that recent criticism of literary nonfiction has dwelled on the nature of the 

genre while neglecting considerations of style. 

The landmark work of recent genre theory, Adena Rosmarin's The Power of Genre, asserts 

itself as a way forward after deconstruction, and this is a basic premise that I embrace (it also 

closely parallels Rooney's call for a revival of forward-looking formalism). Despite the apparent 

common interest I have with poststructuralist theorists like Jacques Derrida in the minutiae of 

language and the common root of Ferdinand de Saussurre's linguistics, the basic assumption of 

the kind of stylistic criticism that interests me and that I wish to help recuperate is at odds with 

one of the famous basic assumptions of Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault: my authors are 

alive. Even the dead ones. I enthusiastically endorse the practical value in acknowledging that a 

human being with a particular set of experiences produced an essay or novel, and, moreover, I 

think that valuable insight can be gained when we examine different works by the same writer 

with express attention to their common source. You can't make an argument about the changes in 

Didion's style over the course of her career without believing that her authorship is the basic, 

unquestionable principle behind her work. I believe that the nature of stylized nonfiction, with its 

strongly subjective voice and bounty of autobiographical detail, exempts it from the intentional  

fallacy. Biographical criticism is welcome if you're considering Didion's first-person reporting, 
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and Rosmarin's vision of genre as a basic framework for analysis, a yoking together of essentially 

dissimilar entities within widely-but-arbitrarily agreed upon boundaries, helps me ground my 

work in recent critical discussions of form. Genres, according to Rosmarin, accrue and shed 

validity and use over time (22). Many of my analyses of style reveal the remarkable durability of 

the traditional genre boundaries separating, say, the personal essay from reporting, even in the 

work of a New Journalist like Didion: what's new is usually our realization that we're reading a 

work that adheres to a different set of genre conventions, ones we might not expect based on 

author or organ of publication.

In drawing on Rosmarin's argument, I am extrapolating from her comparatively narrow 

definition of literature, which excludes nonfiction. Rosmarin chooses the dramatic monologue as 

her generic test case, but her “corrective” to deconstruction has much to offer a progressive 

traditionalist criticism of style as well as genre, and the way she discusses her example genre 

makes her argument generalizable to others. She identifies the options in the immediate aftermath 

of deconstruction's arrival: a complete return to literary criticism as a practice that “serves” 

literature on one hand, or theoretical self-sufficiency. She adds that the long-standing problem of 

any literary criticism is the contradiction between the singular work of art and the general 

conclusions about form and philosophy that the critic draws. She says that “we typically strive 

both to unfold the unique and unmediated particularity of the text or our reading experience and 

to generalize this particularity, phrasing its explanation in terms not its own,” adding that the 

result is necessarily “reduction and distortion” (6). In other words, genre is a critical category 

with great elasticity, not an inherent property of a work of literature, and the more attention paid 

to the way we create those categories, the handier those categories will be. I am comforted by the 

way that Rosmarin acknowledges the useful traditionalism of the concept of genre at a moment of 
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disciplinary uncertainty.

I am also inspired by Rosmarin's clarity and confidence, perhaps a rejoinder to the 

inherent ambiguity of the school of criticism she abjures. We favour similar approaches, but I feel 

beholden to my own subjective taste in this regard as in so many others: I choose a mode of 

aesthetic analysis that privileges style over philosophy, but I will always hasten to add that the 

philosophical take has its place, and even occasionally throw a few darts at the metaphysical 

board. Genre, as a structural principal or category imposed from outside, is less a compelling 

property to me than style, which I perceive to be the nuts and bolts of any written prose. In the 

case of literary nonfiction, the debate about veracity and genre has consumed enough of the 

critical conversation. That's why, at this point in literary critical history, if you substituted “style”  

for “genre” throughout this passage you would come close to my feeling about style:

Genre is the most powerful explanatory tool available to the literary critic. It is our most 

reasoned way of talking about and valuing the literary text. When both genre and its 

definitional nature are made explicit rather than denied, our explanations acquire the 

defensive strengths of self-awareness and internal consistency. They thereby reduce their 

vulnerability to ironic discounting or extramural deconstruction, although they, not 

inconsistently, welcome revision or rewriting by explanations yet to be written. But a 

knowing use of genre generates a constructive strength as well: it is the way of talking 

that, despite our traditional opinion to the contrary, most fully unfolds the characteristics 

that make the text seem valuable to us as a literary text [emphasis in original] (39)

Witness the superlatives and the hint of danger (we must defend literature from the threat of irony 

and deconstruction!), but witness moreover the accord with Ellen Rooney's call for a return to 
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formal considerations: “the widespread disavowal, in literary and cultural studies, of a panoply of 

formal approaches, and of the category of the formal itself, has left literary studies 

methodologically impoverished, cultural studies at sea, and theoretical practice stalled — all  

three robbed of authority, influence, and innovation” (“Form and Contentment” 26). I agree with 

both Rosmarin and Rooney, but I argue that style can serve the same formalist critical function as 

genre, one more important in the aftermath of the genre-focused body of nonfiction criticism 

represented by Chris Anderson, Phyllis Frus, Mas'ud Zavarzadeh and others: talking about style 

also fully unfolds the characteristics that make the text seem valuable to us as a literary text. I 

argue that both terms refer to what Rooney calls “form” (18) as opposed to context or thematic 

content. 

Rosmarin's conception of genre or form as a critical fort is mirrored in the conception of 

genre as readerly guide. This useful definition comes from  The Ideology of Genre (1994), 

Thomas Beebee's cross-art-form survey of the way “genre” has accrued meaning over time, and it 

helps to support the relative comfort Wallace, Rygiel and I feel in adopting the term literary 

nonfiction. Beebee comes eventually to the materialist and reader-response-theory-aided 

conclusion that genres are “processes of interpretation,” or that they are best understood as 

elements of the “reading process” (251). This conception of genre, while most closely related to 

theories of reader response, rises out of the content-focused, Marxist theories of genre advanced 

by Georg Lukács and Walter Benjamin (261). Beebee concludes that “the truly vital meanings of 

a text are often contained not in any specific generic category into which the text may be placed,  

but rather in the play of differences between its genres” (249-250). I think this is especially true 

in the case of literary nonfiction. There is no denying that an aesthetic hierarchy is invoked in the 

use of “literary nonfiction” as a broad genre category, within which a range of subgenres assume 
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more or less “literary” positions on a continuum. Beebee's take on genre suggests that the space 

between hierarchical elements is where the interesting stuff happens. If fiction jostles with poetry 

at the top of the hierarchy of genres, the more subjective narration or metaphor you bring to your 

reporting, the further up the aesthetic hierarchy the journalism rises. The closer you bring a work 

of nonfiction to fiction, stylistically, the more aesthetically interesting it becomes.   

My goal is to travel the middle path of Rosmarin's depiction of genre (while using the 

walking stick of Beebee's notion of generic contrast), passing between the abstruse methods of 

deconstruction and the quixotic number-crunching of quantitative stylistics. My own “knowing 

use of genre” (Rosmarin 37) will take for granted the literary value of nonfiction that critics have 

taken pains to demonstrate, but my readings of the stylish nonfictional sentences of the writers I 

discuss will reinforce the “literary” nature of those same writers' essays. 

Occasionally I will read each writer's nonfiction against some of that writer's fiction. 

When most literary critics talk about literature, they are talking about fiction, poetry and drama,  

and I pay so much extra attention to the critical debate about literary nonfiction because there is  

such a small body of it, and because so much of it has consisted of basic definition and 

justification. To put it as succinctly as possible, reading a personal essay against a novel helps to 

expose the contours of each genre, yes, but it more pointedly transfers the sheen of literariness 

from the fiction, where we always expect to find it, to the nonfiction, where we may not always 

look for it. Perhaps most importantly, borrowing the language of aesthetics from discussions of 

fiction and poetry helps to revive and expand on the critical vocabulary of nonfiction analysis 

created during the small and largely forgotten practical stylistics boom, which I discuss later in 

this introduction. The idea is to bring the basic tools of close reading to nonfiction, focusing on 

properties like figurative language, rhythm, repetition, and syntax, to uncover the components of 
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literary nonfictional style. Genre categories necessarily involve certain expectations about style,  

and the very genre name “literary nonfiction” suggests that critics borrow expectations from 

poetry and fiction, the more common “literary” genres, when approaching nonfiction subgenres: 

I'm looking for the “literary” in nonfiction, and I mostly find it.

If a discussion of style must inherently include a partial rejection of a certain kind of 

critical utility (my dissertation is going to help end political violence), it must also inherently  

include an embrace of practicality (my dissertation is going to describe the beauty of certain 

sentences). Paying critical attention to the raw material of arranged language is a frank 

acknowledgement of the basic fact of literary expression that risks being dismissed as superficial. 

Style is for Vogue. Criticism and genre is for Serious Intellectual Stuff Quarterly. It has always 

been thus: anti-New Critic F. L. Lucas' cranky and idiosyncratic examination of prose style in 

English and French (titled, rakishly, Style (1955)) opens with a witty and charming conversational 

discussion of style as dead metaphor, after the Latin for writing utensil, and matter of personal 

taste. He defends his interest in style from those who would dismiss it as trifling, stylishly saying 

“I suspect those who decry style are impelled by that humble-seeming pride which is too proud to 

make pretensions, and therefore belittles what it disdains to pretend to” (15). He adds that the 

examination of style is an examination of “the effective use of language, especially in prose, 

whether to make statements or to rouse emotions. It involves, first of all, the power to put facts 

with clarity and brevity; but facts are usually none the worse for being put with as much grace 

and interest as the subject permits” (16). 

Terms of value like “effective” and “grace” are imprecise and subjective, of course, and a 

dissertation about style might seem on some level like a social scientist's nightmare. I recall  

vividly the time an anthropologist said to me, “English? That's where you read a book and 
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explain how you feel about it?” But I think the time is right for a literary critical reappraisal of the 

methods of the New Critics and stylistics scholars, something Stanley Fish and Terry Eagleton 

have begun. Every sentence can reveal something interesting when examined closely. Every 

sentence is stylized, whether elegantly or self-consciously or not. Even these sentences carry the 

burden of stylistic weight! I hope my own more highly stylized moments help to reinforce the 

claims that I am making about the inherent value of this kind of analysis. A work of literature is a 

collection of sentences, and any vibrant literary criticism must include a method for inspecting,  

evaluating and placing that detailed information into context.  

V. Brief Interviews With Hideous Nonfiction Critics.

The issue of genre has been addressed fairly consistently by critics of literary nonfiction, 

with style the poorer step-child, subordinated to genre as a defining formal characteristic. This 

has to do with the relative flexibility of nonfiction's sub-genre boundaries: a short story is a short 

story because it's around twenty pages long and it's been invented, while an essay might be 

journalistic, memoiristic, or some hybrid, and it might more or less suitably be called “literary.”  

The best existing literary nonfiction scholarship examines style as a way to discover meaning. 

The fundamental starting point for this dissertation project is my interest in vibrant recent 

examples of artful, factual writing, and my firm belief that these examples and the genre as a 

whole deserve greater aesthetic scrutiny. This idea closely matches Weber's historical or 

observational approach to the study of the genre, The Literature of Fact (1980). Weber influenced 

the historical school of nonfiction criticism that saw the major work from Hartsock mentioned 

above (1994) and a recent important transatlantic historical work by Doug Underwood, 
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Journalism and the Novel (2008). 

Literary criticism has paid plenty of attention to style in poetry and fiction, but literary 

critics generally haven't treated nonfiction the same way. Writers and critics have responded to 

essays by writing other essays that disputed the original essays' claims — historically we haven't 

written essays about how elegantly written other essays were, even if Dr. Johnson included 

Addison in his Lives of the Poets. For all of my certainty that what we call literary nonfiction is 

not a new phenomenon, literary critics seriously grappling with the literary properties of 

nonfiction is, in fact, a relatively recent phenomenon. A small publishing boom of book-length 

explorations of nonfiction happened in the 1980s and 90s. After the proliferation of literary 

practitioners of the genre in the 1960s and 70s, American critics began to examine its history, 

contexts and, much less frequently, its aesthetic properties. One school of critics (Ronald Weber, 

Doug Underwood) were intent on describing mid-century literary nonfiction as the latest version 

of a tradition related to a longer history of writers like Montaigne, Jonathan Swift, and James 

Baldwin, who deserved high regard and serious critical attention for the literary merit of their 

writing. Another school (Mas'ud Zavarzadeh, Phyllis Frus, Chris Anderson) saw literary 

nonfiction and New Journalism, in particular, as a new phenomenon, offering a chance to break 

with traditional notions of nonfictional formality or journalistic objectivity in order to give voice 

to ideas previously marginalized in mainstream literary and journalistic dialogues. I will make it  

clear that I see the writers I study as part of the longer tradition, but that I also value the element 

of the literary nonfictional genre that empowers others to see it as a powerful mode of political 

expression. 

One of the earliest literary critical accounts of the twentieth-century trend toward stylized 

nonfiction was Ronald Weber's The Literature of Fact (1980). Weber was one of the critics who 
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saw phenomena like the nonfiction novel and New Journalism as the latest versions of tendencies 

that have prevailed since Montaigne started writing about his feelings. One of the clearest 

examples of this in Weber's book is his dismissal of the debate about the genre's name, and it 

comes right at the beginning of his introduction, wherein he coins the term I use to name the 

genre: 

Here I shall be using a simple descriptive term: literary nonfiction. Above all I want to 

avoid any suggestion that the work I am looking at is somehow radically innovative, 

something that sprang to life in the sixties with the appearance of Truman Capote's In 

Cold Blood and precipitated a new wave in American letters. Literary nonfiction has a 

long and honorable history in our literature. (1)

Weber wrote at a time before a self-conscious critical examination of the term “literary” was a 

requisite part of its deployment (to say nothing of the term “honorable,” too retrograde an idea, 

even for me — treating nonfiction as literature implies enough positive affirmation, thanks). His 

brief note about the genre's roots takes much for granted that would later be fully explored by 

Hartsock and Underwood.

The problem with advocating greater scholarly interest in the aesthetic properties of 

literary nonfiction is the danger that you start to seem like a cheerleader. I can assure you that I  

do not think that we should stop studying the sonnet or one-act play and focus on finding 

anadiplosis on our Facebook walls. I don't think the novel is dead. I don't think theatre is dead. I 

don't think nonfiction is more important than other genres, I just think that it is as important. 

Weber provides another good model for the kind of criticism I hope to perform when he includes 

a disclaimer about his disinterest in becoming this sort of champion of the genre. He says “I do 
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not wish to seem to side with those who have promoted literary nonfiction as the literary form of 

the time, a new hybrid kind of factual fiction that has supplanted the novel or rendered obsolete 

the accomplishments of the old journalism. Nothing could be further from the truth” (4).

This plain statement forms the fundamental starting point for this dissertation project: I accept 

that there are vibrant recent examples of artful, factual writing, and that they deserve greater 

aesthetic scrutiny. 

At the opposite end of the critical spectrum from Weber's equivocal assertions about the 

genre's lack of novelty lies Phillys Frus' Poetics and Politics of Journalistic Narrative (1994),  

which adds another genre name, and provides a surprisingly disproportionate amount of politics 

in comparison to the amount of poetics it promises with its title. I discuss Frus's book before one 

of the foundational works of nonfiction exceptionalism that predated her, Mas'ud Zavarzadeh's 

Mythopoeic Reality (1977), for the way that Frus' sharply distinctive take on the genre contrasts 

so conveniently with Weber's. Frus is interested ultimately in applying reader-response theory — 

the boom in nonfiction studies coincided with the heyday of that critical school — to the genre 

Weber and I call literary nonfiction but she calls “journalistic narrative” (the latter of which could 

form a specialized subset within the former, opposed to something like memoir). There is another 

distinctly era-specific mood in this work (the Acknowledgements section, for example, features a 

disclaimer about the author's queasiness around the inherently hierarchical nature of a list of 

names), but Frus makes many worthy points about the way journalism has historically been 

ignored as a low genre, and felicitously decides to narrow her focus to one facet of nonfiction, 

hedging her bet slightly by saying “most of what I say theoretically about journalism applies to 

nonfiction in general, but that is a large category, and I wanted to choose a more limited category, 

for practical reasons” (ix). 
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The difference between journalism and the personal essay is, historically, quite stark, and 

each genre comes with its own conventions and chains of influence, to say nothing of their 

different purposes. Weber breezes past these differences by embracing the broader genre name 

“literary nonfiction,” but most of the other theoretically-minded critics of twentieth-century 

American nonfiction (spurred especially by New Journalism) take pains to delineate the 

boundaries of their attention to one strain or another (see John Hellman (1977), John Hartsock 

(1981), Doug Underwood (2008), Dennis Rygiel (1989) and Chris Anderson (1987)); Rygiel and 

Anderson, for instance, quibble over whether or not Didion's oeuvre crosses that boundary and at 

which points. The distinction is not at all irrelevant: Wallace meditates quite frequently (and with 

characteristic self-consciousness) on his role as an amateur reporter, and the very nature of 

Didion's assignments often dictated her sub-genre (her Points West column allowed a kind of 

generic freedom that her investigation of a murder trial in “Some Dreamers of the Golden 

Dream” lacked). It was precisely the way that writers used elements of the personal essay in New 

Journalism that caused such a stir, but in general questions of fact and objectivity have been 

covered sufficiently by critics like John Hellman (1981) and John Hollowell (1977).

Frus' agenda, though, is to dismantle what she calls the hierarchy of genre, and in doing so 

she provides perhaps the best and most thorough discussion of any nonfiction critic of the stakes 

of the use of the term “literary.” It is worth covering Frus' argument about the political nuances of 

the term in detail so that I am clear about the risk I understand I am taking by using it, and to be 

up front about the way in which a Weber-like un-self-consciousness can seem to efface certain of 

its hegemonic, self-insulating properties. Frus uses Raymond Williams' marxist analysis of genre 

to define “literature” as “a socially constructed category of works that developed its current 

meaning by the end of the nineteenth century: a privileged realm of works embodying timeless 
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truth and transcendent values” (x). When I say that I am a “traditionalist,” this is partly what I 

mean, although I have a Keatsian take on “truth” (meaning “beauty”) in Frus's interpretation of 

Williams's definition of literature. 

This is as helpful a definition of “literary” as any other (Marjorie Gerber comes to the 

same conclusion in her recent totalizing survey about literature's “use and abuse” (32)), but to it I 

would add “self-consciously artful and stylized,” or “writing with moving aesthetic properties.” 

Frus goes on to offer a more complete explanation for her disinterest in the term “literary”: 

I do not use the term “literary journalism,” because I cannot accept the valuation that 

results from separating some examples of journalistic narrative from general coverage of 

current events and issues. Designating narratives as “literary” places them within an 

objectivist and essentialist framework that inevitably affects our readings of these works: 

it implies some aesthetic judgement and tends to remove the text from historical or 

political analysis. We usually overlook the fact that “literature,” as currently defined, is 

produced in a “gate-keeping” process involving publishers, critics, teachers, and 

professional journals. Historicizing the concept of making literature produces an 

alternative definition: “Literature comprises works with a history of critical readings that 

emphasize their universal characteristics or aesthetic aspects.” The result of this 

aestheticizing process is to render literary narrative something we regard as “neither true 

nor false.” (x)

Frus nails exactly why there is comparatively little criticism of nonfiction in literary studies:  

nonfictional genres, especially journalistic genres, have frequently resisted aesthetic appraisal in 

favour of thematic or contextual consideration. I do not think it is inherently bad to separate what 
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she calls journalistic narrative from the steady flow of “current events and issues.” It is 

disingenuous to claim that a piece like “Slouching Toward Bethlehem,” while ostensibly a report,  

shares much in common with a newspaper article announcing a drug bust. The primary goal of 

Didion's piece is to capture a mood or to communicate a sense of dread. While a report on a drug 

bust might do both of those things, the primary responsibility of the professional journalist is to 

pretend to objectivity and describe events in the public's interest. The fifth estate and all that.  

Nonfiction becomes art when it embraces subjectivity and aesthetics.  

That is where I depart from Frus. Her insistence on avoiding a genre hierarchy is laudable, 

but I am leery of eliminating the literariness from literary scholarship or of effacing the inherent 

subjectivity of the critical enterprise. Socially constructed and essentialist as it may be, the 

category “literary” very usefully generates heightened aesthetic expectations. It is imperative to  

note the way that the institutions of the academy and publishing industry privilege certain voices 

over others, and it is important to guard against the habit these institutions have of silencing 

marginal voices, but it is simply untrue in the second decade of the twenty-first century that 

calling something “literary” jeopardizes historical or political analysis, as Frus insists it does.  

Furthermore, it is perfectly valid to engage in criticism that assumes that an essay is “neither true 

nor false.” Politics and history are merely two of the contexts that surround a work of art or make 

up its content, and formal concerns can be just as worthwhile and compelling a subject of study. I 

suspect that the balance between the two approaches that strikes me as self-evident was actually 

the result of energetic debate between Weber's generation and Frus' generation, and that my equal 

interest in each side of that debate is exactly the privilege that Frus and her peers granted me. 

I do not want to seem ungrateful! When Frus says that “literature is today primarily an 

aesthetic category,” she is speaking from an earlier moment in the development of North 
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American literary criticism wherein previously marginal voices were finally emerging in 

mainstream discourse (xvii). It is, again, simply not true any more that when we speak about a 

work of literary art that “its structuring devices are rendered invisible,” nor is it quite true 

anymore that “we exclude from the canon most political or historical novels and interpretations 

that emphasize politics or history” (xvii). I do not want to resurrect the conditions that excluded 

marginal voices from the debate, and I do not want to suggest that my aesthetic preferences, 

related inevitably to my own privileged subject position, are superior to those with different 

backgrounds. I would, however, like to retrieve the idea that a debate about aesthetic properties 

and preferences is a valid subject of scholarly inquiry, and I would like to have that debate about 

nonfictional sentences.

Frus' take on these matters was an absolutely essential correction, the jolt that studies of 

literary nonfiction needed after the boomlet of New Journalism studies ended, and her 

politicization of what I will call the abstruse elements of Zavarzadeh's work helped to re-establish 

the genre for another generation of scholars. I think that her interest in applying reader-response 

theory to nonfiction set another early precedent for the type of work that I am doing in this 

dissertation. Applying elements of practical stylistics and genre theory to contemporary literary 

nonfiction seems to me a version of Frus' approach.

Before Frus' fruitful complication in 1994, however, came Zavarzadeh's contentious 

landmark The Mythopoeic Reality (1977). A philosophically ambitious celebration of what he 

perceived to be the novelty of New Journalism, the book features some extremely broad 

generalizing about the nature of late-twentieth century Western experience in an attempt to 

explain the merging of fact and art in literary nonfiction. He, like many of the other critics of the 

boom in literary critical attention to the re-emerging genre, focuses on the “nonfiction novel,” 
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works like In Cold Blood by Truman Capote (1966) or The Armies of the Night by Norman 

Mailer (1969), a figure who, along with Tom Wolfe and Gay Talese, dominates this type of 

academic criticism from this period but who has fallen almost completely out of favour over 

time. When Weber called for cooler heads to prevail just a few years later, it is reasonable to 

assume that Zavarzadeh's head was on his list of those at risk of overheating.

Zavarzadeh's attempt to reconcile rapid technological change with the progress of 

American literature creates a novel but untenable argument. He says, for example, that “the 

invasion of the unknown into the province of the actual has largely been responsible for the 

dissolution of the boundaries dividing stable facts from illusory fictions in all areas of 

contemporary life” (16-17). There is poetic merit in this claim, and I am sure, again, that this  

sentiment seemed reasonable in the aftermath of the 1960s, but I am fairly certain that the 

unknown has always been resident in the province of the actual, and that the application of the 

techniques of fiction to nonfiction was not necessarily a reaction to some fresh strangeness of 

reality (unless Hazlitt was responding to an earlier slippage in the early nineteenth century, and 

Mary McCarthy to yet another in the 1940s).

Despite Zavarzadeh's predictions, both liberal humanism and the novel survived the 70s. 

His vision of the rupture represented by the nonfiction novel seems very much of its time, but his 

preoccupation with the epistemological stakes of the genre was a valuable attempt to legitimize  

scholarly consideration of nonfiction and an important contribution to early criticism of New 

Journalism, one that influenced the dominant philosophical strain of the nonfiction criticism that  

would follow, especially Frus, Shelley Fisher Fishkin (1985), and certain aspects of Anderson's 

work.   

One of the problems of casually accepting the term “literary nonfiction,” with its negative 
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prefix and elevation of the techniques of fiction (what Chris Anderson calls in his introduction to 

Literary Nonfiction: Theory, Criticism, Pedagogy (1989) “a negative term for something positive, 

implying that somehow nonfiction is less than fiction“ (ix)), is failing to note the way that other 

literary genres, especially the novel, themselves draw heavily on characteristics of nonfictional 

prose. Perhaps the most valuable contribution Zavarzedah makes to the field of literary nonfiction 

scholarship is his description of how facts help create the realistic air of certain works of fiction, 

providing compelling anecdotal evidence from James Joyce, Mary McCarthy and Henry James to 

demonstrate the way that the interpenetration of fact and fiction is not merely a unidirectional  

flow of technique from the latter to the former. He says that the use of “factual details” helped 

create “a necessary rhetorical environment within which the novelist is capable of patterning his  

interpretation of life in a believable manner” (59). Zavarzedah's points about “reality” in the 

novel are helpful, and his enthusiasm for novelty speaks to his place in the vanguard of the 

criticism around the time of the genre's re-emergence. 

The enduring value of Zavarzadeh's work is the way it directly confronts the relation 

between the novel and literary nonfiction and efficiently describes the way the former informs the 

latter, and vice versa. Eric Heyne responded forcefully to Zavarzadeh (while neatly summarizing 

some of the major critical arguments about the precise nature of literary nonfiction) in “Toward a 

Theory of Literary Nonfiction” (which appeared, mischievously, in Modern Fiction Studies, in 

1987). His key example recounts the brouhaha over the subjective bias critics have found in 

Capote's In Cold Blood, paying approving attention to Philip K. Thompkins' investigation “In 

Cold Fact,” and pointing out the way that he declares Capote's work artful and essentially 

fictional. Heyne strives to defend “fiction” as a category distinct from nonfiction, which has 

moved across some threshold of perception toward doubtful accuracy. He claims that “a corollary 

 - 30 -



of this position is that one can never move backward from a decision about factual adequacy to 

any determination of factual or fictional status. This makes it easier to see that Tompkins is doing 

a disservice to "art" by relegating to it whatever errors Capote may have made” (482). 

Heyne takes even more serious issue with John Hellman's Fables of Fact (1981), claiming 

that Hellman's push toward a critical levelling of the generic boundaries between the novel and 

journalism (an impulse Heyne, like Zavarzadeh, traces to Northrop Frye) does a similar 

disservice, but this time to professional journalism rather than art, declaring that “fiction and 

nonfiction are both narrative and may share all sorts of their constructions of meaning. But it is 

the rankest sort of critical imperialism to use comparison between the two to appropriate good 

journalism rather than to clarify our understanding of good writing of both kinds” (483-484). Let 

it be known that I am no critical imperialist! I pledge to use my comparison between fiction and 

nonfiction to clarify what is great and important about the sentences that I admire, rather than to 

try to reflect some of the shine of “good journalism” on my opinions.

The tension between literary aesthetics and reportage is captured elegantly by Heyne's 

differentiation between two types of “truth:” fact and meaning. He explains that “the former 

involves a kind of groundwork, a detailed and sufficiently neutral verbal representation of events, 

for which the goal is universal agreement or correspondence. The latter is much more nebulous, 

covering virtually everything one does with "the facts" once they have been given an accurate 

shape” (486). Like so many other critics of literary nonfiction (and like so much popular debate, 

from the Capote book through James Frey's A Million Little Pieces (2003) and on to John 

D'Agata and Jim Fingal's The Lifespan of a Fact (2011)), Heyne's theory of literary nonfiction 

preoccupies itself in this way almost exclusively with the subject of veracity. His working 

definition is helpful, as it identifies a convenient shorthand for the way our expectations of a 
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work of nonfiction change depending on context and affect: a work of nonfiction that does not 

appear to impose “meaning” on “fact” is likely not “literary.” It is in the workings of a writer's 

style that we find meaning being applied to fact: the imposition of subjective brush strokes puts 

the “literary” in literary nonfiction. 

You can't aggressively subjectify fact without bias, though. The political stakes of the act 

of imposition are made most clear by Shelly Fisher Fishkin in From Fact to Fiction: Journalism  

and Imaginative Writing in America (1985). Although she, like Frus and the journalism scholars, 

avoids the term “literary nonfiction,” preferring “literary journalism,” she argues that certain 

writers of American literary nonfiction blur formal boundaries to document the marginalized 

voices whose experiences have not been represented by traditional institutional genres of fiction 

or journalism. Her key examples are W.E.B. DuBois, James Agee and Gloria Anzaldúa, all of 

whom produced book-length works that stand apart from the more purely documentary traditions 

of reporting or social scientific study. Like Frus, Fishkin sees political potential in the artistic 

elements — especially multimedia collage and a heightened literary prose style — that each 

writer adds to description. Also like Frus, her view of the transformative power of style is 

somewhat overstated, although enviable in its cheerfully optimistic take on the ability of 

nonfictional prose to change perception. She says that these three writers in particular “wanted to 

defamiliarize the familiar, explode conventional expectations, break down the reader's sense of 

equilibrium, surprise, challenge, and throw the reader off guard,” adding that “they wanted their 

readers to approach the text in ways that had never been required of them before, and to be 

changed, profoundly, in the process” (135). She celebrates the effect of DuBois' musical notation 

and Agee's photographs and fragmentary structure, pointing to the way that transgressions of 

genre boundaries cultivate an openness where new or progressive political ideas can flourish.
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Zavarzadeh, Frus and Fishkin pursue arguments that ultimately rest very heavily on the 

notion of genre novelty or dislocation. While I do not wish to deny the potential power of formal 

experimentation, nor deny the existence of commercial and institutional genre boundaries which 

reinforce certain ideas and exclude others, I think nonfictional genres forming hybrids of 

journalism and the personal essay are much older than these writers posit, and that it is important 

to regard the stylized nonfiction of the twentieth-century as another moment in a much longer 

continuum. I think nonfictional genres can be quite elastic, but I also think that periodic revivals 

of one style or another are real phenomena that are perhaps more closely tied to publishing 

industry trends and shifts in an audience's appetite for one form or another. I think that the 

political or philosophical potency of stylized nonfiction is real, but I do not think it is quite as 

powerful a disruption as these three critics in particular make it out to be. 

There were more aesthetically-minded proponents of the novelty or disruption position 

during the literary nonfiction criticism boom, including Chris Anderson, whose introduction to 

Literary Nonfiction: Theory, Criticism, Pedagogy (1989) offers a helpful retrospective snapshot 

of the wave of nonfiction criticism that was subsiding by the late 1980s. He also cites Weber as 

the coiner of the term literary nonfiction, and opens by pithily summarizing its in-built negativity  

and conceptual dependence on fiction (ix). Like Weber, Anderson is much more invested in the 

term's utility, and he introduces it in a way that also inspired my use of the term: “But even given 

these limitations and distinctions, literary nonfiction is still a useful phrase for describing what 

this book is about since it conveys the hybrid nature of the texts we study and thus their 

paradoxical, threshold, problematic nature. In particular literary nonfiction evokes the two 

different fields we have drawn on: literary criticism, and rhetoric and composition” (x). 

While I am less convinced that there is much “problematic” about this type of nonfiction (aside 
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from the failure of the neat categories of conventional scholarship and the pro-fiction and poetry 

biases of English departments to make space for it), I wholly agree that the utility of the term 

vastly outweighs the varieties of elitism that it conceals. Anderson's critical method, close reading 

— the practice of scrutinizing figurative language, syntax, rhythm, and other prose effects — also 

helped to inspire this project, and I think that the combination of attention to the aesthetic  

properties of this type of prose and a heightened awareness of the unique and changing 

publication contexts helps to offset the danger of merely reinforcing odious hegemonic 

canonization.  

The obverse of the novelty or disruption school represented by Zavarzadeh, Frus, Fishkin 

and Anderson, is the most recent major book-length study of the genre, Doug Underwood's 

History of Literary Journalism (2008). Underwood's thorough historical survey of literary 

journalism benefits from his twin attention to British and American traditions (supplementing, in 

doing so, Hartsock's earlier republic-only landmark), which affords him the latitude to examine 

the precise historical roots of prose fiction and what we recognize as journalism. I identify 

strongly with Underwood's historicist urge, although he sets out to survey and catalogue rather 

than examine the aesthetic properties of particular writers or works. Underwood begins with 

Daniel Defoe, and uses him to illustrate the way that all prose forms in English spring from a 

common source:

As an innovator in the development of both the commercial newspaper and the modern 

novel, Defoe is the personification of the ground-breaking prose stylist and one of the 

earliest prototypes of the journalist-literary figure that is at the beginnings of both the 

journalistic and the fiction-writing tradition in the English language. The literary forms 

that have come to be viewed as separate ones – fiction, journalism, the novel, popular 
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literature, biography, narrative or interpretive history, the topical essay, the short story, 

humor-writing, the advice column, literary criticism, journal-keeping, travel-writing – 

were blended together in Defoe's era in ways that were only beginning to be distinguished 

in the minds of his contemporaries. Since all these kinds of writing tended to be on 

display in the pamphlets, the periodicals, and the emerging commercial newspapers of the 

time, journalism historians see them as integral elements of the written record out of 

which modern journalism grew. However, since literary scholars also lay claim to much of 

the same material, the world of what today we call “literature” and “fiction-writing” also 

has an ownership interest in Defoe and a number of his fellow early experimenters in 

written forms. (2)

Underwood depicts the history of stylized nonfiction as disputed terrain, regarded warily by 

critics of literature and journalism, but embraced by practitioners. Like Frus and Fishkin, he 

claims that institutions and commercial concerns rather than writers build genre divisions, and 

that institutions and commercial concerns have been doing this since the beginning of modern 

publishing. This seems absolutely correct to me, and it echoes Rosmarin's idea that genre's 

conceptual utility is derived largely from this very malleability and tendency toward flux.

Like Zavarzadeh, Underwood demonstrates that part of the shared root of prose genres 

makes itself manifest in the way that plenty of fiction, across centuries of writing in English, 

found itself informed by factual research. Underwood claims that naturalist novelists like Emile 

Zola or Upton Sinclair borrow with startling frequency from the world of journalism, stating that 

“they graft onto their fictional schemes some claim to empirical validity,” and that the naturalists'  

eighteenth-century novelist forebears could claim “a broadly realistic version of “truth” that gave 
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their pseudo-factual novels a degree of credibility that both romance and other periodical writings 

of their time lacked” (3-4). With the growth of popularity of the novel, the reverse would also be 

true, and nonfictional genres would return the affection and borrow prose strategies back from 

fiction. The genre hierarchy is reversed for matters of content. If literary prose or description 

pushes fiction and poetry to the top of a style hierarchy, the factual force of journalism pushes it 

to the top of a truth hierarchy, Keats notwithstanding. 

Journalism isn't the only form that has this type of long history. Where would the bloggers 

be without Montaigne to imitate third, fourth, or fifteenth-hand? Underwood's attention to 

journalism is paralleled by Carl H. Klaus' attention to the history of the personal essay as a 

literary form “Essayists on the Essay” (1989). Klaus offers an examination of the way 

surprisingly few critics have directly tackled the essay as a form, turning instead to essayists 

themselves to find the limits of the genre. Klaus finds a remarkable consistency, saying that

the harmony I perceive in their thinking first caught my attention when I noticed a 

tendency among essayists from every period and culture to define the essay, or their own 

essayistic practice, by setting it off against highly conventionalized and systematized 

forms of writing, such as rhetorical, scholarly, or journalistic discourse. So, too, I 

repeatedly found them invoking images and metaphors suggestive of the essay's 

naturalness, openness, or looseness as opposed to the methodicality, regularity, and strictly 

ordered quality of conventional prose discourse. (156)

Klaus focuses fairly strictly on the most canonical essayists (Montaigne, Addison and Steele, 

Swift, Johnson, Hazlitt, et al), but this fresh take on traditionalism matches Underwood's, echoes 

Weber, and helps to successfully counteract the blustery rhetoric of brave novelty around New 
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Journalism. Klaus is not the only critic to note the continuity between mid-and-late-twentieth 

century nonfiction and the history of the personal essay, but his direct, transhistorical survey is 

exceptionally welcome in this context: once again we note that the exaggerated subjectivity of  

writers like Didion owes as much to the long tradition of subjective nonfiction, even that of the 

very first writer of the personal essay, as it does to the cultural paroxysms of the 1960s. 

Critics generally agree on this canon of the personal essay, although you can see how 

certain of its practitioners, despite or perhaps precisely because of the ethos of openness and 

looseness that Klaus cites, borrow quite liberally from the conventions of journalism in particular. 

Take one of William Hazlitt's signature essays, “The Fight”: Hazlitt's rambling account of his 

journey to watch a boxing match is part travelogue and part sports report, but it is also rife with 

literary allusions and personal ruminations on character, violence and excitement. Perhaps it is  

unfair to hold up one of the most striking and bombastic practitioners of the Romantic essay as an 

example of a prevailing tendency, but Hazlitt's canonical status helps to reinforce Klaus' point: 

even the most commonly cited masters of the personal essay form exemplify its capacious nature. 

It is perhaps not surprising to learn that a historically-minded contemporary critic of 

nonfiction like Underwood exhibits perturbation at the triumph of competing critical perspectives 

and methodologies: isn't feeling perturbed by competing perspectives a sizable chunk of a critic's 

job description? Doug Underwood offers a vision of the future of literary journalism at the turn of 

the last century that strikes a note far more rancorous than the rest of his cheerful, brisk and 

authoritative historicizing. He becomes openly hostile to the vague threat of “theory” and takes 

peculiar liberties in his epilogue, wherein he is apparently unconcerned with providing examples 

to back claims like “the contemporary focus on style encourages writers with literary pretensions 

to develop a distinct prose signature rather than relying upon content alone to carry a narrative” 
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(190). He also fails to provide examples for his observation about the split between the academic 

sensibility and the popular one, as when he states “this growing divergence between the 

straightforward, utilitarian writing required in the media industries and the textured, elliptical,  

rhythmic, and/or poetic prose style admired in literary circles has created a chasm between 

popular literature and that which is successful with academic critics, and some fans of literary 

journalism as well” (190). It is true that many writers of contemporary nonfiction have a style 

that one might call “poetic prose,” and it is true that this style is admired in the literary circle in  

which I circulate, and furthermore it is true that Underwood's version of “literary journalism” 

emphasizes the reverse influence of journalism on fiction rather more heavily than most critics 

that I have read and discussed here (save Zavarzadeh), but I think that Underwood underestimates 

contemporary media and popular taste, and seems to be exaggerating the aggressive style-

consciousness of the literary academy. If anything, prose style can often seem invisible to the 

literary critical academy. The genre definitions and epistemological concerns that preoccupied the  

nonfiction criticism outlined above create a prose-style-shaped lacuna. 

I argue that the way forward for academic literary critical studies of nonfiction is to 

subordinate its generic, epistemological, and political stakes in favour of a focus on prose style. 

By concentrating on style, incomplete contextual or largely redundant hermeneutical types of 

criticism can be augmented with forthright considerations of aesthetic or literary merit. I am not  

arguing for a narrow, retrograde, Kantian or New Critical vision of aesthetic judgment, and I do 

not think that debates about context, genre or veracity in nonfiction are closed or fruitless, but I 

do think that the best way to bring nonfiction back into the literary critical conversation and to 

trace the most recent developments in the genre is through analysis that favours prose style 

without excluding context and content. I will now describe that prose style methodology in detail.
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iv. Toward a Twenty-First Century Nonfiction Prose Style Methodology.

If a focus on the aesthetics of prose style is the best way to counter the hitherto genre-

preoccupied nature of literary nonfiction studies, it is important to devise a method for that 

approach. In general, I propose a contextually aware formalism of the type that Rooney 

advocates, and in particular I propose a revival and update of the fairly recent but largely 

abandoned critical school of practical stylistics. The methodology that I am proposing draws 

heavily on the model provided by Dennis Rygiel in his studies of Didion and other nonfiction 

writers in the 1980s. Rygiel's work is relatively free from grand pronouncements about genre, but 

his work appeared in the same anthologies and journals as those I discussed in the nonfiction-as-

genre survey above (like Chris Anderson's Literary Nonfiction). Rygiel's interest in combining 

close examination of the rhetorical properties of nonfictional prose with thematic or hermeneutic  

considerations is especially helpful. Despite the nomenclature that Rygiel and Anderson borrow 

from linguistics, it is not as if practical stylistics as a methodology, like literary nonfiction itself,  

stumbled into existence in the middle of the last century. A helpful survey of the methodology can 

be found in Richard Bradford's Stylistics (1997).

The practical branch of stylistics (as opposed to its more theoretical, linguistically-focused 

and technical cousin) is “the bridge between linguistics and literary criticism” (29), according to 

Rygiel. He carefully records the way his approach draws from each side of the disciplinary river, 

and I have modelled the part of my own critical methodology that deals specifically with 

sentence-by-sentence style analysis after him (while adding my own interests in medium and 

genre). He states that 
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description in practical stylistics, however detailed or carefully done, is rarely an end in 

itself; it is almost always done for the sake of literary interpretation. Thus the fundamental  

question in such stylistics is not what stylistic devices occur in a literary work or how 

often they occur, but what effects those devices produce and why they are sought – in 

other words, how style relates to the functions and meaning of the work. It is this ultimate 

concern with interpretive rather than descriptive questions that practical stylistics derives 

from literary criticism and that makes it a branch of literary criticism. (30)

Here Rygiel dismisses purely descriptive stylistic criticism and argues for a combination of close 

reading and interpretation. This is what's practical about practical stylistics: in adopting a 

hermeneutic dimension and referencing Practical Criticism (1929), one of the founding New 

Critical texts, Rygiel is making a plea for a progressive-yet-traditional approach to nonfiction 

criticism. I am updating Rygiel's approach to include contemporary online genres, while losing 

some of his zest for late-structuralist data-mining.

I argue that in the case of nonfiction, interpretation must necessarily be subordinated to 

aesthetic considerations: nonfiction is most commonly its own expository rumination, and the 

type of nonfiction I discuss in this dissertation states fairly plainly the kind of thematic or 

argumentative information that a traditional hermeneutic approach to fiction would concern itself  

with uncovering. There are degrees of subtlety across writers and works, however, with Didion's 

apparently thesis-less later work like “The Case of Terry Schiavo” (2005) at one end, and 

Wallace's self-conscious “here is my theme” statements (as in “A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll 

Never Do Again” (1997) at the other.

Stylistics borrows terms from descriptive linguistics and literary analysis (so we examine 
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the phonological and lexical, but also rhyme and metaphor), and I agree with Rygiel's claim that 

each critic must decide for him or herself which property to emphasize in each particular critical  

situation (30). This element of subjectivity is an essential part of the method of practical 

stylistics. Rygiel somewhat whimsically calls it “intuition,” emphasizing the way that “stylistic  

description is inherently selective” and declaring that training and wide reading produce a sense 

that can discern between the merely interesting and the significant (31). I appreciate Rygiel's  

advocacy for a refreshingly peculiar marriage between analytical rigour and good old-fashioned 

critical subjectivity. He hopes for as much rigour as possible, while explaining the necessarily 

impressionistic hand of the literary sensibility. 

It is remarkable and encouraging to me how freely Rygiel, like Ronald Weber, takes for 

granted the validity and utility of the term “literary.” He argues for the urgent necessity of 

intuition in making structuralist rigour useful for literary critical purposes, stating that “intuition 

is even more apparent and crucial in interpretation of style” and that “practical stylistics is  

essentially holistic” in the way it treats style as “one way into a literary work, just one aspect,  

which cannot be understood apart from all relevant contexts and all other aspects of the text” (34-

35). It is not enough for a literary critic to catalogue the elements of a style. For a literary critic to  

make a stylistics approach practical, he or she has to use the stylistic analysis to draw a broader 

conclusion about a writer or a work (in my case, for example, that Didion's nonfictional style 

altered over time, becoming more and less like her fictional style, in response to changing subject 

matter and venue of publication). 

Rygiel's summation of the role of the critic of literary style perfectly suits my project: I  

am interested in the contexts, content and style of a work of literature. I aim to employ much of 

the method Rygiel advocates, but I am less convinced of the utility and suitability of the 
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representative statistical analysis that forms the more linguistically-derived side of practical  

stylistics represented by formalists like Roman Jakobson. I understand the value of a certain kind 

of argument in counting incidences of anadiplosis, and I think that Rygiel himself elegantly uses 

a statistical component of his study of Didion's repetitive style, but the necessity of matching the 

rigorous quantitative side of practical stylistics with the qualitative side seems dependent on the 

nature of the specific point the critic is trying to make. Rygiel himself states this in the quotation 

above when he says that the ultimate object of his study is “how style relates to the functions and 

meaning of the work” (30) rather than mere aesthetic adornment.   

Rygiel's contemporary, Chris Anderson, whom I have cited regarding the genre's negative 

handle, makes a case about nonfictional style similar to Rygiel's. Anderson's book Style As  

Argument (1987) proposes a variation on Rygiel's practical stylistics of nonfiction that is less 

beholden to linguistic rigour and even more indebted to traditional critical virtues that I embrace,  

like literary intuition or critical subjectivity. Anderson, like Weber and unlike Zavarzadeh or Frus,  

states that he is not trying “to establish an epistemological framework for understanding the genre 

of nonfiction or to consider in a purely theoretical way the place of nonfiction in the history of 

discourse” (3). For Anderson, the nature of nonfictional style helps to settle the question of the 

genre's parameters. His method of borrowing “freely from both classical and contemporary 

rhetorical and literary theory whenever it suits the immediate purpose of my argument” suggests 

a much stronger reliance on what Rygiel calls intuition (3).

More relevantly my purposes, Anderson claims that his “project is to engage 

contemporary nonfiction in its own terms, registering first and second impressions, noting 

recurring strategies and images, assembling striking details and anomalies,” concluding that he 

wants “to take the next step in the study of nonfiction discourse, not arguing in the abstract for 
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the value of the genre but dramatizing that value through concrete, inductive readings of actual  

texts” (4). Anderson calls for an end to the truth debate in nonfiction studies, and unlike 

Rosmarin he sees style, not genre, as the key formal property. As my detailed appeal to 

Anderson's criticism of Didion's nonfiction will demonstrate, I am sympathetic to this view of 

nonfiction criticism, although I aim for a slightly more rigorous grounding of my analysis in 

traditional close reading techniques than Anderson. 

The trouble with Anderson's practical approach is his own lack of self-consciousness to 

match. I fundamentally do not agree that literary nonfiction is “about” itself more than it is 

“about” anything else, in a narrowly meta-nonfictional sense. My own criticism relies on a 

significant (if incomplete) conceptual divide between style — especially prose style — and 

content. Unlike Rygiel, Anderson does not fit himself into a long formalist tradition and he does 

not align himself with a school of criticism. I admire Anderson's broad interest in reading 

nonfiction closely, and his willingness to match critical technique to aesthetic circumstance from 

moment to moment is refreshingly brash, but the conceptual frame limits his discussion. 

Anderson concludes poetically that there is “a countermovement in the prose” of literary 

nonfiction, “a subtext always qualifying and complicating the recognition of the inexplicable” 

(180). I do not dispute that writers frequently wax ponderous when they hit the wall of precise 

expression, but Keats called the acceptance of that limit “negative capability” long before 

Norman Mailer was a gleam in his ancestor's eye. 

Poetics generally offers a model of the type of criticism that I am advocating for 

nonfiction, and I think it will be fresh and useful to apply close reading techniques to the 

generations of nonfiction writers who have developed after and along with Didion in the last four 

decades. Frus' title, The Politics and Poetics of Narrative Journalism (1985), with its allusion to 
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poetics, might seem misleading, although the alliteration is welcome, and Frus is surely not alone 

in using the term “poetics” more generally as a particular reference to the imaginative literary  

arts, after Aristotle, but it would be very helpful to combine the poetics and politics of nonfiction. 

Several others nonfiction scholars attempted a similar methodological synthesis in the 1990s 

(Fishkin especially in From Fact to Fiction (1985)), but virtually none synthesized these 

syntheses. You either get the politics of nonfiction (more commonly), or the poetics of nonfiction 

(almost never). 

VI. Toward A Compositional Study of Literary Nonfiction and a Literary Study of Composition.

The final missing piece of my methodological and theoretical puzzle is my wish to 

repatriate certain techniques from the parallel scholarly worlds of creative writing and 

rhetoric/composition studies. I am not assuming that those departments are identical or 

interchangeable, but their distance from the literary stream of nonfiction criticism is equal, as is  

their apparently greater willingness to engage with the genre. I imagine these disciplines as long 

lost relatives of mine whom I have barely met, who live grittier-but-more-employable lives than 

mine in distant citadels of learning (or at least other buildings on campus). Literary nonfiction is a 

much more common entity on the other side of the divide, and perhaps the relative inattention of 

literary scholars to the genre has something to do with a perception that it's in good hands in 

someone else's department. I have the utmost respect for those hands, but I would like to lighten 

the load those hands are carrying. Or maybe I'm just demanding that those creative writing people 

share the fun with me.

The last three decades have witnessed the rise of the professionalization of creative 

 - 44 -



writing education (see Mark McGurl's fascinating and disturbing history of that rise in America, 

The Program Era (2011)), and part of that professionalization has been the invention of the 

graduate writing degree in “creative nonfiction.” Perhaps as part of the tendency of the 

institutional creative writing apparatus to define itself against literary establishments, the  

nonfiction writing classes adopted the adjective “creative” rather than “literary,” and, again,  

perhaps as part of the tendency of institutional creative writing and journalism apparatuses to stay 

mutually exclusive, the classes adopted the noun “nonfiction” rather than “journalism“ (although 

there is frequently a gap between the two, or the latter is a subgenre within the former).

I think the debates around nomenclature and genre amount largely (although not 

exclusively) to disciplinary turf squabbling, but the way the use of each of these terms seems to 

signal real differences in basic philosophical perspectives seems worth lingering over for just a 

moment longer. The critic who writes about literary journalism generally favours journalism as a 

discourse and embraces the political function of the free press in a democratic state (John 

Hartsock, Doug Underwood, Phyllis Frus). The critic who writes about literary nonfiction 

generally privileges the artistic function of the genre, subtly reinforcing traditional genre 

hierarchies of prose that place fiction at the top (Ronald Weber, Chris Anderson, Dennis Rygiel). 

The critic who writes about creative nonfiction refers directly or indirectly to the professional 

institutions of creative writing (Eric Heyne, Mark McGurl). Those professional institutions are 

bound up with studies of composition, and it is this pedagogical field that has produced the bulk 

of recent criticism about nonfiction and style, or as they call it on the creative side of the 

disciplinary boundary, technique. 

According to the most recent criticism of composition and pedagogy, teachers who 

encourage personal expression have had to fight the utilitarian and theoretical straw men that 
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have also dogged more historically-minded critics like Doug Underwood. Celeste Martin and 

Linda Shamoon (2007), writing in Composition Studies, make a plea for “creative” writing which 

sounds a genuine note for the displaced feeling of the scholar and teacher of the “fourth genre”: 

Mainstream composition scholarship has focused on social theory, critical theory, and the 

development of writing courses informed by these theories. In these circumstances, any 

writing course preceded by the word "creative" or "expressive" or "imaginative" might be 

criticized as being a-social, a-political, and a-rhetorical, which situates the debate over the  

rightful "home" of such courses squarely in the middle of the writing program rather than 

between writing and English (or some other program). (53)

Martin and Shamoon here identify what they perceive to be the low place of “creative” in the 

hierarchy of values associated with teaching writing. In this instance, I am sympathetic, but I 

confess to harbouring some discipline chauvinism. If I didn't think a literary critical approach was 

the best one, I would not take it, of course, and I think that the university is uniquely well-suited 

to the methods and traditions of the capital-h Humanities as opposed to the professionalization 

function typically associated with communications or writing programs. Creativity is a virtue 

celebrated within the literary critical enterprise, but it might be true that separate institutional  

circumstances enhance its pursuit. That said, the freedom from certain traditions found outside of 

a university literature department have meant a readier adoption of nonfiction genres. Surely the 

prospects for profitably publishing nonfiction have something to do with this, too.

Martin and Shamoon aren't the only voices calling for respect for the genre and its 

institutional straits. Brett Lott and Lee Gutkind, two writers and teachers of creative writing, 

conduct a similar defence of creative nonfiction, this time published in the journal with the hey-
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me-too-guys title of Fourth Genre:

In the last twenty years some attempt has been made to cloak ourselves with dignity by 

adding the word "creative" before nonfiction; but this is tantamount to saying “good 

poetry." No one sets out to write "uncreative nonfiction." I myself prefer the more 

traditional sounding term "literary nonfiction," though I have to admit that "literary" is 

also a bit of gratuitous self-praise. (3)

By now, the idea that calling something “literary” is “traditional” and “gratuitous” has become 

familiar. Lott puts it another way, saying that “those of us who teach or study creative writing in 

university settings know that, in the beginning, God created Fiction and Poetry, and saw that it 

was good; and then some whiners started demanding nonfiction courses,” asking us to “note how 

easily any interest in autobiographical prose, one of the oldest and most difficult literary practices 

extant, can be denigrated as a narcissistic fad” (4). The rest of the article descends into less useful 

considerations of the artist's plight, but it is telling that two leading journals of composition and 

nonfiction still feel that they need to feature pleas for generic legitimacy in the twenty-first  

century. 

A more direct plea for nonfiction's place in higher education can be found in a separate 

Fourth Genre roundtable, wherein Kristen Iversen explains that 

it’s difficult to define a work of creative nonfiction and put it in a category that is useful in 

academia or in the publishing market. Bookstores don’t have sections called “Creative 

Nonfiction.” Many creative writing programs are still struggling with the idea of where to 

put creative nonfiction. Does it belong in composition? Journalism? Does it qualify as 

“art”? (Calderazzo et al, 148)
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The preponderance of the term “creative nonfiction” on the composition side makes it seem as if  

“creative nonfiction” is for writing teachers, while “literary nonfiction” is for scholars. Few 

scholars would write lines such as “creative nonfiction is, in one form or another, for better and 

worse, in triumph and failure, the attempt to keep from passing altogether away the lives we have 

lived” (Calderazzo 148). Calderazzo, a creative nonfiction writer and teacher, appears to prefer 

the analogous-flourish-as-explanation:

I mean what I say in giving this essay the title it has: Toward a Definition of Creative 

Nonfiction.We aren't going to arrive anywhere here. We can no more understand what 

creative nonfiction is by trying to define it than we can learn how to ride a bike by looking 

at a bicycle tire, a set of handlebars, the bicycle chain itself. Sure, we'll have 

something of an idea, maybe a glimpse into the importance of finding your balance when 

we look at how narrow those tires are. (Calderazzo 193)

It is tempting to make light of Calderazzo's mystification here, but this type of stylized critical  

voice is very close to my own — I think a judiciously placed metaphor can go a long way in 

illuminating a complex point. Calderazzo goes on to place the remark in a broader literary-

historical context, and, like Weber or Underwood, acknowledges that “creative nonfiction can be 

and often is a euphemism for the personal essay” (195). Tone and exaggeration aside, the truth is 

that literary aesthetic studies of the personal essay like Chris Anderson's and Dennis Rygiel's are 

comparatively rare.

The critical vocabulary of “creativity” provides a useful bridge between microdisciplines.  

One of the most striking virtues of composition and creative writing pedagogy — and the main 

reason that I yoke them violently together — is the rhetoric of craft. Mark McGurl associates 
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craft most closely with the Hemingway-influenced “dirty realism” school of Raymond Carver 

and Ann Beattie (a school largely shy of carrying its voice across genre, unlike its influential 

figurehead), but sees continuity between craftsperson-like attention to sentence sculpture and 

New Critical close reading practices (22). He opposes craft to “self-expression” (taking the 

expressive and unfashionable Thomas Wolfe as one example, and the crafty, fashionable early 

Iowa Writers Workshop graduate Flannery O'Connor as another), and observes how the 

institutionalization of creative writing has favoured the latter model over the former. 

It stands to reason that the “craft” perspective creates a corresponding greater interest in 

the patterns of sentences than a perspective that focuses on “text” in the Marxist cultural studies 

sense of the word, an object of interest primarily for its relation to historical, social, or 

philosophical contexts. In this case Martin and Shamoon are correct: the necessary craft-level 

focus of creative writing and rhetoric/composition tends to push it outside of interdisciplinary 

debates in the contemporary academy, for good and for ill. Part of my goal in this dissertation is 

to bring a focus on craft back into the literary critical fold.

VII. Three Instances of Twenty-First Century Practical Stylistics in Action.

Now that I've surveyed the existing literary critical take on literary nonfiction and 

described the methodology I would like to revive, it's time to talk about some literary nonfiction.  

In the chapters that follow, I apply a revived or applied practical stylistics to literary nonfiction in  

three different ways. In the first chapter, I start from Rygiel and Anderson's work on Didion and 

model my technique after theirs in demonstrating how Didion's style has altered over time and 
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across genres, and I suggest why I think that change has occurred and what the implications are 

for the way we think about genre, style and venue of publication. I argue that Didion's style is 

elastic, but that the popular and critical conception of that style is rather less elastic. Didion's  

style was largely consistent across her early fiction and nonfiction, but her prose across genres 

diverged sharply in the 80s and 90s when she began to publish in the New York Review of Books 

and write almost exclusively about global and domestic politics. By her last two books, her prose 

style was returning to a form familiar from her novels and most successful early essays, and I 

argue that this is not a coincidence: Didion's changing prose style matched the changes in her 

subject matter. Where her subjectivity was heightened, her nonfictional prose more closely 

resembled her fiction.  

The second chapter also revolves around the interrelations between prose style and 

metanarrative. I take the idea that David Foster Wallace's nonfictional prose style is one of the 

dominant influences on online writing and trace it back to one of its roots in his immediate 

postmodern metafictional forebears. I then argue that both Wallace's style and metanarrative 

strategies seem a better aesthetic fit in his nonfiction than his fiction, and suggest that Wallace's  

nonfiction imports the self-conscious narration of American postmodern techniques, linking them 

to the way we read and write prose online today. Pynchon is the phantom hand behind Buzzfeed, 

and I wrote that line before I knew that his latest book was going to be about the internet. 

In the final chapter I return to the notion of prose style analysis and traditionalism in 

examining the way that Wallace's influence has manifested itself online and in print, in the 

specific form of a circle of writers associated with the journal n+1. The test case of that journal is 

an effort to appreciate and evaluate the state of nonacademic literary criticism in print in the early  

twenty-first century, and to determine what it means to value literary intuition and place faith in  
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subjective aesthetic judgments as stylized nonfiction explodes across glowing screens. I focus on 

the prose style of two writers, Keith Gessen and Elif Batuman, who carry Wallace's unabashedly 

high cultural ambitions into traditional fictional venues, traditional nonfictional venues, and new 

online nonfictional venues. In tracing Wallace and Didion's influence across a new generation of 

novels, literary journalistic New Yorker articles, popular literary criticism, blog posts, and tweets, 

I hope to suggest that each generation of artful nonfiction writer builds upon the last no matter 

what the method of publication. I would follow @Hazlitt.

One of my goals is to use an old technique on some new stuff. Another of my goals is to 

demonstrate that all it takes is a subjective sense of writing's quality to deem it literary and 

therefore worthy of literary analysis. Yet another of my goals is to write a few hundred pages 

worth of sentences that please me. I hope they please you too.
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Chapter II. What Are Joan Didion's Styles Good For?

Everyone agrees that Joan Didion is a stylist. It has become fashionable for young writers 

to ape her voice and for fans to pass around photos on social media of her looking cool while 

smoking next to a sports car ("Posts Tagged Joan Didion”). The coolness is not just about her 

sunglasses or proximity to Hollywood intrigue: it is an essential property of some of her best-

known, earliest works, wherein she waxes laconic and maintains a cool distance between herself 

and her subjects (even when she is her own subject). It's a remarkable feat, crafting a deadpan 

take on your own exciting and fairly glamorous youth (“Goodbye to All That” 1968) or your own 

fear and mental illness (“The White Album” 1979), but it's one Didion mastered.2 

Maybe Didion's twenty-first century internet cool is related to her choice of subjects and 

public persona (and sunglasses) as much as it is about prose style, but a literature dissertation is 

probably not the place to talk at length about how cigarettes are a great (if dangerous) fashion 

accessory. There is no doubt that Didion's personal coolness is largely a result of her cool prose: 

sentences in her most widely read works are regularly ostentatiously short and fragmentary. Her 

sentences are just as often ostentatiously repetitive and syntactically complex, however, and what 

I describe in this chapter is the way that the two styles complement one another across genres and 

throughout Didion's career. 

There seems to be a divide between the recent public and popular critical perception of 

Didion and the academic critical perception, which has attended much more carefully to her 

fiction. Yes, she's the writer of nonfiction that's cool and blog-spirational, but thanks to the 

2 References to Didion's essays are to page numbers in the collected volume We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to  
Live, except where noted in the Works Cited list. Years included in-text indicate date of original book publication.
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success of The Year of Magical Thinking (2006) and Blue Nights (2011), she's also the master of 

the melancholic grief memoir. I offer that this owes partly to the lag between the relatively recent  

publication of those two recent memoirs and the boomerang of the academic publication industry

— surely an avalanche of studies of loss and age in Didion's writing are waiting in the scholarly 

wings. Then there's the relative paucity of scholarship around literary nonfiction I discussed in 

the introduction. So in spite of the widespread and accurate understanding of Didion's rhetorical 

force, relatively little scholarship has focused on it in particular. Broad studies of Didion's 

thematic preoccupations emerged during a small boom in Didion scholarship in the late-seventies 

and eighties, many of which offered readings of Didion's characters' pessimism or fragility (C. 

Berry Chabot (1980), David Geherin (1974)), or discussed the relation of Didion's writing to the 

movie business, the counterculture, or California as a place and an idea (Jennifer Brady (1974), 

Katherine Henderson (1981)). Many of these studies drew on elements of both Didion's fiction 

and essays, but surprisingly few of them dwelt meaningfully on the implication of Didion's cross-

genre consistency, either thematically or stylistically. 

The upshot is that there is no recent single study of Didion's signature rhetorical 

technique, and, unsurprisingly, given the dip in attention to style in recent literary scholarship, no 

study of Didion's late style (a period that began in the mid-to-late 1980s in the essays collected in 

After Henry (1992) and Political Fictions (2001)) that describes her less personal and more 

outwardly or conventionally “objective” journalistic nonfiction in essays like “Clinton 

Agonistes” (1998) or “The Case of Terri Schiavo” (2005). This chapter will fill that gap, 

reviewing the meatier critical coverage of Didion's style in the first half of her career and then 

charting the way Didion's rhetorical strategies enter distinct mid- and late- career phases. Taking 

the long view of Didion's career and binding a stylistic reading to different genres will also help 
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to clarify the way that practical stylistics can help settle the types of questions of genre 

boundaries posed by Adena Rosmarin, Phyllis Frus and others.  

The distinct mid-career phase coincides with Didion's more political assignments during 

her years as a contributor to the New York Review of Books. These essays, two of which were 

published as books, heavily de-emphasize the subjective voice and foregrounded narrator's 

presence that aligned Didion closely with New Journalism. The retreat of Didion's self-referential 

presence coincides with a shift in her prose style away from fragments and single-sentence 

paragraphs that are one of the stylistic staples of her fiction and last two memoirs. When Didion 

foregrounds her presence as a narrator in her nonfiction, her prose style most closely resembles 

that of her fiction. Why? I argue that Didion the pioneering New Journalist reveals herself late in 

her career to be much more of a genre traditionalist than that subjectivity-suggesting sobriquet 

suggests. 

Didion's early nonfiction is frequently reportorial (“Some Dreamers of the Golden 

Dream” (1968) and “Where the Kissing Never Stops” (1968), for example) and it is characterized 

by a style that leans away from taciturnity and ellipsis without abandoning that mode completely.  

When the early essays are more personal or memoiristic (“Goodbye to All That”, “Slouching 

Towards Bethlehem” (1968)), Didion's fictional devices like single-sentence-paragraphs and 

lyrical openings and transitions are more prevalent. The closer Didion pushes the subject of her 

nonfiction to what frequently gets called hard news (especially international and domestic 

politics, and doubly especially American political and military adventurism), the more 

traditionally journalistic her narration and the more traditionally formal her prose becomes. In 

Didion's work, the assertion of nonfictional subjectivity manifests itself as heightened literary 

language, and the assertion of nonfictional objectivity manifests itself as longer sentences, fewer 
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fragments, and more elaborate patterns of repetition. Didion does not completely abandon literary 

prose in this second type of nonfiction, but she does subordinate it to fact and alters her preferred 

literary flourishes, choosing recognizable figures of classical rhetoric over fragments.

This reveals something that surprised me, coming to Didion fandom through the backdoor 

of punk zine writers referencing her work: one of the godmothers of self-publishing was not only 

politically conservative, she possessed a deep appreciation for the conventions of twentieth-

century print journalism like factual rigour and source interviews. The alteration of her prose also 

proves to be a canny stylistic method of clearly delineating the distance between the nonfictional  

treatment of a personal subject (New York, the film industry, domestic politics) and an 

impersonal, patently foreign experience (the fallout of US intervention in Southeast Asia, Latin 

America and the Caribbean). When I started this project I had the broad sense that Didion's style 

was consistent across genres, but by closely re-reading her novels, essays and memoirs, I 

discovered that Didion's style alters according to genre and subgenre. 

This tendency is much more of a subtle variation than it is a sharp distinction, however —

Didion uses her minimal or fragmentary mode to treat what I call impersonal or international 

subjects, but she also does so in her later novels Democracy (1984) and The Last Thing He 

Wanted (1996). And Didion's early essays and novels are hardly koans — they feature elaborate 

rhetorical figures of repetition and lush description alongside recurring fragments. Similarly, 

Didion's mid-late journalism is full of the same complex syntax, elliptical arguments, and opaque 

conclusions that characterize all of her work. I am not arguing that Didion's style deserts her 

when she writes in her hard news mode, rather that it alters slightly over time and across genre, 

and that these alterations correlate closely in the nonfiction with the wax and wane of narrator 

presence. 
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It is possible that these changes were partly the function of changing editorial oversight 

across the mid-late period of Didion's career: her longtime editor, Henry Robbins, after whom the 

collection After Henry is titled, died in 1979, and the foreword to Political Fictions mentions that 

Didion only pursued American electoral politics as a subject when commissioned to do so by the 

New York Review of Books (733). Perhaps the NYRB suppressed certain elements of Didion's style 

— the magazine may publish great writers, but it is not exactly a forum for those writers to push 

the limits of their voice. It's more of a cafe or seminar room than a bar: you don't have to shout to 

be heard, so you can get away with a muted or restrained take. And you have one of the more 

intellectually rarified popular audiences in contemporary Western letters, so you can speak at 

length in that restrained voice about serious subjects. 

My goal in this chapter is to describe the way Didion's style shifts across time by 

exploring in detail each of the two prose modes I identify. Critics have focused on Didion's 

fiction, perhaps moved by the angst of Didion's characters and fatalism of her themes, and in 

doing so more frequently note her minimal or fragmentary mode. It is certainly her favoured 

fictional mode, especially in and after her second novel Play It As It Lays (1970), but it is not her 

only mode, and I'll demonstrate that as her career went on the fragmentary minimalism became 

more and more her preferred fictional rather than nonfictional mode until her two most recent 

memoirs, which abruptly returned to and amplified it. The other mode, introduced in Run River  

(1963) and dominant in Salvador (1983), Miami (1987), After Henry (1992), Political Fictions  

(2001), and Where I Was From (2003), drops the fragments for frequent repetition and complex 

syntax. By demonstrating the connection between Didion's first novel and mid-period nonfiction, 

I will show that Didion's style is actually more frequently expansive than it is clipped, especially 

when Didion subordinates subjective narratorial presence in her nonfiction.
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I will first identify Didion's key influences and consider what she herself has to say about 

sentence-craft, then I'll closely examine and evaluate the way critics have characterized her styles  

before performing close readings of representative fictional and nonfictional passages to 

demonstrate the way that Didion's syntactical signatures, especially repetitive figures and short or 

fragmentary sentences, are deployed in a variety of ways across her fiction and nonfiction over 

her career. I will argue that Didion's style becomes more and less baroque across genres and 

periods, beginning with her Jamesian first novel, contracting in certain early essays and in Play It  

As It Lays and A Book Of Common Prayer, before returning to the density of her early work in 

her nonfiction of the eighties and nineties. Finally, I'll discuss the way that Didion resurrects her 

more minimal fictional style in her two most recent memoirs of death and illness, and I will  

explain how the most heightened personal subjective voice of Didion's oeuvre coincides with a 

self-conscious consideration of the elasticity and utility of an identifiable personal style.  

You'll probably notice my own personal style recede a little in this chapter. That's because 

one of its key functions is apprenticeship. I take a more workmanlike position here to link the 

methodology Anderson and Rygiel applied to early Didion to her later works, and to model the 

type of stylistic analysis that I perform with a bit more zazz and freedom in the final two 

chapters. The critics speak, and then their apprentice offers his contribution using their technique 

and speaking a version of their language. I exaggerate the functionalism in this chapter in an 

attempt to create a continuum in my prose style that matches the chronological arc of the 

dissertation: in my apprentice chapter, I more faithfully imitate the standard academic register 

I've inherited. As I move on to the Wallace and n+1 chapters I turn my own volume up a bit to 

fully realize the model I'm proposing and to express my stronger affinity with the writers I 

describe. Plus it just isn't right to crack wise about a book like Blue Nights.
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I. The Roots of Didion's Styles.

Didion's prose style is elliptical and repetitive. Critics generally emphasize the former 

when they contend that her style is a self-evident feature of her work, often seeming to suggest 

that her sentences are like dense, polished metallic objects, possibly bullets or icepicks. They use 

words like “spare” (Oates 140) or “bleached” (Wilcox 68). They also frequently trot out Didion's 

own anecdote about retyping Hemingway's prose in an effort to discover its component parts, a 

sort of dismantling for the sake of inspection (Als 46). The comparison to Hemingway bears 

further scrutiny, and an interesting study could be made of the gender politics involved in the 

rhetoric of spareness or leanness (here's a free idea for a monograph or conference paper: “What 

We Talk About When We Talk About Sentence Fragments: Hemingway, Didion, Carver and 

Gendered Taciturnity” — you're welcome) — but that study would ultimately reveal only one 

register of Didion's flexible voice. She also does complex and wordy.

Didion herself is reticent when it comes to questions of style. Interviews record her 

“process,” discovering her editing and typing and drinking routines (Als 475). What about 

sentence alchemy? In a lecture originally given at Berkeley and later published in the New York 

Times Book Review called “Why I Write,” Didion offered a characteristically oblique description 

of her relation to the nuts and bolts of writerly craft:

Grammar is a piano I play by ear, since I seem to have been out of school the year the 

rules were mentioned. All I know about grammar is its infinite power. To shift the 

structure of a sentence alters the meaning of that sentence, as definitely and inflexibly as 

the position of a camera alters the meaning of the object photographed. Many people 
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know about camera angles now, but not so many know about sentences. The arrangement 

of the words matters, and the arrangement you want can be found in the picture in your 

mind. The picture dictates whether this will be a sentence with or without clauses, a 

sentence that ends hard or a dying-fall sentence, long or short, active or passive. The 

picture tells you how to arrange the words and the arrangement of the words tells you, or 

tells me, what's going on in the picture. Nota bene:

It tells you.

You don't tell it. (7)

There is a hint of the occult in this consideration of prose style, and not a little poetic musing 

(note the chiasmus in the two single-sentence paragraphs that conclude this excerpt). The most 

interesting claim Didion makes here, for the purposes of my argument, is the one about her 

instinctual decision-making. It isn't surprising that Didion describes her sentences as forming 

someplace outside of her conscious mind. The artist-as-conduit is the oldest saw in the toolshed. 

It is a little more surprising that Didion claims ignorance of the detailed workings of grammar, 

syntax and rhetoric. It's clear that Didion highly values the stylistic possibilities inherent in 

syntax, and her romanticization of the act of forming a sentence is a sign that stylistic matters  

were of the utmost concern for her during this period.

Didion gave a definitive and elaborate account of her influences to Sarah Davidson in the 

late 1970s, and her description of the way her early reading informed her own work helps decode 

her piano metaphor. If you learn by ear, you end up feeling your way across the keys in emulation 

of something that you're hearing. So who was she listening to? She says:

You would never know it from reading me, but I was very influenced by Hemingway when 
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I was 13, 14, 15. I learned a lot about how sentences worked, how a long sentence worked. 

Where the commas worked. How every word had to matter. It made me excited about 

words. Conrad, for the same reasons. The sentences sounded wonderful. I remember being 

so excited once, when I discovered that the key lines in Heart of Darkness were in 

parentheses. James, whom I didn't read until I was in college, was important to me in trying 

to come to terms with the impossibility of getting it right. James's sentences, with all those 

clauses, had to do with keeping the options open, letting the sentence cover as much as it 

could. That impressed me a great deal. (18)

Although Didion thinks the influence of Hemingway is concealed in her first four books, the 

prevailing popular wisdom is that Didion is a student of the school of prosodic minimalism. She 

also offers a vision of herself as a reader, registering every word and thinking about the aural 

properties of prose. Hemingway and James made sense to me when I first read Didion's account 

of her influences, but I had never considered that Conrad would be such a big influence on 

Didion's writing, especially not any aural properties of his somewhat fusty prose — he's hardly 

Nabokov in the melody department. His influence is much easier to detect in Didion's baroque 

journalistic period. 

Here is one example of the popular critical wisdom to which I refer that helps to explain a 

possible mythical source. Cynthia Griffin Wolff, in describing “Didion's adaptation of the 

Hemingway style,” goes beyond prose to structural properties like point of view and thematic 

properties like mood:

Hemingway had banished that literary god, the omniscient narrator, and had pared away 

the opulence of Victorian sentence structure to reveal the beautiful bare bones of syntax. It 

 - 60 -



was a verbal loss of sorts, but it recollected the literal “Puritan” impulse that lay at the 

heart of American culture. In Didion, this impulse is no longer purifying. It is lethal. 

Hence Didion's redaction of Hemingway prose is no more than fragments of language, 

clipped almost beyond recognition and reduced to the point where coherence itself is 

nearly lost. This mutilation of verbal structures renders the moral starvation of a society 

that has dispensed almost entirely with the freight of ethical intention. (Cynthia Griffin 

Wolff 127)

The novel Wolff is discussing here, Play It As It Lays (1970), actually forms a collage out of 

fragments of both first person and focalized-third-person narration. It is true that certain of the 

novel's brief, more dialogue-focused chapters are especially laconic, and that there are “fragments 

of language” but, as we will see, there are also plenty of long, recursive sentences, like this one 

that I analyze in greater depth later in the chapter: “Because she had an uneasy sense that sleeping 

outside on a rattan chaise could be construed as the first step toward something unnameable (she 

did not know what it was she feared, but it had to do with empty sardine cans in the sink, 

vermouth bottles the wastebaskets, slovenliness past the point of return) she told herself that she 

was sleeping outside just until it was too cold to sleep beneath beach towels, just until the heat 

broke, just until the fires stopped burning in the mountains, sleeping outside only because the 

bedrooms in the house were hot, airless, only because the palms scraped against the screens and 

there was no one to wake her in the mornings” (14-15). Wolff is perhaps so beguiled by the 

anomic characters in the novel that she confuses atmosphere with style and a fragmentary 

sensibility with fragments of language. 

If we take Didion's list of her early influences as a guide, we can see elements of the great 
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writers to whom she pays tribute in the components of her style that we have discovered in the 

above analysis: James' recursion and Conrad's density find an echo in Didion's maximalist prose 

mode. When Didion is working laconic, she leans Hemingway. She leans Hemingwayesque in 

her fiction and in her later memoirs. She leans baroque or Jamesian or Conradian in her first 

novel and her mid-late nonfiction. 

A note on Hemingway, James and Conrad: I'm sure that detailed prose style studies of 

each of these writers would reveal variations across each of their careers (David L. Hoover's 

“corpus stylistics” on James' oeuvre used Rygiel-style data-crunching to reveal that James' 

sentences complexified over time, for example (174)), and I am not trying to reduce the variety of 

prose styles employed by these three writers to simple clichés, so I'll define more clearly what 

each of these writers' predominant stylistic characteristics are. 

When I say “Hemingwayesque,” I mean that, as Todd Onderdonk says, “Hemingway's 

prose is admiringly described as terse, tough, hard, hard-boiled, muscular, or lean, deriving its 

power from short declarative sentences” (74). Here's the second paragraph of The Old Man and 

the Sea (1952), wherein the title character is described:

The old man was thin and gaunt with deep wrinkles in the back of his neck. The brown 

blotches of the benevolent skin cancer the sun brings from its reflection on the tropic sea 

were on his cheeks. The blotches ran well down the sides of his face and his hands had the 

deep-creased scars from handling heavy fish on the cords. But none of these scars were 

fresh. They were as old as erosions in a fishless desert. (1)

These are surely short and declarative sentences, employing not a single comma and using 

relatively simple adjectives (thin, gaunt, deep, brown – with a “benevolent” and “fishless” as 
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ponderous contrast). The next paragraph is a single sentence featuring polysyndeton (two strong 

recurring features of Didion's work): “Everything about him was old except his eyes and they 

were the same color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated” (1). Undefeated, as Onderdonk 

suggests, is a nice tough word, and the images of scars inflicted by toil reinforce that sense. Like 

Didion's “coolness,” Hemingway's musculature is the product of his subjects, tone, and 

vocabulary and syntax (Onderdonk 74).

On the other end of Didion's influence spectrum is James, with his “self-interrupting” and 

“convoluted syntax” (Hoover 185). Here are the opening two sentences from a mid-career work, 

The Turn of the Screw:

The story had held us, round the fire, sufficiently breathless, but except the obvious remark 

that it was gruesome, as, on Christmas Eve in an old house, a strange tale should essentially 

be, I remember no comment uttered till somebody happened to say that it was the only case 

he had met in which such a visitation had fallen on a child. The case, I may mention, was 

that of an apparition in just such an old house as had gathered us for the occasion—an 

appearance, of a dreadful kind, to a little boy sleeping in the room with his mother and 

waking her up in the terror of it; waking her not to dissipate his dread and soothe him to 

sleep again, but to encounter also, herself, before she had succeeded in doing so, the same 

sight that had shaken him. (1)

You'd have to read many pages of a Hemingway story to find as many commas as James uses in 

these few sentences, and perhaps a few books to find a sentence that combined eight commas, 

semicolon and a dash. When I say that Didion's prose has a Jamesian element, it is exactly this 

kind of clause-insertion, self-correction and syntactical involution to which I refer. 
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And on Conrad's density, or his “adjectival eccentricity” (Lucas 28), let's look at the third 

paragraph of The Secret Agent, a story I was going to use to help explain when or when not to 

bomb with conscience in my heady youth:

The window contained photographs of more or less undressed dancing girls; nondescript 

packages in wrappers like patent medicines; closed yellow paper envelopes, very flimsy, 

and marked two-and-six in heavy black figures; a few numbers of ancient French comic 

publications hung across a string as if to dry; a dingy blue china bowl, a casket of black 

wood, bottles of marking ink, and rubber stamps; a few books, with titles hinting at 

impropriety; a few apparently old copies of obscure newspapers, badly printed, with titles 

like The Torch, The Gong—rousing titles. And the two gas jets inside the panes were 

always turned low, either for economy’s sake or for the sake of the customers. (1)

While there aren't any especially purple or eccentric adjectives in here (save “rousing”), the 

amount of concrete detail and richness of description fits with Didion's insistence on letting the 

material dictate the theme.

A further note about my use of the terms laconic and baroque: I'm employing these words 

as operational definitions or short hand in this chapter. In using the term baroque in particular I 

confess that I'm building in some exaggeration or irony. Didion's prose never reaches the level of 

ornamentation you find in seventeenth-century Iberian architecture, and when Didion is laconic, 

she hardly veers into David Markson or Steven Wright territory. The particular stylistic 

characteristics that I identify in these two modes, however, can be consistently tracked across 

Didion's career, and I hope the terms help to simplify my point about the variations in Didion's 

prose. Maybe a more ambitious dissertation would have compared Didion's prose to a church in 

Lisbon. 
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II. The Critical Take on Didion's Styles.

The critical analysis of Didion's fiction, laconic, baroque or otherwise, attends most 

closely to theme and character. This provides a comparatively rich well from which to draw for 

thematic analysis, but it suggests, again, the marginal nature of practical criticism in literary  

studies of prose. In fact, and perhaps unsurprisingly, given the emergence of critical studies of 

nonfiction from schools of rhetoric and stylistics, more direct and thorough attention has been 

paid to the nuts and bolts of Didion's nonfictional writing style by Chris Anderson and Dennis 

Rygiel than by any critic to her fictional writing style. The critical discussion of Didion's early 

style shows a tendency toward generalizing outward from well-known pieces (see Katherine 

Henderson, David Geherin, or K. Edington on Play It As It Lays, for example), but when critics 

dig in and examine Didion's prose more carefully, as Rygiel and Anderson do, the results are 

illuminating. Didion the laconic heir to Hemingway emerges when critics generalize about her 

style or link it to mood, especially to the mood of Play It As It Lays or “Slouching Toward 

Bethlehem,” but the other predominant feature of Didion's style, especially in her nonfiction, the 

flowing, curling, recursive sentence, dominates closer discussions like Anderson's and Rygiel's.

Didion's style is one of the key elements of Anderson's analysis of literary nonfiction in 

Style As Argument  (1987). As his title suggests, Anderson makes a strong case for the primacy of 

style or voice as the defining feature of the genre, and provides a great model for an approach to 

the study of nonfiction that is part classically rhetorical and part literary. Anderson's chapter on 

Didion is the longest emphatically stylistic consideration of her nonfiction. He invents a three 

part inventory of Didion's style which, in the way that his book's title suggests and in a matter 
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similar to Wolff, combines strictly stylistic concerns with thematic properties. Anderson's 

categorization of Didion's style relies more on those thematic properties than my categories 

(laconic/baroque), but I owe the very idea of creating operational prose style categories to 

facilitate analysis to Anderson. The first prong of the trident, what he calls Didion's “radical 

particularity,” comes directly from a passage in “Why I Write,” the one wherein she claims to 

have thwarted her own entry into the world of ideas or abstraction because of a stubborn inability 

to move beyond concerns concrete or material. Anderson's examples from Didion's Slouching  

Toward Bethlehem “Personals” provide compelling evidence to match Didion's own statements, 

and we see in particular how “On Morality” uses a set of images and descriptions of events (the 

diver fearing radiation from underground nuclear tests, the car accident victim's body guarded 

from coyotes) to build to the ambiguous conclusion Didion makes about right and wrong. 

Anderson's sense that this attention to concrete imagery may be exaggerated, but it is a mistake of 

degree rather than accuracy — Didion definitely favours the concrete over the abstract (she says 

“I do not think in abstracts” in “Why I Write”). Didion's minimalist mode is connected to her 

tendency to use flat statements or clipped dialogue to illustrate characters' motivations in both her  

fiction and nonfiction (see the examples from Play It As It Lays and “Slouching Toward 

Bethlehem” below). 

Didion's minimal mode is more directly addressed by what Anderson calls the “rhetoric of 

gaps.” Rarely naming the rhetorical figures detailed so efficiently by Rygiel, Anderson's analysis 

of Didion's elliptical prose feels loose and enigmatic, perhaps in emulation of his subject. He 

elegantly states that “Didion's sentences are unadorned and straightforward, connected by blank 

space rather than conjunctions. Parallel structure indicates parallel relationships, but for the most 

part there is no hierarchy or subordination in these series” (Anderson 137). He also stretches this 

 - 66 -



definition of her asyndeton in describing Didion's juxtaposition of two short, simple sentences, 

claiming that the lines “Days pass. I see no one” from “On Going Home” offer a “sentence 

rhythm” that “suggests fragmentation” (137). I agree that Didion's use of short sentences to 

produce rhythmic effects is a common and effective stylistic technique, and I agree with 

Anderson's conclusion that form can suggest function, but I am hoping to make the link between 

prose style and aesthetic effect more explicit and precise.

What I call Didion's baroque mode forms the third constituent element of Anderson's 

analysis. In a variation on the traditional idea of stream-of-consciousness, he suggests that Didion 

uses a “rhetoric of process” (138). It's Anderson's way of naming a sort of meta-nonfictional 

property whereby syntax mirrors the movement of the human mind. His claim identifies the way 

Didion's sentences tend toward recursion and self-correction when they are not fragmentary for 

emphasis or rhythm. As in the previous two cases, Anderson's close attention to matters of this 

element of prose style provides a good model for analyzing nonfiction, wavering only when he 

attempts to connect his observations to theme or intention, occasionally in the same sentence, as 

he does here: “The commentary Didion offers is highly tentative, grounded in the moment of the 

writing, a function of her effort at that place and time to think through a problem in language” 

(139). Anderson offers a helpful model when he limits his analysis to remarks concerning the 

mechanics of Didion's modifications and their aesthetic effects, as in his remark that “the 

parentheses, repeated predicates, multiple conjunctions, and cumulative modifications of her 

sentences reflect this sense of spontaneity,” or his observation that “the appositive is her 

characteristic modifier, a redefining noun phrase placed after the main clause as a kind of 

unpacking of the initial generalization” (139). When Anderson goes beyond formal and thematic 

analysis to the author's psychology his thesis falters a little, but the general direction of his 
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assertions is well-taken, and they prefigure and inspire my claim that Didion employs varying 

prose strategies to achieve aesthetic effects which match generic or thematic properties, like the 

single-sentence paragraphs in Play It As It Lays or Blue Nights that match broken communication 

or disrupted thought with brief, discrete phrases. Didion's sentences may reflect the mind at work 

at the moment of comprehension or creation (she describes her editorial process as thorough, and 

she was hardly a Beat bleater), but that is less germane to my analysis than the fact that the 

sentences are formed specifically to achieve mood or reveal character. My view of Didion's prose 

style is always more interested in pragmatic concerns than Anderson's description. My stylistics 

are slightly more practical than his.

As one of the few detailed, substantial and early analyses of Didion's nonfictional prose 

style, Anderson's chapter is ambitious and full of insight. His occasional inability to connect his 

discussion of prose style to a potent consideration of theme does not diminish the utility of the 

former. When he briefly addresses the question of the precise generic nature of Didion's 

nonfiction, we see the danger in speaking generally about Didion's nonfictional oeuvre as if it 

were a consistent whole. It is only occasionally true that “her work is an important hybrid of the 

essay and journalism: her journalism is essay-like; her essays are journalistic” (144): “Slouching 

Toward Bethlehem” is an essay-like work of journalism, but “Clinton Agonistes” is a journalism-

like work of journalism. “The White Album” is a journalistic essay, but “On Keeping a 

Notebook” is an essayistic essay. It is also only occasionally true that “her characteristic strategy 

is to reflect on contemporary life from the standpoint of her own experience or to engage in 

autobiographical narrative which ultimately leads to commentary on the social problems of the 

time. She sees her subjects in terms of the self. Even her reportage has the quality of 

reflective/exploratory writing” (Anderson 142). More simply, subgeneric differences actually 
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really matter when it comes to Didion's nonfiction. Only some of Didion's reportage has the 

quality of reflective writing, and the least “essayistic” or Didion's journalism was published a few 

years after Anderson wrote. The other sharp difference in Didion's oeuvre is between the period 

of nonfiction writing covered by Anderson's analysis (through the early 1980s) and that which 

came later (especially the work collected in Political Fictions and the memoirs Where I Was 

From (2003), The Year of Magical Thinking (2006), and Blue Nights (2011)). As we will see, 

Didion's nonfiction seems less and less a hybrid of personal essay and journalism during the 80s 

and 90s, and her two most recent family memoirs discard the journalism altogether in favour of a 

return to the plain reminiscence of early works like “Goodbye To All That” (1968).

Dennis Rygiel addressed the imprecision of certain of Anderson's claims five years later. 

Rygiel has written about practical stylistics and literary nonfiction as a genre (1989), and offers a 

much more methodical take on this type of analysis when he addresses Didion's work, and he is 

one of the only critics to pay serious attention to the Didionic baroque. The most exhaustive 

discussion of the nature of repetition in Didion's early nonfiction appears in his article “Lexical 

Parallelism In The Nonfiction Of Joan Didion” (1994). In his detailed catalog of seven types of 

repetition (most of which are derived from classical rhetoric) in Slouching Toward Bethlehem, 

The White Album, and Didion's first full-length nonfiction book Salvador, Rygiel advances a 

convincing, quantitative argument about this particular element of Didion's style. He compares 

Didion's use of seven types of lexical parallelism — epanalepsis (intial-final), symploce (initial 

and final), anaphora (initial), medial, epistrophe (final), anadiplosis (final-initial), and chiasmus 

(crossing pattern) — to a statistically representative selection from genre peers of Didion's 

(Orwell and E.B. White represent the “informal essay” and Tom Wolfe and Lewis Thomas 

represent the “New Journalism feature article”) and, to contrast, two works by “writers who were 
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influenced by the repetition-rich tradition of Black preaching, and who therefore might be 

expected to use lexical parallelism more than” her, James Baldwin and Martin Luther King Jr.  

(Rygiel 115). Impressive numeric tables dramatize Rygiel's point: Didion employs these seven 

different types of repetition far more frequently than any of these other writers. This observation 

points to Didion's firm place in a tradition of writers of artfully complex syntax, and invites a 

consideration of the use Didion finds in this form.

The key is genre. Rygiel neatly describes how Didion's nonfiction alternates between 

traditions of the personal essay (with its roots in the essays of Montaigne), and feature 

journalism, acknowledging the genre hybridity of some of her work while gently refuting 

Anderson's claim that the varieties of Didion's nonfiction tend generally toward a singular 

approach (Anderson, 142; Rygiel 118). Rygiel's contention about Didion's place in a discrete 

personal essay tradition conveniently leads to a discussion of the “voice” metaphor used 

frequently by critics when discussing matters of style. It is worth quoting Rygiel's remark about 

voice, conversation and the personal essay in full, to capture its elegant concision:

The essay, especially the personal essay as [...] practiced by Didion, has obvious affinities 

with spoken conversation: the exploration of matters of personal concern, the assumed 

relationship of friendship or even intimacy, the strong element of self-revelation, and the 

seemingly spontaneous structuring related to the unfolding topics and individual response. 

(119)

 Rygiel's examples of Didion's involvement strategies — the tactic of addressing the reader as 

“you” or including the reader as a member of an inclusive plural third person by saying “we” — 

evince Didion's relation to the conversational nature of the personal essay tradition. 
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The point about Didion matching her prose style to the demands of particular nonfictional 

subgenres is well-taken. The discussion of Didion's repetition as an expression of striving 

fruitlessly for perfection lacks the force of Rygiel's more rigorous close reading, but does include 

the tempting conclusion that “Didion's frequent use of lexical parallelism can be connected in 

part to the effort to get it right, whether that effort is a function of neurotic perfectionism, 

conscious craftsmanship, moral seriousness, or all three” (121-22). The most useful elements of 

this claim are the suggestions about craftsmanship and moral seriousness. Repetition as a 

manifestation of conscious craftsmanship certainly fits better with Didion's descriptions of her 

habits and influences in “Why I Write,” and it points to the inherent rhythmic, musical, and 

incantatory aesthetic value of repetition as a prominent feature of style.   

Rygiel was the first to observe that Didion's prose style was different when she was 

writing to different generic conventions (118). Beyond this, his statistically-representative and 

methodical quantitative analysis offers proof that Didion uses rhetorical figures of repetition far 

more frequently than a variety of other prominent twentieth-century writers of nonfiction, and he 

provides a great model for performing rigorous close readings of an author's nonfictional prose 

style that are then directly linked to analyses of other formal, thematic or philosophical 

properties. 

My aim is to follow the lead of Anderson and Rygiel while extending their technique to 

cover Didion's later career and varying prose modes. The other stylistics scholar of Didion's 

work, Carol Hult, covers only one mode during one period, but she does perform one of the few 

direct readings of figurative strategies in Didion's first two collections of essays. She covers 

metonymy and metaphor, concluding that Didion's “stylistic methodology is a system of 

fragmentation” (71). Yes, Didion frequently emphasizes transitions with brief single sentence 
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paragraphs, but the densely repetitive introduction to “Slouching Towards Bethlehem” discussed 

in detail in this chapter proves that the fragmentation is just one of Didion's methods. 

Hult suggests that early Didion solves her own structural riddles through complex 

metonymic and metaphorical structures that bridge the gaps formed by parataxis, the definition of 

which Hult adapts to refer to the single sentence paragraphs, sentence fragments, and short 

punchy adjective-free sentences that Didion occasionally uses for emphasis, especially in her 

fiction and later memoirs. An example from “Slouching Towards Bethlehem” might be “people 

were missing. Children were missing. Parents were missing” (67), wherein the vague references 

to “people” stand in for moral displacement. Like Rygiel, Hult takes inspiration from stylistics,  

but favours Roman Jakobson's definitions of metonymy and metaphor to Rygiel's quantitative 

approach. 

Anderson, Hult and Rygiel provide the critical model for direct stylistic analysis of 

nonfiction and they perform the readings of Didion's work that resonates most strongly with me. 

Fragmentation and repetition are the two key elements of Didion's writing, and these three critics 

demonstrated that Didion's voice was multifaceted, but no critic has precisely traced the contours 

of the style variation across Didion's career. To demonstrate the way Didion's prose altered over 

time and according to generic convention, I'm going to follow it through time and across modes. 

I'll start terse.

III. The Early Didionic Baroque.

The first paragraph of one of Didion's career-making New Journalistic essays, “Slouching 

Towards Bethlehem” (1968) provides a test case for Didion's early nonfiction style to establish 

that Cynthia Griffin's Wolff and Carol Hult's comments about Didion's borderline-incoherent 
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fragments, while artfully-phrased, exaggerate Didion's minimalism. The passage has escaped the 

close attention of Didion's stylistic critics, despite its fascinating stylishness. Many of the essays 

collected in Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968) and The White Album (1979) open with 

paragraph-long lyrical flourishes (see also “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream,” “John 

Wayne: A Love Song,”  and “At the Dam” among others), so it is important to note that a passage 

like this consists of lines yet-more-highly-stylized than Didion's standard prose. The essay 

begins:

The center was not holding. It was a country of bankruptcy notices and public-auction 

announcements and commonplace reports of casual killers who misplaced even the four-

letter words they scrawled. It was a country in which families routinely disappeared, 

trailing bad checks and repossession papers. Adolescents drifted from city to torn city, 

sloughing off both the past and the future as snakes shed their skins, children who were 

never taught and would never now learn the games that had held the society together. 

People were missing. Children were missing. Parents were missing. Those behind filed 

desultory missing-persons reports, then moved on themselves. (67)

The paragraph and essay open with a reference to Yeats' “The Second Coming,” the poem from 

which the essay's title comes and, according to Didion in her Preface to the collection, the literary 

work which resonates most powerfully with her experience of the late 1960s. She changes the 

conceit from the simple present tense (“the center cannot hold” in the poem) to the past 

progressive (“the center was not holding” in the essay), the same way she alters another line from 

the poem for her title, changing from the simple present (“slouches”) to present progressive 

(“slouching”), both changes dragging the poem's free-floating dread into the essay's specific 
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historical moment (the countercultural explosion in San Francisco, decidedly not Didion's scene) 

and adding the sense that the slouch is now irreversible, that the beast's trip to Bethlehem is well 

under way. 

Didion then deploys two classical rhetorical flourishes to add breadth and force to her 

diagnosis. The next two sentences both begin with “It was...”, perhaps an ironic allusion to the 

anaphora that opens Dickens' A Tale Of Two Cities. Each sentence also contains polysyndeton, 

the repetitive use of a conjunction, in this case “and,” to establish rhythm and to exaggerate 

quantity. Didion's use of these two techniques as an introduction to her essay establishes both the 

impressionistic sweep she will form from fragments of observation and the ambivalent tone she 

will use in doing so. She offers the lists of clauses linked by “and” as evidence of her opening 

claim that “the center was not holding” (“Slouching Towards Bethlehem” 67), and begins to 

characterize the place she is describing by using a pronoun whose linked noun will not be firmly 

stated until the next paragraph. The dissociated “It” is “a country” identified as America in 1967 

in the next paragraph. 

The first two lines tell us that the center of the country is suffering Yeats-ian 

disintegration, and we get a list of representative problems: the country is full of “bankruptcy 

notices and public-auction announcements and commonplace reports of casual killings and 

misplaced children and abandoned homes and vandals who misplaced even the four-letter words 

they scrawled” (67). The problems are economic distress and pervasive violence. Money is lost. 

Children are lost. Houses are lost. Even epithets are lost. By stringing the specific examples 

together with the repetitive conjunction “and,” Didion grants them representative status and 

creates a sense of distressing endlessness — these instances of loss are merely a few among 

many. To reinforce this sense, the pattern extends into the next line, repeating the first line's first 
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four words to maintain and extend the anaphora:  “It was a country in which families routinely 

disappeared, trailing bad checks and repossession papers” (“Slouching Towards Bethlehem” 67). 

These details curl the sense of endlessness back in on itself: the loss is not as pervasive as it first 

appears. The details are restricted to middle class conceptions of family and propriety, money and 

property. Didion's suggestion that “the center” is occupied by traditional notions of family life,  

personal responsibility and land itself ripples outward across much of her early work (Play It As  

It Lays and Run River both dwell upon this theme, describing marriages and traditions of family, 

business and community dismantling themselves, and essays like “The White Album” and “The 

Women's Movement” in The White Album and “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream” in 

Slouching Toward Bethlehem do as well).   

The rest of the paragraph drops the classical rhetorical flourishes in favour of a long, 

simile-laden run-on sentence followed by short declarations linked to the paragraph's opening 

lines. The essay's real subject emerges: wayward adolescents, mostly blameless insofar as they 

are merely the fallout from a society-wide failure of parental responsibility. The (pointedly 

ageless) adolescents “drifted from city to torn city, sloughing off both the past and the future as 

snakes shed their skins” (67). The anomic horror of Yeats' poem resonates again here in the snake 

image, and the tragedy of a generation's futureless, disconnected aimlessness is linked to the 

country's failure to teach the children “the games that had held the society together” (67). The use 

of the term “games” here indicates Didion's firm ambivalence about the inherent value of the 

rituals and mores that are disappearing, viewing them merely as necessary glue. This sort of 

ambivalence delineates the edges of Didion's libertarianism — she is less interested in conserving 

existing class or gender relations than she is interested in the perpetuation of vaguely-defined 

notions of productivity, individual responsibility and dignity. The political project of her early 
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writing centers around these ideas, and the introduction to this essay establishes her stance in a 

few broad, oblique strokes. The result of the broken chain of instruction is absence. Didion 

repeats herself by issuing three stark and parallel subject-verb-object constructions: “People were 

missing. Children were missing. Parents were missing” (67). We learn that brief, “desultory” 

notice is afforded the disappeared before those left behind “moved on themselves” (67). These 

final declarations come much closer to the fragmentation of Wolff's diagnosis, but they come 

amid much more sophisticated syntax.

Many of Didion's signature stylistic techniques are in evidence here: the use of classical 

rhetorical figures (especially the generative polysyndeton, anaphora and other types of lexical 

parallelism), allusiveness, repetition of both sentiment and sentence construction, and 

exaggerated alternation between longer clause coordination and simple declarations. The 

attention to the representative and even synechdochal concrete detail (in this case bureaucratic 

detail: bankruptcy notices, bad checks, repossession papers, missing-person reports) is 

characteristic, as is the near-absence of adverbial description (just “routinely” in this paragraph) 

and preponderance of adjectives (“commonplace,” “casual,” “abandoned,” “desultory”). Didion's 

tone and vocabulary typically match this passage, and even the snake image reappears 

consistently throughout her early essays and novels. 

The earliest of those early novels is Didion's own apprentice work, Run River (1963), is a 

pulpy take on the industrial and social changes in her hometown of Sacramento — sort of a 

tabloid version of The Grapes of Wrath, if you squint. It featured even more of these ornate 

sentences, a breed that would grow comparatively rare in Didion's fiction with each subsequent 

novel. Unlike the occasional lyrical flourishes of early essays like the introduction to “Slouching 

Toward Bethlehem,” Run River is full of long winding sentences with elaborate patterns of 
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repetition. Here is a typical example, from the passage of the novel describing Lily's response to 

an early physical interaction with her husband-to-be:

All around them were her father's orchards: the pears hanging warm and heavy, dropping to 

rot on the ground beneath the trees, going brown and bruised and drawing flies, going to 

waste in that endless summer as she, thank God and Everett, was not. She let her dress trail 

in the water and ran splashing through the ditch with her eyes closed against the sun. 

Catching her, Everett rubbed her face and bare sunburned arms with the cloudy river water 

that bubbled from a supply pipe; they laughed (Everett you fool my sunglasses I like you for  

being so brown Everett baby so hard I love you) and fell down again together, for the 

pickers were working the far orchards that week, and when she screamed beneath him 

remembering that snakes infested the ditches, he neither told her that there was no snake 

nor told her that the snake (if there was one) was harmless, but picked her up and held her 

until she was quiet and until the snake (if there was a snake at all) had gone away. (Run 

River 58-59)

While it is really very tempting to dwell on all of the unsubtle snake and fruit imagery in this  

passage, I will resist. That temptation. These long, colon and semicolon-laden sentences use 

italicized first person commentary and repetitive parenthetical asides to flirt with focalized  

stream-of-consciousness, and the breathlessness of the pace seems a good fit for a description of 

a youthful erotic awakening. The complete absence of punctuation in the italicized asides is an 

unusual flourish for Didion, but it helps underscore the variety of prose strategies she was 

auditioning in this work. 

Didion produces a lyrical flourish near the end of Run River that resembles the 
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introduction to “Slouching Toward Bethlehem,” suggesting that Didion's most lush language 

accentuates or emphasizes moments of introspection. The lyrical introductions and conclusions 

provide something like a gilded frame around the edges of her works. This passage appears 

during the brief interval between Everett confronting Lily after shooting Ryder Channing and 

Everett's suicide on the dock. Lily considers “all the manqué promises, the failures of love and 

faith and honor,” and quickly catalogues the family and regional history that is petering out with 

a sputter of empty sex and senseless violence:

She, her mother, Everett, Martha, the whole family gallery: they carried the same blood, 

come down through twelve generations of circuit riders, county sheriffs, Indian fighters, 

country lawyers, Bible readers, one obscure United States Senator from a frontier state a 

long time ago; two hundred years of clearings in Virginia and Kentucky and Tennessee and 

then the break, the void into which they gave their rosewood chests, their silver brushes; the 

cutting clean which was to have redeemed them all. They had been a particular kind of 

people, their particular virtues called up by a peculiar situation, their particular flaws 

waiting there through all those years, unperceived, unsuspected, glimpsed only cloudily by 

one or two in each generation, by a wife whose bewildered eyes wanted to look not upon 

Eldorado but upon her mother's dogwood, by a blue-eyed boy who was at sixteen the best 

shot in the county and who when there was nothing left to shoot rode out one day and shot 

his brother, an accident. It had been above all a history of accidents: of moving on and of 

accidents. (246)

The roiling qualification of this passage, again complexly punctuated and anaphoric (“their  

particular...”) and featuring both asyndeton (“unperceived, unsuspected”) and polysyndeton 
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(“Virginia and Kentucky and Tennessee”), sprawls in a way that matches the distance and history 

that it covers. The brisk dispatch of the detail that comes before the sharp final sentence is 

achieved with one final repetition and qualification (“a history of accidents: of moving on and of 

accidents”). 

Even the first paragraph of the first real chapter of Play It As It Lays (1970), the novel that 

saw Didion begin including passages of more minimal prose, displays complex syntax and 

extended repetition. These lines introduce the habit of the lead character, Maria Wyeth, of driving 

aimlessly on the freeways in and around Los Angeles, and the paragraph opens with a plain 

introductory statement similar to the one from “Slouching Towards Bethlehem,” albeit with more 

plot-advancing detail and less Yeats: 

In the first hot month of the fall after the summer she left Carter (the summer Carter left  

her, the summer Carter stopped living in the house in Beverly Hills), Maria drove the 

freeway. She dressed every morning with a greater sense of purpose than she had felt in 

some time, a cotton skirt, a jersey, sandals she could kick off when she wanted the touch of 

the accelerator, and she dressed very fast, running a brush through her hair once or twice 

and tying it back with a ribbon, for it was essential (to pause was to throw herself into 

unspeakable peril) that she be on the freeway by ten o'clock. Not somewhere on Hollywood 

Boulevard, not on her way to the freeway, but actually on the freeway. If she was not she 

lost the day's rhythm, its precariously imposed momentum. Once she was on the freeway 

and had maneuvered her way to a fast lane she turned on the radio at high volume and 

drove. She drove the San Diego to the Harbor, the Harbor up to the Hollywood, the 

Hollywood to the Golden State, the Santa Monica, the Santa Ana, the Pasadena, the 

Ventura. She drove it as a riverman runs a river, every day more attuned to its currents, its 
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deceptions, and just as a riverman feels the pull of the rapids in the lull between sleeping 

and waking, so Maria lay at night in the still of Beverly Hills and saw the great signs soar 

overhead at seventy miles an hour, Normandie 1/4 Vermont 3/4 Harbor Fwy 1.(13-14)

Didion's medial repetition of “the summer” and “Carter,” and the successive parenthetical 

accumulation and refinement of factual detail adds a pause of two beats to her opening line. In 

this particular sentence, the focalized third person narrator corrects itself, undercutting the simple 

certainty of the opening, with its hard monosyllabic adjectives (“first,” “hot”), by introducing 

recursive reflection. Without the parenthesis, the sentence would read “In the first hot month of 

the fall after the summer she left Carter, Maria drove the freeway.” The repetition in the aside 

reinforces the importance of Carter's departure to Maria's drift. 

The next sentence features far more recursion, most of it simple sensuous detail 

concerning Maria's clothing: “a cotton skirt, a jersey, sandals she could kick off when she wanted 

the touch of the accelerator” (13). The parenthetical aside in this sentence, however, serves a 

similar function to the aside in the first sentence, offering psychological or narrative clues that 

modify the way we read the concrete detail; the “unspeakable peril” of a potential pause in 

preparations signals the volatility of Maria's mood, and hints at the symptomatic or therapeutic 

function of the driving. The “essential” nature of making it to the freeway gets its own repetitive 

attention in the next sentence, actually a subject-free grammatical fragment featuring anaphora  

(“not somewhere... not on her way...) and epistrophe (“not on her way to the freeway, but actually 

on the freeway”). The explanation is that making it onto the freeway in time offers the day 

“rhythm” and a “precariously imposed momentum” (13). The lines that follow elaborate on the 

repetitive figures from earlier in the paragraph and impose momentum and rhythm of their own, 
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providing a list of Los Angeles area freeways and exits replete with several steady polysyndetic 

connections, before extending the list using asyndeton to create a sense that the list, like the 

iconic curling, elevated freeways of Los Angeles themselves, could go on forever. The first 

metaphor of the paragraph appears next, and it actually approaches conceit with its long and 

complex comparison of the highway to a rough, dangerous and personified river (“every day 

more attuned to its currents, its deceptions” (14)).  Didion here connects Maria's ritualistic 

driving to the title and old-California-in-decline setting of Run River. 

Didion uses “again and again” to introduce the repetitive magnitude of another image, that 

of Maria navigating a tricky interchange between freeways, the eventual mastering of which 

finally brings Maria dreamless sleep outside:

Again and again she returned to an intricate stretch just south of the interchange where 

successful passage from the Hollywood onto the Harbor required a diagonal move across 

four lanes of traffic. On the afternoon she finally did it without once braking or once losing 

the beat on the radio she was exhilarated, and that night slept dreamlessly. By then she was 

sleeping not in the house but out by the pool, on a faded rattan chaise left by a former 

tenant. There was a jack for a telephone there, and she used beach towels for blankets. The 

beach towels had a special point. Because she had an uneasy sense that sleeping outside on 

a rattan chaise could be construed as the first step toward something unnameable (she did 

not know what it was she feared, but it had to do with empty sardine cans in the sink, 

vermouth bottles the wastebaskets, slovenliness past the point of return) she told herself 

that she was sleeping outside just until it was too cold to sleep beneath beach towels, just 

until the heat broke, just until the fires stopped burning in the mountains, sleeping outside 

only because the bedrooms in the house were hot, airless, only because the palms scraped 
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against the screens and there was no one to wake her in the mornings (14-15).

The description of the driving routine gives way to another, more direct meditation on Maria's 

mental state that employs heavy repetition of the image “beach towels.” First the beach towels 

are being used “for blankets,” then they have “a special point,” and persist until it “was too cold 

to sleep beneath beach towels,” giving way to a series of accelerating anaphoric repetition that 

emphasizes Maria's concern that she avoid “something unnameable.” The towels were “just until 

the heat broke, just until the fires stopped burning in the mountains, sleeping outside only 

because the bedrooms in the house were hot, airless, only because the palms scraped against the 

screens and there was no one to wake her in the mornings.”  The repeated adjectives of limitation 

push Maria's excuses further and further along the drifting sentence: the more the reasons pile up, 

the less convincing they seem.  

In concluding the long introductory paragraph, Didion yokes its metaphorical and 

syntactical contents and finishes with two more long, meandering sentences. The first offers three 

examples of the places where “the freeway ran out,” including an industrial suburb, an upscale 

one, and a more potently symbolic one, “out somewhere no place at all where the flawless 

burning concrete just stopped.” The sentence trails further into asyndetic modification, matching 

the form of the sentence to its literal image, although it gets a formal grammatical end point in a  

way the freeway does not. The final sentence returns to the river conceit and takes it further, 

comparing Maria's car to a boat that she must “portage” back to “the mainstream,” the first item 

of yet another asyndetic list that accumulates concrete detail (including actual concrete) before  

calling the freeway and all of its trappings “an organism which absorbed all her reflexes, all her 

attention” (15).
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These examples show how Didion's use of long complex sentences and elaborate patterns 

of repetition depict heightened emotional states or frame the work they appear in. The sentences 

foreground their own artifice, drawing attention to their classical forms and fine aesthetic 

properties, pushing these works toward traditional writerly, and occasionally purple, registers. 

Hult's vision of Didion's prose was limited, while Rygiel and Anderson were offering more 

comprehensive takes, Rygiel favouring a proto-Big Data number-crunching account of patterns of 

repetition and Anderson generalizing about Didion's imagery. Later in Didion's career, she would 

adapt this approach for her hard news reportorial mode, favouring taciturnity and fragmentation 

in her fiction. That mode, however, had early roots, too.

IV. The Early Didionic Laconic

The shorter, elliptical sentences that earned Didion her reputation for taciturnity began 

appearing in her nonfiction and fiction in the late 1960s. This was the mode that caused Thomas 

Mallon to note the “severity of her prose” (1980, 60), and that caused Leonard Wilcox to state 

that “Didion's prose, precise and analytical as it is, is at the same time oblique and diffused,” 

edgy and fresh despite her “profoundly conservative” message (1984, 71). These sentences are a 

more immediately discernible facet of Didion's style in her most famous novel and essays. 

Run River may represent Didion's fiction at its conventional-domestic-realist and 

linguistically lush peak, but she did not become Beckett overnight in 1966.  Play It As It Lays  

(1970), while arranged as a series of brief vignettes (with some chapters as brief as a few 

sentences), is chronological and focalized in the third person around just one character outside of 

 - 83 -



its first person, italicized frame. While the example I read in the last section depicted Didion's  

lush mode, the novel also began to introduce the shorter sentences and simpler instances of 

lexical parallelism that would define her minimal mode throughout her career.

The first person frame sections lean more heavily on this prose style than the description 

throughout the narrative body. Maria Wyeth, the novel's fading actress protagonist, is 

institutionalized and non-communicative, so Didion employs a slightly sparer style for emphasis 

and affect:

Those are the facts. Now I lie in the sun and play solitaire and listen to the sea (the sea is 

down the cliff but I am not allowed to swim, only on Sundays when we are accompanied) 

and watch a hummingbird. I try not to think of dead things and plumbing. I try not to hear 

the air conditioner in that bedroom in Encino. I try not to live in Silver Wells or New York 

or with Carter. I try to live in the now and keep my eye on the hummingbird. I see no one 

I used to know, but then I'm not just crazy about a lot of people. I mean maybe I was 

holding all the aces, but what was the game? (8)

Maria describes her convalescence, opening with a flat statement before moving into a 

polysyndetonic list of activities (that get interrupted with an instance of parenthetical  

anadiplosis). She alters the pattern of repetition over the next lines, using rigidly punctuated, 

short anaphoric sentences to describe the bad memories she is attempting (and clearly failing) to 

jettison. If you compare this instance of anaphora to the description of Maria sleeping outside 

with the beach towels in the previous section, the effect of chopping the repeated segments into 

individual sentences is to slow the paragraph's pace, isolating and adding space around the 

individual components of the list. The next sentence twists the anaphora to maintain the parallel  

 - 84 -



pronoun-simple verb structure with a replacement verb (“see” for “try”), adding a clause 

connected with “but” and creating a new structure repeated in the final sentence (I mean... but...). 

The shorter sentences return with the frame's far edge at the novel's conclusion, where 

Didion introduces the single-sentence paragraph, an element that would become more and more 

common in her her next three novels and would enter her nonfiction in her most recent two grief 

memoirs. The novel concludes fatalistically, which is to say optimistically, by Didion's standards:

One thing in my defense, not that it matters: I know something Carter never knew, or 

Helene, or maybe you. I know what “nothing” means, and keep on playing.

Why, BZ would say.

Why not, I say. (213)

This is another instance of anaphora (and epistrophe), but this time the crisp sentences break 

paragraphs. The pacing effect of the full stops between anaphoric elements is intensified when 

each line occupies its own sentence. When I somewhat blithely divide a continuum of gradually 

varying prose approaches into the categories “baroque” and “laconic,” the single sentence 

paragraph is the best illustration of the latter's extreme edge. 

The sense that critics have that Play It As It Lays matches prose style to anomic subject 

(Geherin 117, Wolff 127) is created in large part by the style Didion uses to represent Maria's first 

person reflection on her retreat and her experiences. By using a recursive mode familiar from 

Run River for most of the rest of the third person narration in the novel and reserving the staccato 

cadence for Maria's interior voice, Didion sets up a distinction that will stretch across her career 

and across genres: enhanced subjectivity is represented by shorter sentences and fragments, while 

more objective narration (even when focalized), involves more complex syntax. Something that 
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doesn't vary is Didion's use of repetition.

While there are comparatively few single sentence paragraphs of narration in Play It As It  

Lays, the isolated lines can frequently be found in their natural habitat: dialogue. The pace-

slackening effect of the non-dialogue single sentence paragraph is more profound than that 

created by the conventional quotation paragraph. The clipped dialogue in Didion's novel 

demonstrates the way that the non-dialogue breaks that proliferate in her late fiction have their  

root in the way her characters speak.

The vague flat way the movie business insiders that make up the cast of the novel talk to 

each other emphasizes their anomie. Perhaps the best example of this from Play It As It Lays is 

the eighth chapter, which consists solely of five lines of brooding dialogue:

“You haven't asked me how it went after we left Anita's,” BZ said.

“How did it go,” Maria said without interest.

“Everybody got what he came for.”

“Don't you ever get tired of doing favors for people?”

There was a long silence. “You don't know how tired,” BZ said. (39)

BZ, the suicidal film producer and sexual adventurer, nudges Maria into asking him how his 

caper ended, getting only a question-mark-less four word response that in turn allows him to 

deliver his pithy pronouncement. It is precisely this type of dialogue that creates the atmosphere 

of broken communication in the novel. Loading such a brief snippet of conversation with sharp 

foreshadowing of BZ's eventual suicide points to the way that Didion employs the laconic mode 

to shape other elements of the novel. She creates desultory dialogue, evokes a prevailing mood of 
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foreboding, emphasizes key emotions (or the absence thereof) and flags important narrative 

elements with highly stylized language.

An even testier terse exchange appears less than ten pages later, when Carter and Maria 

discuss exactly the type of situation BZ describes with perfectly blasé tones. A mild, anomic rise 

is elicited this time from Maria when Carter describes the way that BZ's mother pays his wife to 

maintain their sham marriage for the sake of appearances:

“Well, she does.”

“Does what.”

“Carlotta gives them money to stay married.”

“So what.”

“I'm sick of everybody's sick arrangements.”

“You've got a fantastic vocabulary.” (48)

The dialogue in this passage is terse to capture the disconnect between the (barely) married 

characters, but it still makes for an elegant exchange on the page. The first two lines use 

anadiplosis in a realistic and snappy way, and the second-to-last line of the excerpt wrings extra 

contempt out the internal repetition of the adjective “sick.” 

Terse dialogue isn't restricted to Didion's fiction from this period. “Slouching Towards 

Bethlehem” includes direct quotations from many of Didion's young hippie subjects, and she uses 

their taciturnity to capture something about their personality and the atmosphere in the Haight in  

the same way:
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Sharon and Tom walk in. 

“You pissed off too?” Max asks Sharon.

Sharon does not answer.

Max turns to Tom. “Is she all right?”

“Yeah.”

“Can we take acid?” Max is on edge.

“I don't know what she's going to do.”

“What do you want to do?”

“What I want to do depends on what she wants to do.” (81)

The first four sentences bounce proper nouns off of monosyllabic verbs, evoking the simple 

action of a children's book to further infantilize Didion's childlike subjects: see Max grimace, see 

Sharon jones. Jones, Sharon, jones. Like BZ, Maria and Carter in Play It As It Lays, the hippies in 

“Slouching Toward Bethlehem” ask blunt questions and get vague or uncertain answers. Didion 

depicts the difficulty of communication at a moment of social upheaval in stylized passages like 

this. When things fall apart, ornamental sentences fall away.

The essay also features full sections of single-sentence paragraphs like the BZ-Maria 

chapter in the novel, although the tone in this passage describing Didion's interaction with one of 

her subjects is decidedly lighter:

It is a pretty nice day and I am just driving down the Street and I see Barbara at a light.

What am I doing, she wants to know.
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I am just driving around.

“Groovy,” she says.

It's a beautiful day, I say.

“Groovy,” she agrees.

She wants to know if I will come over. Sometime soon, I say.

“Groovy,” she says.

I ask if she wants to drive in the Park but she is too busy. She is out to buy wool for her 

loom. (87)

The section has the structure and pace of a joke: journalist and hippie walk onto a street corner. 

Hippie can only repeat a single slang term for general positivity. Journalist makes pleasantries.  

The punchline? Hippie's desire to complete stereotypically whimsical task supersedes ability to 

perform alternative whimsical task. 

In Didion's nonfiction and fiction of the early period, the single-sentence paragraph 

enhances the mood of disconnection and reveals character. In later novels and memoirs, Didion 

adapts the laconic mode to introspection and confusion, but the pace-controlling, atmosphere-

creating and aesthetic functions remain consistent. It is precisely Didion's ability to reveal 

personality or emotion in pithy phrases that has earned her the badge or curse of cool, but careful 

reading of her earlier work reveals that that coolness was offset by the experimental loquacity of 

Run River and the persistently lyrical framing device. 

V. Why Did Didion's Nonfiction Diverge From Her Fiction As Her Career Progressed?
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As Didion was simplifying her fiction's syntax and pushing paragraph breaks between 

sentences, pruning them to their basic elements and increasing the elliptical, incantatory feel of  

the novels (and fully earning the Hemingway comparisons from critics like Hult and Wilcox), she 

was doing something else in her nonfiction. Beginning with the essays and book-length reporting 

of the 1980s, Didion's fictional and nonfictional styles were taking paths that diverged decisively, 

and in the nonfiction this corresponded to a move away from the heightened subjectivity of New 

Journalism. The divergence accelerated in the late 1980s and into the 1990s, and it wasn't tracked 

by Anderson, Rygiel, or other stylistics scholars of Didion's work.   

Didion's career opened with fairly narrow attention to her native California, but took a 

turn away from the state after her first novels and essays. Her third, fourth and fifth novels were 

set in Central America, Hawaii, and various American and Southeast Asian locations. Her 

reporting adopted more of the conventions of contemporary print journalism and shed some of 

her characteristic foregrounded subjectivity as she looked outward for full book profiles of the 

American role in a representative Central American civil war in Salvador (1983) and the Cuban 

expat community in Miami (1987). (Both books had fictional counterparts: A Book Of Common 

Prayer (1977) describes political violence in an invented Central American country and 

Democracy (1984) described CIA interventions across Asia and the Carribbean.) Richard 

Levesque (1998) and Tim Parrish (2006) focus on the intertextual properties of Democracy in 

their studies of the novel (as Katherine Henderson does with her section on A Book Of Common 

Prayer in her monograph), noting the uncharacteristic self-consciousness of Didion's fictional 

narrator — Didion was moving away from self-conscious narration in her nonfiction. By The 

Last Thing He Wanted (1996), Didion's last novel, the fictional theme of wayward daughters and 
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global political intrigue was coming to feel familiar.

The shift from the early period of more outwardly subjective nonfiction to more 

traditionally journalistic, more syntactically complex nonfiction was not abrupt, but gradual.  

Didion's book about El Salvador, called Salvador (1983), was the moment when changes began 

emerging. Some of the first person sentences in that book maintain the clipped or laconic style, 

like these about the unease Didion felt visiting a country where violence had become 

commonplace: “In the absence of the headlights the candle on our table provided the only light,  

and I fought the impulse to blow it out. We continued talking, carefully” (355), but many more 

ripple with qualification and repetition: “Nothing came of this, but I did not forget the sensation 

of having been in a single instant demoralized, undone, humiliated by fear, which is what I meant 

when I said that I came to understand in El Salvador the mechanism of terror” (355). 

Some of Didion's sentences directly address a growing dissatisfaction that Didion felt 

about her own nonfictional approach. Here Didion describes being shocked out of her reporting 

habits by the horror she is sensing:

This was a shopping center that embodied the future for which El Salvador was presumably 

being saved, and I wrote it down dutifully, this being the kind of “color” I knew how to 

interpret, the kind of inductive irony, the detail that was supposed to illuminate the story. As 

I wrote it down I realized that I was no longer much interested in this kind of irony, that this 

was a story that would not be illuminated by such details, that this was a story that would 

perhaps not be illuminated at all, that this was perhaps even less a “story” than a true noche 

obscura. As I waited to cross back over the Boulevard de los Heroes to the Camino Real I 

noticed soldiers herding a young civilian into a van, their gun at the boy's back, and I 

walked straight ahead, not wanting to see anything at all. (363)
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Didion delivers this reflection on the ethics of reporting and the shock of recognizing oneself as 

incapable of comprehending the horror of the situation using a figure we've seen plenty of in her 

writing, anaphora. The first sentence includes anaphoric repetitions of “the kind of” with a final 

altered beat on “the detail.” The second sentence modifies the repetition to swap in a 

demonstrative pronoun for the definite article: “the kind of inductive irony” becomes “this kind 

of irony,” the kind that fails to interest Didion anymore since she's begun witnessing preludes to 

acts of violence firsthand. Didion's heightened subjectivity in this section marks a transition stage 

in her deployment of style across genre: in this passage personal reflection and heightened 

subjectivity appear amid more complex patterns of repetition and longer sentences. It is at 

precisely this point in her career that Didion would begin decreasing the frequency of these types 

of subjective interludes while maintaining her use of this type of rhetorical-figure-laden and 

complex sentence. The subjectivity would reappear later and get paired with the laconic mode in 

her two grief memoirs.

This passage from an essay roughly contemporaneous to Democracy, “Insider Baseball” 

from 1988, illustrates the way Didion's first person voice remains, but is used again to 

demonstrate Didion's distance from her subject. It also shows the way that Didion does not 

instantly morph into Faulknerian fustian, rather that her patterns of repetition stay consistent 

while adding detail and complexity:

It occurred to me during the summer of 1988, in California and Atlanta and New Orleans, 

in the course of watching first the California primary and then the Democratic and 

Republican national conventions, that it had not been by accident that the people with 

whom I had preferred to spend time in high school had, on the whole, hung out in gas 

stations. They had not run for student body office. They had not gone to Yale or 
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Swarthmore or DePaul, nor had they even applied. They had gotten drafted, gone 

through basic at Fort Ord. They had knocked up girls, and married them, had begun what 

they called the first night of the rest of their lives with a midnight drive to Carson City and 

a five-dollar ceremony performed by a justice of the peace still in his pyjamas. (743)

This passage is designed to set up Didion's status as an outsider looking in on what she derides as 

an out-of-touch “political class,” and it is strikingly reminiscent of Run River, both in its longer, 

more florid sentences which alternate between polysyndeton and asyndeton, and in its very 

subject matter (Lily and Everett elope in exactly this fashion in that novel). Didion establishes her 

affinity for the outsiders using a mixture of longer complexly punctuated sentences and short 

description bursts. Where the subjective voice sounds most clearly, she beats out a clipped 

rhythm.

Ten years later in 1998, in the essay with my favourite of all of Didion's titles, “Clinton 

Agonistes,” this effect of her syntax and sentence length intensified. Didion's subjective voice 

recedes behind the repetition of the negative pronoun “no one”: 

No one who ever passed through an American public high school could have watched 

William Jefferson Clinton running for office in 1992 and failed to recognize the familiar 

predatory sexuality of the provincial adolescent. The man was, Jesse Jackson said that 

year to another point, “nothing but an appetite.” No one who followed his appearances on 

The Road to the White House on C-SPAN could have missed the reservoir of self-pity, the 

quickness to blame, the narrowing of the eyes, as in a wildlife documentary, when things 

did not go his way: a response so reliable that aides on Jerry Brown's 1992 campaign 

looked for situations in which it could be provoked. (869) 
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Once again, the anaphora remains, but it is used to introduce longer, more syntactically complex 

sentences filled with many more precise details (dates, names, emotions) than the anaphoric 

sentences in the fiction of this period, for example these two anaphoric lines from the first 

paragraph of The Last Thing He Wanted (1996): “Weightlessness seemed at the time the safer 

mode. Weightlessness seemed at the time the mode in which we could beat both the clock and the 

affect itself, although I see now that it was not” (3). In the sentences from “Clinton Agonistes” 

Didion's subjective voice recedes. Instead of the first person pronoun she uses the third person 

“no one.” Even when implying familiarity with the nature of the provincial adolescent, Didion 

adheres to the objective conventions of twentieth-century news magazine political reporting and 

floats impersonally behind the scenes, declaring things authoritatively. 

How can we account for this divergence? Didion's fiction eventually became the 

impressionistic collage that Play It As It Lays and essays like “Slouching Towards Bethlehem” 

predicted, and her journalism became more traditionally essayistic, with a sharpening focus on 

the dangerous disappointments of public life. I suggest that this is a function of Didion's shifting 

subject matter occasioned by her new role as a regular contributor to the New York Review of  

Books. She notes in the foreword to Political Fictions that she turned her attention to domestic 

politics only when commissioned to do so (733), and it is likely that by the late eighties her 

eminence had accrued enough lustre to warrant this type of solicitation in the eyes of a serious 

editor. Didion's reluctance to investigate aspects of political life she abhorred likely contributed to  

this shift, and the split between the semi-secret world of global power-brokering that she explored 

elliptically in her fiction and the transparently crass world of domestic power-brokering she 

explored with greater precision in her nonfiction seems entirely consistent with Didion's tone in 

each genre. By the end of her career, her fiction seemed to be “for” exploring the emotional and 
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psychological fallout of a loser's game of arms trading and influence peddling, and her 

journalistic essays were “for” exploring the structural conditions that put fools into the positions 

of power responsible for creating that fallout. Each subject was matched carefully with an 

appropriate stylistic approach.

Miami, Didion's book-length study of the Cuban ex-patriot community in Florida, the 

history of mutual political influence across the Straits of Florida, and the consequences of 

American interference in its neighbours' affairs, continued the global political analysis and CIA-

fixation of Salvador, Democracy and A Book of Common Prayer and saw Didion's style veer 

strongly toward the baroque. Didion's voice is not absent from the book, but she uses it to 

demonstrate her distance from her subject rather than to make a subject of herself. Both of these 

properties — the baroque prose and the skeptical arms-length persona — are illustrated here:

I never passed through security for a flight to Miami without experiencing a certain 

weightlessness, the heightened wariness of having left the developed world for a more fluid 

atmosphere, one in which the native distrust of extreme possibilities that tended to ground 

the temperate United States in an obeisance to democratic institutions seemed rooted, if at  

all, only shallowly. (425)

While this sentence certainly foregrounds Didion's subjectivity (it begins with a personal 

recollection and describes a mental state occasioned by her perception of the sharp difference 

between Miami and her usual haunts in California and New York), it exemplifies one of the 

primary ways that Didion subtly shifts the weight of the subjectivity from instinct or perception 

to participation in and commentary on events as filtered through her weariness or skepticism. The 

sentence begins relatively simply with a concrete image — passing through airport security — 
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before rendering itself more complex in qualifying “weightlessness” and then ending somewhere 

airy indeed, barely rooted in “obeisance” to democracy. 

There are seventy pages of this type of sentence in Miami, some laying in journalistic 

detail so thickly that they become almost unreadable:

Orlando Bosch himself, according to staff interviews conducted by and to CIA and FBI 

memos released to the 1978 House Select Committee on Assassinations, had been under 

contract to the CIA during the early 1960s, running, with Evelio Duque of the Ejercito 

Cubano Anticomunista, a camp in Homestead, the last Florida town before the Keys. (503)

These lines, with their dates, names and agencies, contain exactly one adjective — last — 

perhaps as a way to show how the numbing functionalism of testimony helps to bury or at least 

obscure connections between governments and their dirty work.  

Other sentences push Didion's classically rhetorical patterns of repetition to extremes, like 

this example of epiphora (aka epistrophe), the repetition of a word or phrase at the end of 

successive clauses:

The children themselves, some of whom had later become these Cubans outside Cuba but 

estranged from el exilio, these middle-aged scholars and writers whose visits to Miami 

necessitated metal detectors, had been, as they saw it then and saw it still, “used” by the 

government of the United States, “utilized” by the government of the United States, 

“manipulated” by the government of the United States, made by the government of the 

United States the victims of a “propaganda ploy”; a way of talking about the government of 

the United States, as it happened, indistinguishable from what was said every day in exile 

Miami. (494)
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Here Didion repeats the object of her subjects' fear and scorn, “the government of the United 

States,” at the end of her phrases three consecutive times, before moving the noun away from 

clause end to disrupt the strict epiphora and introduce a discordant beat. This density of repetition 

becomes the dominant mode in Didion's mid period nonfiction, and in cases like this the very 

complexity of her syntax mirrors her subject: hidden connections, usual suspects, intricate plots, 

and history transmuting into farce.

Her novel Democracy (1984) covers much of the same thematic terrain, but it features 

many of the signature elements of Didion's fictional style, including repetition and the fragment.  

Here is an anaphoric passage that opens a chapter later in the novel, during which the self-

conscious narrator describes Jack Lovett's actions as a CIA operative:

This much is now known about how Jack Lovett had spent the several months which 

preceded Inez Victor's arrival in Honolulu: he had spent those months shuttling between 

Saigon and Hong Kong and Honolulu. There had been innumerable details, loose ends, 

arrangements to be made. There had been exit paperwork to be fixed. There had been cash 

to be transferred. (159)

Contrast these crisp, brief sentences (while noting their asyndeton) with the long, heavily 

punctuated descriptive sentences of Didion's earliest novel and the readiness of critics to 

celebrate her terse style makes more sense: critics of Play It As It Lays and Run River like 

Catherine Griffin Wolff and Carol Hult may have been retrospectively selecting the examples 

from those early novels which seem consonant with the increasingly clipped delivery Didion 

developed in her last two books. 

That delivery shows up most significantly in Didion's most recent novel, The Last Thing 
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He Wanted (1996), also about the personal fallout of American military adventurism. Elena 

McMahon, a journalist, is nursing her dying father, whose restlessness produces outbursts about 

his career as a shady geopolitical fixer:

Several times during the next few hours her father woke and asked what time it was, what 

day it was, each time with an edge of panic in his voice.

He had to be somewhere.

He had some things to do, some people to see.

Some people would be waiting for him to call.

These things he had to do could not wait.

These people he had to see had to be seen now. (53)

Again, the figures of repetition remain (note especially the prevalent anaphora and the chiasmus 

in the final line), but the vocabulary is reduced. This passage features a prominent case of the 

Didionic single-sentence paragraph, a technique familiar from Play It As It Lays and many of the 

freer essays from Slouching Toward Bethlehem and The White Album (and one derided by Martin 

Amis in his nasty review of The White Album, wherein he said that “Didion seems incapable of 

starting a new subordinate clause without splintering off into a new paragraph” and that “the most 

poetic thing about Miss Didion’s prose in this novel is that it doesn’t go all the way across the 

page” [4]. To each Amis his own.).

Later in The Last Thing He Wanted, Didion employs the fragmentary technique even more 

elaborately, inserting entire pages of single-sentence paragraphs. Here the novel's narrator 

speculates about its protagonist and the nature of storytelling and fact in a milieu of subterfuge 
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and illusion. I include a long excerpt to illustrate one of the most extreme instances of this device 

of Didion's, and to demonstrate the way the tendency became most exaggerated in her latest 

works of fiction and memoir:

The question of course was what did I think had happened.

I thought she got caught in the pipeline, swept into the conduits.

I thought the water was over her head.

I thought she realized what she had been set up to do only in however many elongated seconds 

there were between the time she registered the presence of the man on the bluff and the 

time it happened.

I still think this.

I say so now only because real questions have occurred to me.

About the events in question.

At the embassy in question.

At the time in question.

You may recall the rhetoric of the time in question.

This wasn't a situation that lent itself to an MBA analysis.

This wasn't a zero-sum deal.

In a perfect world we might have perfect choices, in the real world we had real choices, and 

we made them, and we measured the losses against what might have been the gains.

Real world.
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There was no doubt certain things happened we might have wished hadn't happened.

There was no doubt we were dealing with forces that might or might not include unpredictable 

elements.

Elements beyond our control.

No doubt, no argument at all.

And yet.

Still.

Consider the alternatives: trying to create a context for democracy and maybe getting your 

hands a little dirty in the process or just opting out, letting the other guy call it.

Add it up.

I did that. 

I added it up.

Not zero-sum at all. (12-13)

The passage includes four sets of anaphora (“I thought,” “At the,” “This wasn't a,” and “There 

was no doubt”), many with echoes in the sentences that follow, along with the epistrophe of the 

seventh-through-tenth lines. This is typical Didion repetition, but the density of occurrence is 

greater, and the sharp division between lines is more pronounced. The appearance of multiple 

three and two-word sentences is also comparatively rare, and the single word paragraph “Still” is, 

yes, rarer still. 

The effect of stretching the single-sentence paragraphs across an entire page like this is to 
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dramatize the narrator's attempt to grasp the implication of the story she tells. The pieces of the 

narrative line up on the page, correcting themselves, cancelling themselves out, and illustrating 

the process in a remarkably direct way (“I added it up.” /  “Not zero-sum at all.”)  This 

description of the process of argument is reminiscent of Anderson's claim that Didion's early 

nonfictional style represented the writerly mind at work. 

The exaggeration of the laconic mode in Didion's late fiction shows Didion's decisive 

move away from the more subtle blend of prose styles in her earlier fiction and nonfiction. While 

The Last Thing He Wanted isn't exactly Wittgenstein's Mistress (David Markson's truly 

fragmented novel, composed almost entirely of single-sentence paragraphs), Didion's heavy 

reliance on the technique for narration points to her strong reassertion of stylized prose in her late 

work. Didion's late style is yet more pronounced than in her early and mid-career.

VII. The Reappearance of the Laconic Mode in Didion's Late Nonfiction.

Perhaps a wish to understand the flawed games at the top tiers of American power helps to 

explain how Didion's nonfiction flourished while her fiction dissipated (she's published many 

more pages of nonfiction than fiction since 1980). International political topics faded in the last  

decade of Didion's career, as memoir became her dominant mode, and the impressionism and 

looser style of Didion's late fiction crossed back over to her nonfiction. I argue that the simpler, 

elliptical style is also well-suited to the searing description of incomprehension and grief in both 

The Year of Magical Thinking and Blue Nights, and that Didion was exhibiting signs of 

developing a late style, which, according to Edward Said, can involve “instransigence, difficulty, 
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and contradiction” just as frequently as “a spirit of reconciliation and serenity” (3).

Didion herself acknowledged that she was thinking differently about her late style in The 

Year of Magical Thinking, stating that she suspected the difficulty she experienced writing the 

memoir was related to a sense that she was trapped by her own style. She says “for a while I laid 

this to a certain weariness with my own style, an impatience, a wish to be more direct. I 

encouraged the very difficulty I was having laying words on the page. I saw it as evidence of a 

new directness. I see it differently now. I see it as frailty” (105). Even while employing one of her 

signature stylistic flourishes (the anaphora of “I saw” / “I see” / “I see”), Didion casts doubt on it. 

Later, in Blue Nights, she reflected on precisely this passage: 

What if the absence of style that I welcomed at one point—the directness that I encouraged, 

even cultivated—what if this absence of style has now taken on a pernicious life of its own? 

What if my new inability to summon the right word, the apt thought, the connection that 

enables the words to make sense, the rhythm, the music itself—

What if this new inability is systemic?

What if I can never again locate the words that work? (110-111)

While I do not think that Didion ever achieves the absence of style that she mentions (and 

characteristically repeats), the frailty or the broken connections that she fears do manifest 

themselves in these two books, and there is an intensification of the sense of broken connections 

in the second book, Blue Nights. The gaps implied by critics whenever they call her laconic mode 

“elliptical” become much wider, the space carved out around the single-sentence paragraphs 

seems more stark, the rhetorical figures feel less tightly wound, and the sense of carefully 

considered ambivalence that characterized this effect in her earlier work is replaced by ambiguity 
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and uncertainty (“what if I can never again locate the words that work?” 111). I think this effect 

perfectly matches the subjects of both books, loss and aging, and that Didion's self-conscious 

reconsideration of her style ushers her subjective voice back into her writing in a masterful, 

resonant way. 

The migration of the single-sentence paragraph from Didion's late fiction to her late 

nonfiction and the attendant foregrounded subjectivity of Didion's narrative voice is the other key 

stylistic feature of this period. Here is Didion's description of the memorial service for her 

husband in The Year of Magical Thinking:

We had Gregorian chant, for John.

Quintana asked that the chant be in Latin. John too would have asked that.

We had a single soaring trumpet.

We had a Catholic priest and an Episcopal priest.

Calvin Trillin spoke, David Halberstam spoke, Quintana's best friend Susanna Taylor 

spoke. (42-43)

Both of Didion's grief memoirs feature many instances of the single sentence paragraph, and it 

serves a primarily rhythmic function here. When combined with anaphora, as in this passage, the 

effect is to push ideas apart. Despite Amis's rude crack about Didion's poetic pretensions, it is 

silly to deny that inserting line breaks in prose evokes poetry and invites the use of a slightly 

different readerly skill set. Repeating “we” foregrounds the comfort of the group, and including 

the list of names helps to reinforce this. Pushing the words into a poetic column here evokes the 

quiet of the ceremony, leaving the steady beat of the anaphora and the aural, musical images to 
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reverberate across the page. 

The effect recurs yet more frequently in Blue Nights, by a fairly wide margin the least 

linear and most impressionistic full-length work in her career. Reviewers noted this effect on 

publication (Cathleen Schine, John Banville, Meghan O'Rourke), and, as Didion suggests it will 

in the passage about frailty quoted above, the book feels far less controlled than The Year of  

Magical Thinking or more episodic early essays like “Los Angeles Notebook.” Didion's most 

recent single sentence paragraphs feel slightly looser and beat polyrhythms instead of marches, as 

in this passage describing Didion sorting through mementoes:

I continue opening boxes.

I find more faded and cracked photographs than I want ever again to see.

I find many engraved invitations to the weddings of people who are no longer married. 

I find many mass cards from the funerals of people whose faces I no longer remember. 

In theory these mementos serve to bring back the moment.

In fact they serve only to make clear how inadequately I appreciated the moment when it 

was here.

How inadequately I appreciated the moment when it was here is something else I could 

never afford to see. (46)

These sentences are not spare, and despite the anaphoric pulse, they do not quite as effectively 

create the contemplative mood of the example from The Year of Magical Thinking. The second 

sentence uses an archaic syntactical twist to interfere with the rhythm (although I think “I find 

more faded and cracked photographs than I want ever again to see” is one of Didion's saddest and 
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most beautiful lines), and the repetition of the cold and unwieldy phrase “how inadequately I 

appreciated the moment when it was here” pushes the beat somewhere else again. Instead of 

evoking the sound of a solemn service, Didion creates the sensation of choosing unconnected 

items from a jumbled collection and holding each up for painful scrutiny.

The book's concluding passage unfurls another series of anaphoric single sentence 

paragraphs to harrowing and disorienting effect:

I myself placed her ashes in the wall.

I myself saw the cathedral doors locked at six.

I know what it is I am now experiencing.

I know what the frailty is, I know what the fear is.

The fear is not for what is lost.

What is lost is already in the wall.

What is lost is already behind the locked doors.

The fear is for what is still to be lost.

You may see nothing still to be lost.

Yet there is no day in her life on which I do not see her. (188)

This passage is moving in the way that it loops through images of detachment. The key repeated 

phrases are “I know” “what is lost” and “still to be lost,” and the plain sentiment abrades 

increasingly until the final sentence's almost a-grammatical swerve. Blue Nights as a whole is 

extremely disquieting (although a memoir about the death of one's daughter and the decline of 
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one's health is probably bound to have this effect), and Didion's deviation from a more polished 

euphony is a deliberate strategy first proposed in The Year of Magical Thinking:

As a writer, even as a child, long before what I wrote began to be published, I developed a 

sense that meaning itself was resident in the rhythms of words and sentences and 

paragraphs, a technique for withholding whatever it was I thought or believed behind an 

increasingly impenetrable polish. (7)

Didion added that she needed “whatever it is I think or believe to be penetrable, if only for 

myself” (8), and this echoes Didion's early insistence on her preference for the concrete over the 

abstract in “Why I Write.” The rejection of polish in favour of penetrability, which I read as 

clarity or directness, is a direct turn from the elegant ambiguity of much of Didion's best work. 

The notion that Didion was “withholding” thought or belief behind a wall of faith in the power of 

literary aesthetics surprises me, but it helps to explain the deliberate movement of her nonfiction 

from a subtle blend of memoir and reporting to a sharp division between the two: when Didion's 

reporting gets more traditional in its sentences, its subjective point-of-view obscures. In the last 

two memoirs, Didion presents a collection of thoughts and memories perhaps more directly than 

she ever has.

IX. A Final Thought About Didion's Modes.

My aim in this chapter has been to show the way Didion's prose style altered over time, 

and to show how those changes in style reveal the way Didion's adheres to the conventions of 

various genres, including the impersonal or objective narration of newspaper and newsmagazine 

journalism, not just the subjectivity of New Journalists. Didion's late style retained many of her 
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signatures, especially rhetorical figures of repetition and the single-sentence paragraph, but it saw 

her employ subtly but markedly different prose styles in journalism, fiction, and memoir. While 

Didion's reserve has remained a part of her reputation, her work since the mid-1980s has often 

been penetratingly observed political journalism or highly personal reminiscence. The woman on 

the jacket with the sports car and cigarettes is still crafting beautiful sentences and using them to 

pass dread on to her readers, but she's taken her sunglasses off.

When I saw Didion interviewed in person a few years ago she shuffled onstage in a pair of 

puffy winter boots (it was fall), looking very much like an elderly woman. The room was packed 

with fans — after the reading the book-signing line snaked up and down several staircases. It was 

hard to square the tentative figure on stage with the withering print assassin of Dick Cheney's 

character or excoriator of the 70s woman's movement, although her in-person interview style was 

taciturn-approaching-dismissive. Apart from all of the usual mixture of excitement and mild 

revulsion I feel at literary events (I might be in the wrong line of work after all), I felt protective 

and worried for Didion. She didn't look well, and combined with the horrible luck she's 

experienced recently and chronicled in her last two books, the sense of dissipation pervaded. That 

probably has way more to do with my perception than Didion's actual circumstance (she's still 

alive and working as of my final proofread), but the change in style was undeniable: Didion had 

aged, and she had changed. She wasn't a monolith of cool. She was cold, and she was trying to 

stay warm in Canada, a place she seemed to have little affinity for.

At the beginning of this project I thought I'd write a traditional dissertation about style 

staying constant across genres. As I read and wrote, I realized this wasn't true, and I've used this 

chapter to try to document that realization. I apprenticed under Rygiel and Anderson and 
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attempted to extend their readings of early Didion, especially into the works that have appeared 

since they wrote. I also apprenticed under Didion herself, and her late appreciation of the 

difficulty of saying something directly and forcefully inspires me to keep trying to do exactly 

that.
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Chapter III: How David Foster Wallace Taught us to Talk About Ourselves on the Internet 

(By Talking About Himself in Print)

I. Who Makes the Bloggers?

David Foster Wallace's style, like Didion's, is easy to recognize. Where Didion stays 

formal, alternating between elaborate classical figures and fragmentary sangfroid, Wallace 

effuses and sputters in every direction at once, overstuffing his sentences with as much 

information as possible at whichever register seems amenable. I described in the last chapter the 

way that Didion's reputation for minimalism outstripped her actual level of taciturnity. No one 

will ever mistake Wallace for a minimalist. Not for a second. I'm pretty sure I'd pass a blind taste 

test on Wallace's sentences, especially one with the word “heliogabaline” in it (“Authority and 

American Usage” FN25, 81). I don't feel like I need to apprentice under Wallace's critics; I'm 

already familiar with his vernacular (as long as there's a dictionary nearby), because it's my 

vernacular. 

Didion's style is highly affected, designed to isolate thoughts and images in certain cases 

and, in others, to churn through sophisticated, sonorous undulations. Wallace's style is highly 

affected and variable, too, but it's much more free, erratic and chatty. I cannot deny that my own 

urge to chat in this dissertation owes something to his influence. I'm not alone: this chattiness has 

become one of the dominant written modes of our time thanks to the emergence of ubiquitous 

instant online publishing. But how did we get here? Surely not everyone had a transformative 

experience reading Infinite Jest (1996). Lots of people could have cared less about it. How did an 

ambitious, eggheaded novelist working solidly and consciously in the fading American 

postmodern tradition become one of the fathers of internet prose style? I argue that Wallace's 
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pervasive rhetorical self-consciousness emerged out of the failed experiments of his metafiction 

and perfected itself in his more accessible nonfiction. The popularity of that nonfiction — an 

alternative entry point to the intimidating landmark Infinite Jest — inspired a younger generation 

of writers to imitate Wallace's tics and cadences. I will trace the way that certain features of 

Wallace's signature style recur across his fiction and nonfiction, and suggest that many of the 

characteristic elements of Wallace's style worked in tandem with his penchant for metanarrative 

commentary and authorial self-consciousness in making the elastic aurality of his prose style 

infectious. 

Inspired by Maud Newton's elegantly-written article about prose style online (published in 

print in the New York Times magazine in 2011), it is my goal here to go further back and examine 

the roots of Wallace's style before analyzing the interrelation between Wallace's fiction and 

essays. In declaring Wallace the father of blog style, Newton celebrated his originality while 

decrying the effect his influence has had on a generation of young writers, especially his 

contagious tendency toward equivocation and qualification. She says that Wallace strove 

to make ethical arguments while soothing and flattering his readers and distracting them 

from the fact that arguments were being made. He was inarguably one of the most 

interesting thinkers and distinctive stylists of the generation raised on Jacques Derrida, 

Strunk and White and Scooby-Doo, and his nonfiction writings, on subjects as diverse as 

cruises, porn, tennis and eating lobster, are a compelling, often dizzying mix of arguments 

and asides, of reportage and personal anecdotes, of high diction (“pleonasm”), childlike 

speech (“plus, worse”), slacker lingo (“totally hosed”) and legalese (“what this article 

hereby terms a ‘Democratic Spirit’ ”), often within the course of a single paragraph. 

(Newton)
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Newtown's single-sentence description of Wallace's mixed diction is admirably snappy, but her 

point is less that Wallace has an identifiable style, rather that manifestations of his style online are  

derivative: an easier-to-digest, scrubbed-up, substance-lite version of the real thing. She locates 

the trouble with Wallace's influence in his own writing, pointing especially to the way that the 

inclusion of the “slacker lingo” and “childlike speech” have an effect greater than aesthetic 

distraction. 

Using Wallace's essay “Authority and American Usage” (2005) (or, more specifically, its 

original Harper's form, “Tense Perfect” (2001)) as a test case, she points specifically to the way 

certain of Wallace's stylistic signatures muddy the argumentative waters of his essays, citing in 

particular the imprecision of the adjective “whole”:

“whole” appears 20 times in the essay, so frequently that it begins to seem not just sloppy 

and imprecise but argumentatively, even aggressively, disingenuous. At their worst these 

verbal tics make it impossible to evaluate his analysis; I’m constantly wishing he would 

either choose a more straightforward way to limit his contentions or fully commit to one of 

them.

Newton is making a striking claim here about the interpretive fallout of Wallace's slangy voice: 

the self-deprecation in Wallace's style and the very mixture of conversational rhythms and 

colloquial vocabulary with forceful, rigorous intellect occasionally neutralizes whatever point 

Wallace is making. We might trust that Wallace, acclaimed educated novelist, aware of (probably 

even more than) Seven Types of Ambiguity, fluent in the methods and vocabulary of 

poststructuralist literary theory, uses a strategy of purposeful apparent confusion to capture 

something about turn-of-the-twentieth-century Western consciousness. But we do not trust Sally 

 - 111 -



Blogger or Wayne Tweets-a-lot as far as we can throw them.

I think the (more than) seven types of ambiguity that Wallace opens up with his mixture of 

registers and his assertion of conversational uncertainty is at the root of his ability to capture the 

sensation of a mind at work at the turn-of-the-twentieth-century, and they explain the gap 

between Wallace's prose style and that of his imitators. More than anything else, it was Wallace's 

sensibility that made him so popular and influential. My goal is to trace the evolution of that 

sensibility, focusing in particular on the way it manifests itself in Wallace's nonfictional prose. I 

will demonstrate the way that Wallace inherited (and later tried, more or less fruitlessly, to 

disinherit) his mixed vocabulary from the American postmodern forebears that he acknowledged 

frequently and directly, and I will examine the way that his frequent return to metanarrative 

strategies in his fiction was also related specifically to his attempt to escape what he described as 

the limit of that influence. Wallace's apparent comfort, aesthetic success and subsequent influence 

in his nonfiction are connected intimately to his fictional restlessness.

II. Wallace the High Postmodernist Shrugs His Way Through a Massively Popular Essay or Two, 

or Wallace the Meta-nonfictionist

Wallace, born in 1962, almost thirty years after Didion (1934), is obliquely indebted to 

her, although not as much as he is to the more gonzo end of the New Journalism spectrum. More 

precisely, though, he's the product of the influence of the generation of fiction writers who existed 

in a parallel American literary culture contemporaneous to hers. Thomas Pynchon, William 

Gaddis, Don Delillo and Donald Barthelme are the writers most frequently cited as Wallace's 

influences (see Stephen Burns, Samuel Cohen, Lee Konstantinou, Ed Finn, A.O. Scott), and he 
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appointed himself an heir to the  American postmodern tradition with his direct meditation on his  

place in it in the essay “E Unibus Pluram” and with his pastiche of Barth's “Lost In The 

Funhouse” (1968) in “Westward The Course of Empire Takes Its Way” (1989). 

While the most immediately striking stylistic feature of Wallace's fiction and nonfiction is  

the footnote device (ably read as both parodic of academic writing and a metafictional tic by Ira 

Nadel (2012)), Wallace's prose displays a range of idiosyncratic features: the run-on sentence, the 

preponderance of acronyms, the elevated diction and frequently ironic use of niche jargon, and its 

mirror, the expert handling of late twentieth-century slang. It is this defining feature of Wallace's 

writing across genres, the mixture of high and low in single paragraphs and sentences, that has 

proven so influential. 

The essays were never the primary object of Wallace's artistic pursuit, yet they seem to be 

the way that many are drawn into Wallace's oeuvre. They offer a distillation of his sensibility 

without the forbidding, reader-unfriendly trappings of much of his fiction (specifically length — 

specifically the length of Infinite Jest). To a certain generation of readers, he “wrote essays 

providing the best feel anywhere of what it means to be alive now” (Lipsky xv). The thrill of first 

encountering the Wallace sensibility, revealed through the Wallace prose style, was certainly a 

shocking and real thing for me. Never before in my (extremely limited) reading experience (at 

age twenty-one) had anything ever represented to me the way I thought a (turn-of-the-century 

straight white male) human mind worked. Although I read Infinite Jest first (during a long 

professor's strike in the last year of my undergrad degree), the essays in A Supposedly Fun Thing  

I'll Never Do Again (1997) were my next stop and they reinforced the feeling that someone had 

described the world I was living in with shocking accuracy. Lipsky's pronouncement seems 

exaggerated (neglecting as it does the narrowness of perspective — middle class middle 
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American etc — that Wallace was usually quick to acknowledge), even to me with my vivid 

memories of the sensation of my mind flying apart in a really bad apartment in northwestern St. 

John's, but it helps to capture the particular fervour with which Wallace's devotees greet his work, 

and I think a large part of this is related to Wallace's very sentences.

The essays had a pre-publication impact, according to Lipsky. He talks about the climate 

at Harper's, where Wallace's first essays were published, quoting a staffer who said that staffers 

“would be walking in the hallways trading lines” (xxi). Lipsky adds that “the cruise ship essay 

ran in January of 1996; it cleared the landscape, cut the runway for his novel. People photocopied 

it, faxed it, read it out loud over the phone” (xxviii). Wallace, for his part, imagined his reader to 

be someone like me (I flatter myself somewhat in thinking). When asked who he thought his 

reader was, he replied “I think I imagine them being, uh, young enough to kind of appreciate a 

contemporary argot or idiom: something being true to the way the language works now the same 

way Diner was true to certain types of language in the fifties. And I guess I imagine the reader 

either being pretty well educated, or being somebody with a lot of practice reading” (272). This is 

an undeniably small subset of readers, and Wallace's frank acknowledgement, as a young writer, 

of his high cultural ambitions was one of the key ways he would influence the n+1 circle (and, 

according to them and to Newton, one of the key things that Greater Blogston was missing).

Wallace the fiction writer's self-conscious persona, in his nonfiction, is just as crafted an 

entity as the array of self-conscious personae that appear in the fiction, but it is pitched 

downward. Perhaps this is why we mere mortals feel inspired and invited: because Wallace is 

meeting us on our lowly level. The Lipsky interview (published in full in 2010, over a decade 

after the fact, just a few years after Wallace's death) included two of Wallace's most direct early 
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descriptions of the way he thought about writing nonfiction and in it he differentiates between his 

approach to fiction and nonfiction, pointing to the way he feels relatively free of some of his 

higher artistic ambitions when writing nonfiction. His fiction was his art, and his nonfiction was a 

place to be loose, direct and playful. He told Lipsky:

It's basically welcome to my mind for twenty pages. See through my eyes, here's pretty 

much all the French curls and crazy circles. And the trick about that stuff is to have it be 

honest, but also have it be a lot more interesting. I mean most of our thoughts aren't all that 

interesting. They're mostly just confused. That stuff's rhetorically real interesting 'cause it's 

about how to be honest with a motive, you know? (215)

He elaborates on that motive a little in addressing the precise distance between Wallace the man,  

the fiction writer, and the literary journalist. He added that “in those essays that you like in 

Harper's, there's a certain persona created, that's a little stupider and schmuckier than I am. In 

person, like at these readings, I feel like my job is to be exactly as much of myself as I can be” 

(42). Wallace the egghead massages his shell a little in this interview (hardly an uncommon 

occurrence, especially in his early media appearances — Wallace the young hotshot predated 

Wallace the coarse-yet-sagely advice-slinger he was rechristened after death), and there's an 

amusing conclusion to be drawn from Wallace's contention that his nonfictional persona is a 

dumbed down version of “welcome to my mind” and Newton's complaint that the blog writers 

Wallace influenced were dumbing it some more: David Foster Wallace was very smart and most 

bloggers aren't. This is both true and not true. 

Wallace's attitude toward himself and his prose was not always so favourable, however, 

and the self-deprecation found in the narratorial intrusions in his fiction is echoed by Wallace's 
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dismissal of his early work. He also told Lipsky:

When you read that quotation from “Westward” just now, it sounded to me like a covert 

digest of my biggest weaknesses as a writer. One is that I have a grossly sentimental 

affection for gags, for stuff that's nothing but funny, and which I sometimes stick in for no 

other reason than funniness. Another's that I have a problem sometimes with concision, 

communicating only what needs to be said in a brisk efficient way that doesn't call attention 

to itself. It'd be pathetic for me to blame the exterior for my own deficiencies, but it still  

seems to me that both of these problems are traceable to this schizogenic experience I had 

growing up, being bookish and reading a lot, on the one hand, watching grotesque amounts 

of TV on the other. (129-130)

The conclusion in this passage leads directly to an argument in “E Unibus Pluram” (1997) about 

the influence of television on contemporary American fiction, but more importantly we find 

Wallace radically understating his “problem sometimes with concision” and acknowledging his 

interest in humour for its own sake. Both of these tendencies manifest themselves across genres. 

Wallace's struggle with concision was a problem for his journalism. The copyright page of A 

Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again (1997) includes the note “The following essays have 

appeared previously (in somewhat different [and sometimes way shorter] forms),” while the 

copyright page for Consider The Lobster (2005) reads “The following pieces were originally 

published in edited, heavily edited, or (in at least one instance) bowdlerized form.” In general, 

however, the very nature of the nonfiction assignments contained Wallace's loquacity and forced 

him to stuff his signature style and self-consciousness into much more compact packages.  

Wallace was not alone in yearning for his writing to turn toward concision and clarity: 

 - 116 -



Geoff Dyer and A.O. Scott both yearned in print for a simpler, more direct Wallace. Dyer's case is 

slightly less damning than Newton's. He claims to like Wallace's writing, but to feel what he 

amusingly calls an allergy to its prose aesthetic. He makes the now familiar point about Wallace's 

prototypically postmodern mixture of registers, claiming that he 

liked the idea of someone swimming in big modernist and postmodern theory and still 

making room for human feeling, but a page—sometimes even a sentence, or an essay title

—brings me out in hives. This is not a literary judgement; I have not been able to read 

enough of him to form one. I’ve only read the stories in Brief Interviews with Hideous 

Men, and two essay collections. Of these A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again is 

my favourite. Yes, I actually like his writing. I chuckle. I mark bits with a pencil. I 

admire… I break out in a mental rash. (Dyer)

He goes on to explain what exactly creates that rash:

But even a small dose is, in my experience, an overdose. He’s funny, he’s hip, he has this 

whopping supply of verbal energy. His braininess and virtuosity are as hard to avoid as a 

747 on a runway—and almost as noisy. He’s one of those writers who won’t let the reader 

get a word in edgeways... I guess it’s a question of tone. I react against the variously 

contrived sloppinesses of all those “sort ofs” and “kind ofs” in tandem with, sometimes 

followed by, the magisterial flamboyant (“Existentiovoyeuristic conundra 

notwithstanding”). (Dyer)

I admit that Dyer picks a great example of Wallace's most self-indulgent impulse (the neologistic 

portmanteau compound adjective), and his diagnosis of Wallace's “contrived sloppinesses” 

accords perfectly with Newton's complaint. Like Newton, he says that the blend of registers and 
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the apparent contradiction between Wallace's high moral seriousness and pop bent is somewhat 

destructive in the way it can drive the reader away from a congenial point. 

This aversion to Wallace's faltering ambiguity, however, gets straight to the very root of 

Wallace's style and project, in my opinion. Wallace claimed that he tended, “as a reader, to prize 

and admire clarity, precision, plainness, lucidity, and the sort of magical compression that 

enriches instead of vitiates. Someone's ability to write this way, especially in nonfiction, fills me 

with envy and awe” (“Deciderization 2007—A Special Report” 317). This kind of late-career 

recanting of a signature prose style is reminiscent of Didion's self-repudiations in The Year of  

Magical Thinking (2006) and Blue Nights (2011), and it suggests that Wallace was looking for a 

way off of the gargantuan shaky edifice he had built of encyclopedic pop, scientific and high 

cultural references.

Dyer conjures a tennis analogy out of this circumstance, referencing Wallace's frequent 

writing about the sport and his essay about Roger Federer (“Both Flesh and Not,” collected in 

Both Flesh and Not, 2012) in particular:

Now, as a writer DFW is all tics, quirks and obsessive compulsions. These are not 

decorative additions to his game, his style, they’re absolutely integral to it. Federer’s style 

is about maximum economy and grace of action. Between games he just sits there. Barely 

even sweats. DFW, by contrast, is forever picking his shorts out of his arse like Nadal, 

bouncing the balls as many times as Djokovic, tugging his cap forwards and backwards like 

Roddick, or twitching like Lleyton Hewitt. He is the least Federer-like writer imaginable.  

(Dyer)

Like Anderson or Didion's notions about style being wed to expression, Dyer sees Wallace the 

 - 118 -



writer's essence in the shapes of his sentences. Newton concurs, and argues that the problem 

starts when a “lesser thinker” takes up Wallace's affectations: “Of course, Wallace’s slangy 

approachability was part of his appeal, and these quirks are more than compensated for by his 

roving intelligence and the tireless force of his writing. And if, even from Wallace, the aw-

shucks, I-could-be-wrong-here, I’m-just-a-supersincere-regular-guy-who-happens-to-have-

written-a-book-on-infinity approach grates, it is vastly more exasperating in the hands of lesser 

thinkers” (Newton). The problem isn't Wallace's style, which, as Dyer tells us, is irrepressible, 

rather with those lesser lights who would employ it. And where are these lesser thinkers? Online: 

“in the Internet era, Wallace’s moves have been adopted and further slackerized by a legion of 

opinion-mongers who not only lack his quick mind but seem not to have mastered the idea that to 

make an argument, you must, amid all the tap-dancing and hedging, actually lodge an argument” 

(Newton). Newton, someone who knows a thing or two about blogging, having risen to 

prominence on the strength of her online writing before crossing over to high profile print 

criticism, claims that the chief influence of Wallace is his elevation of the chatty style to the level  

of art. 

Newton says that Wallace's imitators take the new respectability of conversational, slang-

ridden, colloquial prose for granted and strand it without the leavening purpose. Not all of this is 

Wallace's fault: prose online often seems more like talking than writing (Thomas Beller, “The 

Ongoing Story: Twitter and Writing”). Newton concedes that “it made sense, when blogging was 

new, that there was some confusion about voice. Was a blog more like writing or more like 

speech? Soon it became a contrived and shambling hybrid of the two. The “sort ofs” and 

“reallys” and “ums” and “you knows” that we use in conversation were codified as the central 

connectors in the blogger lexicon.” She concludes by claiming that the great hedge bet of 
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Wallace's style and his bequeathal of it to a legion of online imitators is the center of the problem: 

equivocation without deliberate ambivalence is merely neither here nor there. In referencing 

Wallace's call for uncool sincerity and directness in his essay “E Unibus Pluram,” she finishes by 

dredging up a debate about irony that is as old as irony itself, stating cynically that “perhaps even 

now some Wallacites would argue that we simply have yet to reach that idyllic moment at which 

our discourse will naturally transform into a sincere yet knowing cry from the heart.” (Newton)

The vision of the “Wallacite” as naif might be accurate in some cases (the McSweeney's 

empire strain of the fan base, for example), but for many more writers and readers Wallace 

offered a complex and powerful example of the way to wed a vivid personal style to outspoken 

moral seriousness. These writers would follow Wallace's example and tackle the stakes of life in 

the new century in both fictional and nonfictional forms. Since Wallace's death it seems as if 

Wallace the Yearner has crowded out Wallace the Caustic Wit in the literary public's mind's eye, 

and I believe that it is the self-conscious persona in Wallace's nonfiction which is partly 

responsible for this shift (along with the popularity of Wallace's Kenyon College commencement 

address, crassly packaged as a wee slip of a stand-alone book shortly after his suicide). 

III. Wallace the Influencer, Influenced.

But how did Wallace arrive at that style and self-consciousness? One especially important 

influence, Donald Barthelme, helped to shape Wallace's style and points to the way that Wallace's 

metanarrative self-consciousness and its attendant self-questioning prose was better suited to 

nonfiction than fiction. Wallace's engagement with his influences was rather more direct than 

Didion's: there's the boldly elaborate pastiche of John Barth's “Lost in the Funhouse” (1968) in 
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“Westward The Course Of Empire Makes Its Way” (1989) and the moment in the Lipsky 

interview in which Wallace described the events that led him to become a writer, describing how 

the sublime youthful experience of “hearing the click” in math or analytical philosophy gave way 

to the experience of hearing it in fiction and poetry. He provided a list of the writers whose work 

clicked audibly:

At some point in my reading and writing that fall I discovered the click existed in literature,  

too. It was real lucky that just when I stopped being able to get the click from math logic I 

started to be able to get it from fiction. The first fictional clicks I encountered were in 

Donald Barthelme's “The Balloon” and in parts of the first story I ever wrote, which has 

been in my trunk since I finished it. I don't know whether I have much natural talent going 

for me fiction-wise, but I know I can hear the click, when there's a click. In Don DeLillo's 

stuff, for example, almost line by line I can hear the click. It's maybe the only way to 

describe writers I love. I hear the click in most Nabokov. In Donne, Hopkins, Larkin. In 

Puig and Cortazar. Puig clicks like a fucking Geiger counter. And none of these people 

write prose as pretty as Updike, and yet I don't much hear the click in Updike. (139)

It might have been disingenuous of Wallace to claim that this might be “the only way” he could 

describe the writers that he loves, but let us take him at his word and peruse his list. Leaving off 

the writers of poetry and the writers whose work Wallace would have read in translation, that 

leaves us Barthelme, DeLillo, Nabokov, and the clickless Updike. It is precisely the prose style of 

each of these writers which accounts for a reasonable share of their aesthetic power.   

Barthelme is the most important example for my purposes because of the way that his 

story first inspired Wallace and because his prose style is such a large part of his appeal to both 
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Wallace and me. I don't read Barthelme primarily for his wry take on urban confusion the way I 

read DeLillo for grandly bleak statements about late-century American life or Nabokov for 

insight into the émigré intellectual experience; I read Barthelme primarily for aesthetic delight  

and bemusement. A relatively early story of Barthleme's, “The Balloon” (first collected in his  

second book, City Life, in 1970) is typical of his mix of absurdity, whimsy, and melancholy. 

Barthelme's assortment of registers is also in evidence. “The Balloon” is part news report satire, 

part technical writing satire, and part confession. The fairly flat and utilitarian languages of 

observation (complete with the distancing power of the passive voice and the occasionally 

idiosyncratic use of punctuation, especially the amusing semicolonic overkill) give way to a final 

paragraph wherein the tone abruptly shifts and an almost Joycean epiphany occurs. I see the 

mixture of registers, the love of goofy jokes, the melancholic underlay, and the self-conscious 

conclusion as the elements which helped inspire Wallace to adopt his own take on the style 

Barthelme helped popularize. I think examining this story closely will provide a sketch of these 

elements in action and show the way that Wallace was influenced by a style and ethos in the same 

way that he influenced those who came after him with his own style and ethos.

Wallace never identified what about “The Balloon” clicked for him, and I don't want to 

speak for him, but I certainly recognize Barthelme's pastiche of technical language, tendency 

toward recursion and use of the faux-pompous, comedic interjection (“as it were”) in some of 

Wallace's prose. The case of Barthelme is especially useful because of the way that he rarely 

deployed metafictional self-consciousness, and never as a gesture of failure or merely as a joke 

about power or confusion. Barthelme's self-consciousness predates Wallace's desire to subvert 

postmodern irony and reestablish a forgotten sentimentalism as he explains it in “E Pluribus 

Unum”: Barthelme's metafictional address in “The Balloon” abandons the rest of the story's irony 

 - 122 -



when it flirts with sentimentalism at its conclusion. 

The opening sentences of the story are frankly absurd and ruthlessly over-punctuated:

The balloon, beginning at a point on Fourteenth Street, the exact location of which I 

cannot reveal, expanded northward all one night, while people were sleeping, until it 

reached the Park. There, I stopped it; at dawn the northernmost edges lay over the Plaza; 

the free-hanging motion was frivolous and gentle. But experiencing a faint irritation at 

stopping, even to protect the trees, and seeing no reason the balloon should not be allowed 

to expand upward, over the parts of the city it was already covering, into the “air space” to 

be found there, I asked the engineers to see to it. (53)

This is typical Barthelme, laying elaborate prose and airy haughtiness over some seemingly silly 

or preposterous affair (in this case, an enormous inflatable mass hovering over New York City). 

The plain diction, bumped toward pompous bureaucratese with an excessive sprinkling of 

commas, lends the goofball situation its high burlesque character, in the process hinting at 

something darker and sadder. 

The passive voice found in the first-person narrator's speculation over the precise nature 

of the balloon's reception heightens the amateur reporting feel:

It was suggested that what was admired about the balloon was finally this: that it was not 

limited, or defined. Sometimes a bulge, blister, or sub-section would carry all the way east 

to the river on its own initiative, in the manner of an army's movements on a map, as seen 

in a headquarters remote from the fighting. Then that part would be, as it were, thrown back 

again, or would withdraw into new dispositions; the next morning that part would have 

made another sortie, or disappeared altogether. (57)  
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By using the tortured passive voice Barthelme's narrator pushes the admiration of the balloon into 

the past tense before the absurd twist after the colon. The unnamed mass, we're assured, held 

limitless, undefined love for the balloon. The story's epiphanic conclusion beefs up the silliness 

of that punchline and adds a surprising twist, wherein the narrator addresses the hitherto absent 

second-person subject of the ersatz report:

I met you under the balloon, on the occasion of your return from Norway; you asked if it 

was mine; I said it was. The balloon, I said, is a spontaneous autobiographical disclosure, 

having to do with the unease I felt at your absence, and with sexual deprivation, but now 

that your visit to Bergen has been terminated, it is no longer necessary or appropriate. 

Removal of the balloon was easy; trailer trucks carried away the depleted fabric, which 

now stored in West Virginia, awaiting some other time of unhappiness, some time, perhaps, 

when we are angry with each other. (58)

The final paragraph reveals the report to be a cri de coeur. The humour is derived primarily from 

the way Barthelme's narrator (who, no, cannot be blithely read as Barthelme himself) uses the 

same formal language to describe the movement of the balloon that he does to reveal its precise 

allegorical nature (it is a “spontaneous autobiographical disclosure”). 

It's the deadpan power of many of Barthelme's sentences that moves me and presumably 

moved Wallace (click). The critic Guy Davenport attributes the success of Barthelme to his use of 

the high burlesque mode, stating that “the tensions in Barthelme are between the density of his 

splendidly mimetic prose and the gratuitous nature of his subject matter. They grip each other,  

style and stuff. The stuff is hard to control, for Barthelme gives it chaotic reign” (69). In “The 

Balloon,” the “stuff” includes the kind of metafictional impulse that apparently interested Wallace  
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enough to keep him returning to it again and again throughout his career, even after the 

gymnastic involution of “Westward The Course Of Empire Makes Its Way” (see also “Octet,” 

“Good Old Neon,” and even the posthumously published novel The Pale King (2011)). 

The other important connection between Wallace and Barthelme in this instance concerns 

their singularity of voice. Davenport compares the productive or admirable nature of Barthelme's 

voice with that of other writers:

Donald Barthelme remained, story after story, the master of a style which he invented. 

Hemingway quite early became the victim of a style which he appropriated and refined. 

Faulkner invented a family of styles that had various, largely successful, fates. There are 

authors who, like Thomas Wolfe, drown in their styles; and authors who, like William 

Saroyan, invent brilliant styles with the life span of a dandelion. The other master of a 

new style in American writing in our time, Eudora Welty, is so different from Barthelme, 

that we can imagine them as the extremes between which we can locate all other styles 

with control, beauty, and distinction. (68)

Davenport's claim about the potential for becoming a “victim” of a style (with its echo of 

Didion's recent remarks about her own dissatisfaction with hers) points to the unique peril of 

cultivating a strong stylistic voice. The risk of indulging in a style outside the norm of published 

contemporary prose in your genre of choice is alienating readers and critics. The risk of using the 

style common to the day is a dangerous lack of originality. My goal in illustrating Wallace's 

connection to certain specific forebears is that Wallace's fresh-seeming and influential voice was 

neither completely sui generis nor completely beholden to those who came before him.

A version of this point was made by A.O. Scott in a review of Brief Interviews With  
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Hideous Men:

The fretful embrace and guilty recoil that typify Wallace’s relationship with his literary 

antecedents are classic symptoms of what Harold Bloom has called the anxiety of 

influence. And Wallace has a bad case: anxiety may not be a strong enough word; panic is 

more like it. It features authorial intrusions in the manner of John Barth; whimsical 

collages of wild fabulation and deadpan realism that recall Richard Brautigan, or maybe 

middle-period Kurt Vonnegut; and long, long sentences in the style of Donald Barthelme. 

The proceedings are shot through with an air of wild Pynchonian intrigue. (1)

Thomas Leclair's comparison of Wallace to Pynchon goes even as far as to argue that the wraith 

that appears to Don Gately late in Infinite Jest could represent Pynchon, the character James 

Incandenza, or Wallace himself. He also declares that “Infinite Jest can be most economically 

described as synthesizing and extending characteristics of its predecessors” (31).

For his part, Wallace was quick to acknowledge the debt he owed his predecessors, but 

complained that something else was required, aesthetically and philosophically, but perhaps most 

importantly, tonally:

Irony and cynicism were just what the U.S. hypocrisy of the fifties and sixties called for. 

That's what made the early postmodernists great artists. The great thing about irony is that 

it splits things apart, gets us up above them so we can see the flaws and hypocrisies and 

duplicities. The virtuous always triumph? Ward Cleaver is the prototypical fifties father? 

Sure. Sarcasm, parody, absurdism and irony are great ways to strip off stuff's mask and 

show the unpleasant reality behind it. The problem is that once the rules for art are 

debunked, and once the unpleasant realities the irony diagnoses are revealed and 
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diagnosed, then what do we do? Irony's useful for debunking illusions, but most of the 

illusion-debunking in the U.S. has now been done and redone. (Lipsky 147) 

If irony's utility was in fact exhausted by writers of the High Postmodern period, why was 

Wallace so clearly working in that tradition? One reason could be that the para-realist strain of 

literary fiction (Don Quixote, Tristram Shandy, Ulysses) is just as long as the realist strain (Tom 

Jones, Middlemarch, The Corrections) and that Wallace was merely taking its most recent version 

as his immediate springboard. Another reason could be that irony was actually far less important 

a part of that tradition than Wallace suggested in “E Unibus Pluram,” and that Wallace was 

absorbing the humanist heart of Barthelme et al just as much as he was absorbing their style.  

The anti-aesthetic impulse, or the modernist desire to try the reader's patience through 

complex syntax or difficult ideas, is one of the biggest differences between the technique of 

Wallace's fiction and nonfiction. Wallace's nonfiction almost never tests the reader's resolve in the 

way that his fiction sometimes will. The fiction often depicts alienation using alienating recursive 

prose. For example, the numbing repetition in the short story “The Depressed Person” from Brief  

Interviews With Hideous Men, originally published in Harper's in 1998 repulses the reader with 

its images of degradation and pain:

The depressed person confessed that she could well imagine each “friend” wincing now 

when the telephone rang late at night, or during the conversation looking impatiently at 

the clock or directing silent gestures and facial expressions communicating her boredom 

and frustration and helpless entrapment to all the other people in the room with her, the 

expressive gestures becoming more desperate and extreme as the depressed person went 

on and on and on. The depressed person's therapist's most noticeable unconscious 

 - 127 -



personal habit or tic consisted of placing the tips of all her fingers together in her lap and 

manipulating them idly as she listened supportively, so that her mated hands formed 

various enclosing shapes — e.g., cube, sphere, cone, right cylinder — and then seeming to 

study or contemplate them. The depressed person disliked the habit, though she was quick 

to admit that this was chiefly because it drew her attention to the therapist's fingers and 

fingernails and caused her to compare them with her own. (58)

The maddening torrent of polysyndeton (“on and on and on”) and asyndeton (“cube, sphere, 

cone, right cylinder”) and the relentless anaphoric repetition of the title character's name reinforce 

the story's sense of dreadful self-absorption, using an account of the character's fear of rejection 

to dare the reader to indulge in some rejection of his or her own.

Wallace's nonfiction, however, meditates self-consciously on alienation using much 

plainer, more direct prose. Here he is in “E Unibus Pluram” (1993), describing the gift of 

television to the lonely in a series of punchy declarations:

The television screen affords access only one way. A psychic ball-check valve. We can see 

Them; They can't see Us. We can relax, unobserved, as we ogle. I happen to believe this is 

why television also appeals so much to lonely people. To voluntary shut-ins. Every lonely 

human I know watches way more than the average U.S. Six hours a day. The lonely, like 

the fictional, love one-way watching. For lonely people are usually lonely not because of 

hideous deformity or odor or obnoxiousness – in fact there exist today social and support 

groups for persons with precisely these features. Lonely people tend rather to be lonely 

because they decline to bear the emotional costs associated with being around other 

humans. They are allergic to people. People affect them too strongly. (152)
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The direct assertions about loneliness in the final two sentences and the sentence fragment “to 

voluntary shut-ins” contrast sharply with the darker, more difficult character in “The Depressed 

Person.”  

The distinction between the fictional and nonfictional depictions of alienation might also  

partly stem from the way Wallace so obviously tailors his prose to its original venue of 

publication, and it also likely relates to the way Wallace regarded his nonfiction as supplemental 

to the primary fine art project of his fiction. I argue that it is the application of fiction-writer tools  

like lyrical description and hilarious dialogue that elevates Wallace's nonfiction to a level of  

literary art just as great as (and certainly more approachable than) his fiction. I don't mean to 

suggest that great art need be approachable — certainly the monolithic nature of Inifnite Jest is a 

huge part of its achievement (and reputation for resisting readers) — but I do think that the 

tendency of the fiction writer to strive to invent beautiful sentences accounts for some of 

Wallace's nonfiction's greatness.

Wallace expressed certain ideas much more directly in his nonfiction than he was able to 

in his fiction. His meditation on suicide in “A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again,” for 

example, describes the pull of the void (as unveiled by the maritime sublime) more directly than 

the painful dithering in “The Depressed Person.” Describing the loneliness and fear occasioned 

by his solo cruise experience in the cruise ship essay, he says 

There is something about a mass-market Luxury Cruise that's unbearably sad. Like most 

unbearably sad things, it seems incredibly elusive and complex in its causes and simple in 

its effect: on board the Nadir – especially at night, when all the ship's structured fun and 

reassurances and gaiety-noise ceased — I felt despair. The word’s overused and banalified 

now, despair, but it’s a serious word, and I’m using it seriously. For me it denotes a simple 
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admixture — a weird yearning for death combined with a crushing sense of my own 

smallness and futility that presents as a fear of death. It’s maybe close to what people call 

dread or angst. But it’s not these things, quite. It’s more like wanting to die in order to 

escape the unbearable feeling of becoming aware that I’m small and weak and selfish and 

going without any doubt at all to die. It’s wanting to jump overboard. (261)

The sensation is very clearly described with detailed, unambiguous declarations and shorter 

sentences emphasizing and reinforcing his definition of “despair.” Compare this with the title 

character's response to her therapist's suicide in “The Depressed Person:”

Sheer emotional survival now compelled the depressed person to put aside her innate 

feelings of shame at being a pathetic burden and to lean with all her might on the empathy 

and nurture of her Support System, despite the fact that this, ironically, had been one of the 

two issues about which she had most vigorously resisted the therapist's counsel. (61)

In the short story, Wallace's character endures endless self-recrimination and confusion over her 

own depression and the suicide of her therapist. The fictional example is an illustration of the 

theme or emotion that Wallace confronts directly in the nonfiction example.

Wallace said that fiction was for direct communication in an interview with Larry 

McCaffrey in the Review of Contemporary Fiction in 1993. He said “I guess a big part of serious 

fiction's purpose is to give the reader, who like all of us is sort of marooned in her own skull, to 

give her access to other selves” (127), and he said “fiction's about what it is to be a fucking 

human being” (131). Despite Wallace's protestations about the value and function of high art or 

serious fiction, he seemed to more readily achieve his goal of swapping skull access in his 

nonfiction.
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IV. A Quick Digression, in Which We Clarify The Precise Nature of Wallace's Prose Style and 

Describe Some of His Signature Tics.

Having introduced Wallace's foregrounded subjectivity, mix of registers, and American 

postmodernist influences, I thought it would be worth directly addressing some of Wallace's prose 

to see how it works, and to see what he has to say about it himself. The mix of registers and 

parodic reflex that defines Wallace's influence manifests itself in a few particularly unusual ways 

in Wallace's fiction and nonfiction, but I think the strangest tics, like his fastidiously punctuated 

compound adjectives, his faithfully accurate-yet-preening use of technical language and his 

acronymic taunts spring from American postmodernism. Like Didion, Wallace varied his prose 

style subtly among genres and periods, but certain of the most identifiable characteristics rarely 

flagged. Many of the stories collected in Oblivion (2004), for example, are alternate takes on 

subjects explored in previous short stories, and generally he veered gently toward relative 

simplicity and calm throughout his career. “Good Old Neon” from Oblivion describes suicidal 

depression in much the same way that “The Depressed Person” does, but its narrative style is less 

a torrent of discomfort than a patient retrospective description from the perspective of someone 

who has recently committed suicide. The first-person narrator says

Basically I was in that state in which a man realizes that everything he sees will outlast him. 

As a verbal construction I know that's a cliché. As a state in which to actually be, tough, it's 

something else, believe me. Where now every moment takes on a kind of ceremonial 

aspect. The very sacredness of the world as seen [...] This is literally about one one-

trillionth of the various thoughts and internal experiences I underwent in those last few 
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hours, and I'll spare both of us recounting any more, since I'm aware it ends up seeming 

somewhat lame. Which in fact it wasn't, but I won't pretend that it was fully authentic or 

genuine, either. A part of me was still calculating, performing — and this was part of the 

ceremonial quality of that last afternoon. (176).

The character in “Good Old Neon” is much less tortured or obsessive than the title character in 

“The Depressed Person,” which might be a comment on peaceful resolution or release from pain: 

since the narrator in “Good Old Neon” has already died, the tone of the story is relaxed, matter-

of-fact, and free of the kind of anxiety like this line, from “The Depressed Person:” “The 

depressed person's recollection and sharing of the therapist's supportive responses brought on 

further, even more unbearable feelings of loss and abandonment, as well as waves of resentment 

and self-pity which she knew all too well were repellent in the extreme” (62).   

Wallace's views about style were no secret: he wrote an essay directly addressing prose 

style and composition, “Authority and American Usage,” which originally appeared in an 

abbreviated form in Harper's as “Tense Perfect” (2001). Ostensibly a review of a then-recently 

published book of grammar, Oxford's A Dictionary of Modern American Usage (abbreviated after 

its first few mentions in Wallace's essay as ADMAU), the essay includes a précis of the debate 

between descriptive and prescriptive linguists (and grammarians), an autobiographical account of 

Wallace's childhood in a house prone to unfathomably nerdy grammar games (presided over by 

Wallace's own composition-instructor mother), long digressions about Wittgenstein and 

deconstruction, the dialects of turn-of-the-century American English, and what Wallace calls 

“political correctness” (he distinguishes between SWE – Standard Written English, SBE – 

Standard Black English, PCE – Politically Correct English, AE – Academic English and so on). It  
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also includes a few lessons in literary critical history, like this nugget concerning New Criticism:

If you remember your old college english classes, there's an analogy here that points up the 

trouble scholars get into when they confuse observation with interpretation. It's the New 

Critics. Recall their belief that literary criticism was best conceived of as a “scientific”  

endeavour: the critic was a neutral, careful, unbiased, highly trained observer whose job 

was to find and objectively describe meanings that were right there, literally inside pieces 

of literature. Whether you know what happened to New Criticism's reputation depends on 

whether you took college English after c. 1975; suffice it to say that its star has dimmed. 

The New Critics had the same basic problem as Gove's Methodological Descriptivists: they 

believed that there was such a thing as unbiased observation. And that linguistic meanings 

could exist “Objectively,” separate from any interpretive act. (85-86)

The inclusive “you” presumes plenty about the audience here (that you took English classes, that 

you went to college, that your English professor bothered to describe New Criticism), and the fact 

that Wallace delves this deeply points to the irony of his inclusion: Wallace is giving “you” the 

benefit of the doubt, but he's really teaching you a lesson and betraying his own beliefs in the 

process of making a point about linguistic relativism, namely that he comes down fairly firmly on 

the side of Descriptive Linguistics and Wittgenstein's ideas about communication. He based his 

first novel The Broom of the System (1987) on Wittgenstein's ideas about language, after all, and 

his fluency with deconstruction equipped him with a healthy distrust of New Critical orthodoxy.

Wallace uses the term SNOOT to describe “the sorts of people who feel that special blend 

of wincing despair and sneering superiority when they see EXPRESS LANE – 10 ITEMS OR 

LESS or hear dialogue used as a verb” (69). He defines it in a footnote that helps to explain or 
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demonstrate his use of the acronym as a stylistic flourish. The footnote is a parody of a dictionary 

entry:

SNOOT (n) (highly colloq) is this reviewer's nuclear family's nickname a clef for a really 

extreme usage fanatic, the sort of person whose idea of Sunday fun is to hunt for mistakes 

in the very prose of Safire's column. This reviewer's family is roughly 70 percent SNOOT, 

which term itself derives from an acronym, with the big historical family joke being that 

whether S.N.O.O.T. Stood for “Sprachegefuhl Necessitates Our Ongoing Tendance” or 

“Syntax Nudniks Of Our Time” depended on whether or not you were one. (69)

Of all of Wallace's acronyms (including two of the most evocative — ONAN, the Organization of 

North American Nations, the continental megastate; and PGOAT, Prettiest Girl Of All Time, the 

nickname that clings to Joelle Van Dyne, both in Infinite Jest), SNOOT is perhaps the most 

egregiously cloying, all the more so because of its reverse engineering (although it is tough to 

compete with one thousand pages worth of self-indulgent repeat mentions of “ONAN,” I will 

admit). 

Wallace's frequent use of the meaningful acronym has three purposes: the first and most 

plain being the immediate (and handy) use value of shortening unwieldy terms and phrases in an 

amusing way when frequently repeated; the second being the parodic function, the instant 

jargonification effect that reflects Wallace's background in math and analytical philosophy 

(Wallace's work of math history, Everything And More (2004), is full of acronyms and technical 

math characters and formulae) and combines both Wallace's desire to send up the density of 

information and its often inelegant display while simultaneously (if not paradoxically) 

demonstrating an affinity with that mode and a partial mastery of it. 
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The final function is perhaps somewhat mystical. An acronym is graphic synecdoche. Part 

of each word stands in for the whole, and together the parts stand in for the entire phrase. The 

SNOOT example is perhaps not the best demonstration of this effect. Take this passage from “E 

Unibus Pluram” discussing the way television comedy has absorbed and therefore neutralized the 

self-consciousness Wallace prized highly in Barth, Barthelme, and other American postmodern 

forebears. Here the acronym for Mary Tyler Moore, MTM, stands for the actress, her show, and 

her production studio. The repetition of the acronym reinforces the connection between 

individual artistic production and commercial entity in a way designed specifically to erase the 

distinctions between references. Wallace collapses the two into a new symbolically potent string 

of letters that carries the weight of benign nefariousness that he conveys:

For NBC's St. Elsewhere, like The Mary Tyler Moore Show and The Bob Newhart Show 

before it, was created, produced, and guided into syndication by MTM Studios, owned by 

Mary Tyler Moore and overseen by her erstwhile husband, eventual NBC CEO Grant 

Tinker; and St. Elsewhere's scripts and subplots are story-edited by Mark Tinker, Mary's 

stepson, Grant's heir. The deluded mental patient, an exiled, drifted veteran of one MTM 

program, reaches piteously out to the exiled, drifting (literally – NASA, for God's sake!) 

veteran of another MTM production, and her deadpan rebuff is scripted by MTM 

personnel, who accomplish the parodic undercut of MTM's Dr. Auschlander with the 

copyrighted MTM hat-gesture who's “deluded” he's another... Every character and conflict 

and joke and dramatic surge depends on involution, self-reference, metatelevision. It is in-

joke within in-joke. (32)    

The six MTMs in this paragraph combine with two NBCs, a CEO and a NASA, to create an 
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alphabet soup that brings to mind the last verse of “Anarchy in the UK” (the Sex Pistols song 

from 1977's Never Mind the Bollocks Here's the Sex Pistols : “Is this the M.P.L.A. / Or is this the 

U.D.A. / Or is this the I.R.A. / I thought it was the U.K.”). The acronyms in Wallace's work 

combine with the footnotes to create a graphical dimension. What Nadel says of the footnote is 

partly also true for the acronym:

The graphic element of Wallace's footnotes suggests a constant, implied reference to 

scholarly or academic work. The appearance of the page with its visually demanding 

footnotes generates a vibrant spatial dimension that physically embodies the complexity 

of the prose, creating what one might label the mise-en-page. The visual impact of the 

page has meaning, although the “academic” is often invested with comedy, wit or irony. 

The placement of the footnote either at the bottom of the page or as an endnote affects the 

reading experience, interrupting one's reading practice to slow the pace and allow time to 

process ideas. (234)

Similarly, the acronyms also reinforce the complexity of the prose and affect the reading 

experience, forcing the reader to identify the resonances packed into each acronym at a much 

higher rate.

Wallace's glossary of terms at the front of his profile of John McCain, “Up Simba!” 

(collected in Consider the Lobster in 2005) offers another blizzard of letters. His tendency to 

fraternize with the crew of whichever operation he is covering (the techs on the Lost Highway 

shoot, the servers on the Zenith/Nadir, the carnies and farmers at the state fair) allows him to 

indulge his urge to catalog as many phenomena as possible in their own strain of technical 

language. The arcane acronyms of the media professionals covering a political campaign retain 
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the synecdoche effect I described above. In this case, the acronyms elevate Wallace's more-

observant-than-the-average-man description to a level approaching insiderism, reinforcing the 

veneer of brisk professionalism and grim functionality of the turn-of-the-century American 

political campaign circus. We learn in the glossary that the 22.5 is “the press corps' shorthand for 

McCain's opening remarks at THMs (see THM)” (167) and then learn that a THM is a Town Hall 

Meeting (169). OTCs are “opportunities to crash” and OTSs are “opportunities to smoke,” while 

ODTs are “optimistic drive times.” McCain himself is “John S. McCain III, USN, POW, USC, 

GOP, 2000.com”(160).

Whenever Wallace had the chance to use or create an acronym, he seems to have taken it. 

The South Carolina Criminal Justice Academy, for example, where McCain makes a mistake, is 

only mentioned one other time, but it becomes SCCJA (172). The back of Bullshit 1 (BS1, the 

press corps transport that trails McCain's bus, the Straight Talk Express (STE)), becomes the 

ERPP, or Extreme Rear Press Palace, despite its unpleasant and nauseating mirrors. The layer of 

irony that lays thickly upon the acronyms in “Up Simba” provides wry humour, yes, but it also 

adds a critique of the opacity of government and democratic processes that Wallace explored at 

much greater length in the work published posthumously as The Pale King (2011). When the 

special knowledge of special interest detaches from its synecdochal root, the average spectator 

needs a professional guide to follow the debate. Wallace dramatizes the way the acronyms erect a 

barrier, learning on the job how to become the professional guide that the specialized knowledge 

required.

Wallace generally alternated between inventive touches like the footnote and acronyms 

and elevated language and chatty slang, but he also used a few classically rhetorical tricks, just 

like Didion. One of the most exaggerated and effective uses of one of these figures is the 
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anaphora at the beginning of “A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again.” After the self-

conscious opening of that essay, Wallace offers an extended, pages-long anaphora that has the 

dual function of quickening the passage's pace, calling to mind an oratorical (and even 

preacherly) tradition of thundering, emphatic repetition, and asserting and reasserting the author's 

subjective reportorial vision. 

Wallace jokes that his Harper's editors asked him to report what he had “seen.” He spends 

the rest of the introductory section of the piece summarizing what he has seen, choosing striking 

images and highlighting characters and scenes who populate the essay that follows:

I have seen a lot of really big white ships. I have seen schools of little fish with fins that 

glow. I have seen a toupee on a thirteen-year-old boy. (The glowing fish liked to swarm 

between our hull and the cement of the pier whenever we docked.) I have seen the north 

coast of Jamaica. I have seen and smelled all 145 cats in side the Ernest Hemingway 

Residence in Key West FL. I now know the difference between straight Bingo and Prize-

O, and what it is when a Bingo jackpot “snowballs.” I have seen camcorders that 

practically required a dolly; I've seen fluorescent luggage and fluorescent sunglasses and 

fluorescent pince-nez and over twenty different makes of rubber thong. I have heard steel 

drums and eaten conch fritters and watched a woman in silver lame projectile-vomit 

inside a glass elevator. I have pointed rhythmically at the ceiling to the 2:4 beat of the 

exact same disco music I hated pointing at the ceiling to in 1977. (257)

This is less than 20% of Wallace's complete anaphoric list, but it is a representative sample, if 

perhaps skewed slightly toward plainer diction. Wallace's list of the objects of his apprehension 

roll rhythmically together, alternating between pithy and exaggeratedly simple description as in  
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the first six sentences of the paragraph, and more complex constructions like the eighth sentence, 

with its own internal anaphoric repetition of the adjective fluorescent and polysyndetonic 

repetition of the coordinating conjunction “and.” The ninth sentence repeats the polysyndeton, 

creating a list that starts cliched and friendly and ends up hilariously gross. Half way through the 

paragraph Wallace begins altering the verb. He knows, hears, eats, watches and points along with 

seeing. He is not merely the subjective spectator, but also a participant, and all of these actions 

have already finished happening. He pays equal (and ironic) attention to the commonplace (and 

cliched) details you would expect from an account of a cruise (the fish and the steel drums) and 

unusual (although still fairly banal) details like the bingo, vomiting and rubber sandals. 

This pattern repeats for almost three pages, and Wallace alternates sentence length and 

quality of detail, relying heavily on polysyndeton to reinforce the impression of mere choice 

among endless details. At one point mid-way through the list Wallace asks “Is this enough? At the 

time it didn't seem like enough” (257). The simple diction and pleading tone conceal the thematic  

seriousness of the question. The recursion of the declaration of subjective experience and the 

steady heaping of sensory detail reinforces this question: Wallace provides many more repetitions 

of the syntactical construction as if to mirror the shocking excess he finds everywhere on the 

ship. If Wallace is in fact a “hysterical realist,” as James Wood claims he is (“Human, All Too 

Human”), the impulse to record and demonstrate a sense of oppressive quantity ( a “full clothy 

weight” of the sense organs) seems consonant with a striving for completeness, a pervasive sense 

of an individual's struggle to capture as much of the peculiar intensity of the cruise experience as 

possible. One of the cruelest extended examples of the catalog impulse occurs near the end of the 

anaphoric introduction, when Wallace juxtaposes a list of rich foods (“escargot, duck, Baked 

Alaska, salmon w/fennel, a marzipan pelican, and an omelette made with what were alleged to be 
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trace amounts Etruscan truffle”) with a comparable list of human typology (“erythema, cyst, 

potbelly, femoral cellulite, varicosity, collagen and silicone enhancement, bad tint, hair  

transplants that have not taken”) (258). 

The pronounced lyrical quality of this opening section recalls the introduction to Didion's 

“Slouching Toward Bethlehem,” especially the shared use of anaphoric repetition (Didion 67). In 

Wallace's case, the trick is way more bombastic and self-consciously artful. The link between 

fiction and nonfiction here is Wallace's tendency to apply varieties of highly stylized syntax to 

brief passages (“Datum Centurio” in Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, for example, is written 

in the form of a parodic future dictionary that blends the meaningful acronym with aggressively 

stylized and unique syntax). Acronyms and anaphora aside, the omnivorousness of Wallace's 

diction is the feature that critics like Newton and Scott call Wallace's most identifiable. Wallace's  

diction frequently slips registers between adjacent sentences. In “American Usage,” for example, 

Wallace is reflecting specifically on the usage guide author's impersonal style and lightly 

disparaging it. He says,

ADMAU is a collection of judgments and so is in no way Descriptivist, but Garner 

structures his judgments very carefully to avoid the elitism and anality of traditional 

SNOOTitude. He does not deploy irony or scorn or caustic wit, nor tropes or 

colloquialisms or contractions... or really any sort of verbal style at all. In fact, even 

though Garner talks openly about himself and uses the 1-S pronoun throughout the whole 

dictionary, his personality is oddly effaced, neutralized. It's like he's so bland he's barely 

there. (119)

In the excerpt's first sentence Wallace balances technical linguistics terminology and rational 
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argument with a silly neologistic adjective birthed from his cloying acronym. That's the whole 

joke. Ha ha. The final two sentences alternate serious and plain identification of Garner's 

narrative position (“1-S”) with the very chatty final line, replete with two contractions. The sense 

that Wallace creates is of a well-informed conversationalist unafraid to leaven his erudition and 

instruction with a grouchy, disbelieving punchline. This effect directly corresponds to the way 

Wallace describes his sense of himself as an essayist.

Wallace is also prone to deploying elevated diction for even more sharply ironic ends 

(despite his disavowal of irony). In the same essay, Wallace disparages the dialect he terms “AE,” 

Academic English, in the passage I quoted in my foreword. Here it is again: “the truth is that 

most US academic prose is appalling – pompous, abstruse, claustral, inflated, euphuistic, 

pleonastic, solecistic, sesquipidelian, Heliogabaline, occluded, obscure, jargon-ridden, empty: 

resplendently dead” (FN 25, 81). Despite the presence of enough words to stump a spelling bee 

champion, this sentence's function is almost purely comedic. Wallace has a serious point to make 

about academic writing, but he does that using a different tack, going all in on the silly acronym 

and appealing to no greater an authority than George Orwell, whose essay “Politics and the 

English Language” anticipates many of the insights of “Authority and American Usage” (in 

particular the disparagement of academic obscurantism) and “Up, Simba” (in particular the 

disparagement of fatuous political rhetoric). Wallace says:

Maybe it's a combination of my SNOOTitude and the fact that I end up having to read a 

lot of it for my job, but I'm afraid I regard Academic English not as a dialectical variation 

but as a grotesque debasement of SWE, and loathe it even more than the stilted 

incoherences of Presidential English... or the mangled pieties of BusinessSpeak... ; and in 

support of this total contempt and intolerance I cite no less an authority than Mr. G. 
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Orwell, who 50 years ago had A.E. Pegged as a “mixture of vagueness and sheer 

incompetence” in which “it is normal to come across long passages which are almost 

completely lacking in meaning.” (114-115)

Both of these passages critique academic writing by parodying it. The adjective list does this 

more pointedly than the follow-up, which merely displays a subtle mastery of jargon like 

“dialectical” and insults the academy by comparing it to politics or business (how DARE he!). 

In our defense, it seems a little risky for Wallace to cast aspersions on the otiosity of other 

writers. Here is a man who begins sentences with “but so” and “and but so” in both his fiction 

and nonfiction (how about “But so I theorize to Native Companion (who worked detassling 

summer corn with me in high school) that the Illinois State Fair's animating thesis involves some 

kind of structured interval of communion with both neighbor and space” from “Getting Away...” 

(92)), and who devotes ample essay space to explanations of an editing process which 

presumably interests comparatively few readers, as in the case of Wallace's defense of his detail 

in “Up Simba!”: 

For it turned out that the more interesting a campaign-related person or occurrence or 

intrigue or strategy or happenstance was, the more time and page-space it took to make 

sense of it, or, if it made no sense, to describe what it was and explain why it didn't make 

sense but was interesting anyway if viewed in a certain context that then itself had to be 

described, and so on. With the end result being that the actual document delivered per 

contract to Rolling Stone magazine turned out to be longer and more complicated than 

they'd asked for. Quite a bit longer, actually. In fact the article's editor pointed out that 

running the whole thing would take up most of Rolling Stone's text-space and might even 
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cut into the percentage of the magazine reserved for advertisements, which obviously 

would not do. (157-158)

The first sentence of this excerpt illustrates Wallace's maximalism perfectly (“and so on” 

suggesting the maximal possibility of, ha ha, infinite expansion), but it is the nebbishy relation of 

the debate with the editor that follows that displays Wallace's indulgence of the sorts of indirect, 

qualifying self-consciousness that would have made Orwell's skin crawl, or at least his pencil-

moustachioed lips purse disapprovingly. 

Perhaps the best evidence of Wallace's maximalism or bombast involves his heavy use of 

the compound adjective. If Wallace's famously capacious vocabulary cannot produce a single mot 

juste (Orwell wouldn't much like that use of the italicized french, neither), it produces several and 

lassoes them with a hyphen. This is a tendency present in his fiction but amplified in his 

nonfiction. A desultory flip through Infinite Jest produces a three page stretch featuring “new-

fallen,” “pilot-light,” “smoked-glass,” “button-fly,” bright-white,” “gray-and-blue,” “all-

weather,” “I.V.-ingestible,” “spatially-cerebral, “temporally-cerebral,” “manipulated-

phenylkylamine-like,” “musicmole-affective,” “popular-lay-underground,” “very-early-morning,” 

and “day-shift” (169-171).  A three page stretch of the nonfictional “Getting Away...,” for 

instance, features “man-enhanced,” “dismantled-looking,” “nature-wise,” “rehearsed-looking,” 

“flinty-eyed,” “over-the-edge,” “cottage-cheesish,” “low-rent,” “dusty-green,” “cross-legged,” 

“low-angle,” “sweatsock-shape,” “blue-green,” “pine-green,” “prickly-looking,” “bent-over,” 

“East-Coast,” “For-Him,” “Special-For-Him,” and “forehead-tighteningly” (88-90). Wallace's 

compound adjectives are microcosms of his mix of high and low: most of these terms seem 

improvisatory and circumstantial, the opposite end of the spectrum from “verbiage,” “bromides,” 
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“telos,” or “annular,” all from the same three pages of the essay (mostly nouns, I know, but 

certainly representative of the diction for which Wallace is known) or the pharmacological jargon 

from the passage from Inifnite Jest wherein Michael Pemulis describes a Quebecois mushroom 

(“The organopsychedelic muscimole, an isoxazole-alkaloid derived from Amanita muscaria” 66). 

The pedestrian and occasionally diminutive register of the component parts of the compound 

adjectives is always meticulously punctuated, an urge characteristic of the SNOOT. Even more 

than the conjunction piles that begin many of Wallace's sentences, the compound adjectives 

suggest conversational stutter or ad hoc approximation, a sharp contrast with the precision of 

other elements of Wallace's diction. There is a great distance between telos and sweatsock-shape, 

and Wallace's style is defined by precisely that range.

The full range is not covered in every piece of writing, however. Wallace, like Didion, 

subtly tailors his register to each venue of publication, and it is important to note the difficulty of 

disentangling editorial demands from an author's vision, something Wallace himself notes in 

many of his essays, especially the quotations from “Up, Simba!” and “A Supposedly Fun Thing 

I'll Never Do Again” above. While it is not a surprise that his reflection on the feedback loop 

between television and contemporary fiction in Dalkey Archive's Review of Contemporary  

Fiction (cited here in its republished form in A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again (1997)) 

takes for granted the audience's interest in and familiarity with the language of literary criticism 

(“the episcopate of this pop-reference movement were the post-Nabokovian Black Humorists, the 

Metafictionists and assorted franc- and latinophiles only later comprised by ‘postmodern’” (“E 

Unibus Pluram” 45)), his description of John McCain's primary campaign for Rolling Stone 

generally restricts its vocabulary and references to the sphere understood by the presumed 

audience (“it's painful to believe that the would-be “public-servants” you're forced to choose 
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between are all phonies whose only real concern is their own care and feeding and who will lie so 

outrageously and with such a straight face that you know they've just got to believe you're an 

idiot” (“Up, Simba” 189)). The tendency to alter style to suit publication venue seems to be a 

common feature of writing for the popular press, and matches Didion's vacillation between the 

plainer narrative of her early Saturday Evening Post essays and her later incisive political 

journalism from the New York Review of Books. We will see the distance between Elif Batuman's 

registers across online and print genres in the next chapter. 

Having clarified what precisely I mean when I generalize about Wallace's prose style and 

its influence on younger writers and internet writing in general, I turn back now to the discussion 

of the way Wallace's self-consciousness ripples across his fiction and nonfiction, demonstrating 

the way its tortured philosophical self-laceration begets a smoother, amenable, more influential  

nonfictional presence.

IV. Wallace's Self-Portrait in a Cracked Concave Mirror.

One of the structural properties that stays consistent between Wallace's fiction and 

reporting and criticism is his pervasive self-consciousness (for fictional examples see “Westward 

The Course of Empire Makes Its Way,” “Octet,” The Pale King). If Didion freely addresses her 

readers in nonfiction, asserting her presence regularly with the first person singular and personal 

autobiographical detail, Wallace goes one further in frequently meditating overtly on his skill,  

role, position and subjectivity as a narrator. 

Here is an extreme example from one of Wallace's stories, “Octet,” the “failed” story from 

Brief Interview With Hideous Men (1998) which devolves into a messy series of shrugs about its 

self-conscious structural principle. The story is structured as a series of second-person “quizzes” 
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wherein the narrator presents a series of scenarios before asking the reader what his or her course 

of action would be in a particularly tough moral position. The final one of these asks the reader to 

take the narrator's position and imagine the aesthetic decisions made in the writing of the very 

story he or she is reading, and to consider the consequent emotional fallout of the success or 

failure of those aesthetic decisions. It opens with a characteristic pair of Wallace sentences: a quip 

followed by a long, clause-saddled, digression-addled, qualification. It says: 

You are, unfortunately, a fiction writer. You are attempting a cycle of very short belletristic 

pieces, pieces which as it happens are not contes philosophiques and not vignettes or 

scenarios or allegories or fables, exactly, though neither are they really qualifiable as 'short 

stories' (not even as those upscale microbrewed Flash Fictions that have become so popular 

in recent years – even though these belletristic pieces are really short, they just don't work 

like Flash Fictions are supposed to). (145)

For a certain kind of reader, the second-person address almost reads like a welcoming invitation: 

I sometimes felt when I first read this story that I was being invited into the club of fiction 

writers, addressed as an equal who could relate to the struggle of creation. Alas, the fantasy of 

talking shop about microgenres was never to be realized.

 The unabashedly high cultural ambitions of the piece afford Wallace the opportunity to 

use the term “belletristic,” a word not commonly used in even the most generically self-conscious 

(or genre-troubled) fiction. He churns through a variety of possible genre names for the Pop 

Quizzes before settling on the (at least lightly ironic) self-aggrandizing term, belletristic,  

displaying his erudition and creating rhythm using polysyndeton, reinforcing his self-

consciousness with a derisive aside about literary fashion. Perhaps even more extremely self-
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conscious is this line from a few pages later that further explains the root of the narrator's 

willingness to risk having the reader “come away thinking that the cycle is just a cute formal 

exercise in interrogative structure and S.O.P. Metatext” (147): “the trick to this solution is that 

you'd have to be 100% honest. Meaning not just sincere but almost naked. Worse than naked — 

more like unarmed. Defenseless. 'This thing I feel, I can't name it straight out but it seems 

important, do you feel it too?’— this sort of direct question is not for the squeamish” (154). 

I argue that this moment of authorial intrusion is one of Wallace's many attempts to write 

past metafiction while staying tangled within it. Wallace's bald statement of the story's thesis is  

the closest his fiction gets to the kind of direct expression we find in his nonfiction. The essays 

provide an outlet for Wallace's wry, self-conscious subjectivity and his direct emotional, political 

and philosophical musing in the way that his fiction frequently aims to. The fiction just as 

frequently courts a distancing anti-aesthetic property because of the presence of his reflexive 

voice.

The reflection of the foibles of the fiction writer in “Octet” is comparable to Wallace's 

steady acknowledgement of his position as a first-person observer in his essays. That type of 

intrusion is much more common as a trope of nonfiction, and it is because of this familiarity that 

the technique seems less like a pit Wallace is mired in and more as a natural facet of the genre.  

Here he is in “Getting Away From Already Being Pretty Much Away From It All”:

I imagine Credentials to be a small white card in the band of a fedora. I've never been 

considered Press before. My main interest in Credentials is getting into rides and stuff for 

free. 

I'm fresh in from the East Coast to go to the Illinois State Fair for a swanky East- Coast 
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magazine. Why exactly a swanky East-coast magazine is interested in the Illinois 

State Fair remains unclear to me. I suspect that every so often editors at these magazines 

slap their foreheads and remember that about 90% of the United States lies between the 

Coasts and figure they'll engage somebody to do pith-helmeted anthropological reporting 

on something rural and heartlandish. I think they decided to engage me for this one 

because I actually grew up around here, just a couple hours' drive from downstate 

Springfield. (83)

Wallace makes a naive character of himself, the way he told Lipsky he would, when he fantasizes 

about fedora-wearing muckrakers, and note in particular the much more worldly voice who calls 

out Harper's for its coastal-urban-centrism. The sophisticate ironically capitalizes “Credentials” 

while the naif calls Harper's “swanky.” The sophisticate has a strong opinion about the swanky 

magazine's elitism while the naif calls the midwest “heartlandish.” Wallace uses the push and pull  

to reveal the slightly goofy-yet-meditative persona that he adopts in his essays. While reflecting 

on the nature of an assignment is not exactly standard for contemporary longform journalism, the 

extent to which Wallace indulged his voice is, and I think that the frequent reflection on the 

conditions of assignment and the insider-baseball detail of process has its root in both the long 

and recent literary nonfictional tradition and the postmodern metafiction that influenced Wallace  

so heavily.

The push and pull between naif and expert also appears in another early essay, “Tennis 

Player Michael Joyce's Professional Artistry as a Paradigm of Certain Stuff about Choice, 

Freedom, Discipline, Joy, Grotesquerie, and Human Completeness” (1997), wherein Wallace 

describes his experience as a high level junior and adult amateur tennis player by way of 

 - 148 -



accounting for the delusion he had previously held about his ability to match the skill of an actual 

professional athlete. He says that “this article is about Michael Joyce and the untelevised realities 

of the Tour, not me. But since a big part of my experience of the Canadian Open and its players 

was one of sadness, it might be worthwhile to spend a little time letting you know where I'm 

coming from w/r/t these players (241). The aggressively subjective first-person narrator shows up 

to play here in this disingenuous-seeming disclaimer. Feeling the need to explain the personal 

root of his tone of “sadness” and sharp bias in the essay, Wallace introduces himself, throwing in 

one of his signature shorthand-acronyms in the process. He continues, in the confessional mode:

In other words, I arrived at my first professional tournament with the pathetic deluded 

pride that attends ignorance. And I have watched the Qualies – not even the main draw 

yet, mind you, but the competition between 64 fairly low-ranked world-class players for 

the eight qualifying slots in the Canadian Open field – with a mixture of awe and sad 

surprise. I have been brought up sharply. I do not play and never have played the same 

game as these low-ranked pros. (245)

The (partly ironic) self-deprecation at work in all of these examples is another characteristic of  

Wallace's cross-genre narratorial intrusion. It is reasonable to assume that pretty much every 

sports journalist on earth, save those who were former pros or near-pros, has a rich appreciation 

of the gap between a professional athlete's talents and his or her own, although even the hackiest 

racquet-swinger like me fantasizes occasionally about trying to return a pro's serve. The 

difference between Wallace the amateur reporter and the pro sports journalist, however, is 

precisely Wallace's interest in pointing out many of the basic unspoken assumptions that burble 

beneath any journalistic endeavour. That tendency — the sort of emperor's new clothes 

 - 149 -



impatience with conventions of realistic fictional genres that Wallace inherits from the para-

realist, Quixote-Shandy continuum — has its root in the same impulse that drives Wallace's 

metafictional flirtations.

Here he is in his first collection's eponymous essay, the title which launched a thousand 

parodies (a quick Google search turns up online essay titles like “A Supposedly Fun Elephant 

Room At The Opera,” “A Supposedly Fun Article I'll Never Get Published,” “A Supposedly Fun 

Game You'll Never Play Again,” “A Supposedly Fun Thread I'll Never Read Again,” and on and 

on ad infinitum), “A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again:”

I've got to say I feel like there's been a kind of Peter Principle in effect on this assignment. 

A certain swanky East-Coast magazine approved of the results of sending me to a plain old 

simple State Fair last year to do a directionless essayish thing. So now I get offered this 

tropical plum assignment w/ the exact same paucity of direction or angle. But this time 

there's this new feeling of pressure: total expenses for the State Fair were $27.00 excluding 

games of chance. This time Harper's has shelled out over $3000 U.S. Before seeing pithy 

sensuous description one. They keep saying — on the phone, Ship-to-Shore, very patiently 

— not to fret about it. They are sort of disingenuous I believe, these magazine people. They 

say all they want is a sort of really big experiential postcard — go, plow the Caribbean in 

style, come back, say what you've seen. (257) 

As in the example of the cruise ship essay, Wallace calls Harper's “swanky.” He ups the reflexive 

ante here, though, using that description to reference the previous essay's assignment directly. He 

also drops the pithy line about his reportorial nonfiction forming an “essayish thing” and 

ironically distancing himself from the magazine's expectations by drawing attention to the extra 
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Harper's was putting up for the basics of the assignment. Although he calls the editors 

disingenuous, it is easy to understand why a magazine would commission a sequel to a popular 

piece from one of the hottest young writers in the American nineties. The piece proved no Peter 

Principle, rather the opposite.     

The nonfictional narrator casting doubt on himself shows up much later in Wallace's 

nonfictional career, too, although the likelihood of convincing an audience of his incompetence 

has receded. In Wallace's profile of John McCain, where Wallace appears as “just one person” 

whose political views (in a political magazine profile) are not “anybody's business,” Wallace 

picks at the mid-and-late-twentieth-century convention of the objective political reporter: 

The Electronic Editor (actual title, like on his office letterhead and everything) says I 

should insert here that I, the author, am not a Republican, and that actually I ended up 

voting for Sen. Bill Bradley (D-NJ) in the Illinois primary. I don't personally see how my 

own politics are anybody's business, but I'm guessing the point of the insertion is to make 

clear that there are no partisan motives or conservative agenda behind the article even 

though parts of it (i.e., of the upcoming article) might appear to be pro-McCain. It's not, 

though neither is it anti-; it's just meant to be the truth as one person saw it. (157)

In this passage Wallace transfers his incredulity from his own abilities as a reporter to the details 

of the nascent online publishing business (no one would ironically italicize that title now) and the 

necessity of declaring a political position in a profile of a politician (although it's reasonable to 

assume that Wallace's sympathy for McCain in the profile might have made the editors of Rolling  

Stone a little antsy about clarifying allegiances). The lines also include a few of Wallace's 

signature stylistic moves, like the rigorous object pronoun clarification and the parenthetical 
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asides.     

These examples demonstrate the way that Wallace-the-reporter's first person intrusions are 

completely consonant with the tone and language of the metafictional intrusions in his fiction: 

self-deprecating (“you are, unfortunately, a fiction writer”), chatty, conspiratorial and mildly 

exasperated (“they are sort of disingenuous I believe, these magazine people”). The difference 

between the two is that Wallace's nonfictional narration grows out of his interpretation of the 

journalistic or essay tradition as an expression of his personality and perspective. He never rejects 

his subjective presence to pretend to objectivity, but he also rarely seems to foreground his 

subjective presence to make a statement about the essay as a form. In Wallace's metafiction, he 

grapples over and over again with the nature of the fictional third wall and the elastic gap 

between reader and writer. This obsession seems to stem from Wallace's interest in fiction's 

potential to communicate, to circumvent solipsism, to shrink the gap between any two humans. 

There is no such formal barrier in his nonfiction. When Wallace creates a persona or creates 

composites, he applies many of the literary properties associated with fiction to his essays with 

very little of the meta-reflection on genre. 

V. On To The Wallacites.

If we take Newton's suggestion at face value (and we'll see her backed up by others in the 

next chapter, so hang in there if you're skeptical) and allow that Wallace's voice has found many 

echoes online, that means American postmodern fiction is partly responsible for blog style. 

Wallace's fear that the absorption of the sensibilities of avant-garde postmodern art by the 

corporate ogre would drain them of their subversive power applies here. Although Newton failed 
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to mention it, this force, the commercialization of postmodern irony and pastiche, animates the 

influence of Wallace's sensibility online almost as much as his own essays: blog voice is once 

removed from Barthelme through Wallace, but it's also once removed from Barthelme through 

MTV, irreverent beer ads, and Vice magazine. 

While few writers have directly emulated Wallace's achievement in Infinite Jest, many, 

many writers have directly emulated Wallace's conversational, zinging prose style. I agree with 

Newton's assessment of the troubling way that the transference of that style to online writing 

drains it of its power and gravitas, but not all blogs are created equal. In the next chapter, I 

examine the way that the generation that has followed Wallace has balanced the challenge of 

maintaining a vivid personal voice with the changing publishing environment of the early twenty-

first century. If my writing about Didion's style served to summarize the existing scholarship 

around literary nonfiction and provide an example for the type of analysis I performed in this 

chapter, the final chapter will mark a re-application to very recent publications of the applied 

practical stylistics technique I have been developing, including writing for the web. 

 - 153 -



Chapter IV: Partisans and Tweeters: Following Literary Nonfiction Into A New Century.

I. Don't Fear the Ether, or the Internet and its Malcontents, or Against Internetinterpretation.

In 2004 a group of young writers including the soon-to-be-novelists Keith Gessen, Chad 

Harbach and Benjamin Kunkel, started a journal ambitiously modelled on Partisan Review and 

the Paris Review, two of the most important of the American “little magazines,” the ironically 

diminutive name applied frequently to the influential and powerful literary and political organs 

which came and went throughout the twentieth century. Named n+1 to suggest progress, 

possibility and a place in a continuing sequence, the journal styled itself a cranky and 

unapologetically intellectual periodical edited by writers and thinkers unafraid to mix the lessons 

of contemporary philosophy and present-day popular culture with more traditional ideas about 

aesthetic value. From Partisan Review the editors borrowed an outspoken left-liberal political 

stance (peppered frequently with references to marxism) and an unsigned, theme-setting opening 

section only semi-ironically titled “The Intellectual Situation.” From Paris Review the editors 

borrowed a commitment to high quality literary writing. 

The magazine caused a stir almost immediately, emerging as it did in a garden (New York 

City) fertilized heavily by the nitrogen-rich stuff of American literary enterprise (low-level  

publishing jobs, publication credits in mainstream magazines like Harper's and the New Yorker, 

Ivy League alumni networks). In its second year of existence, n+1 was the subject of an elaborate 

fawning joint profile with nemesis publication The Believer by none other than former Lingua 

Franca writer and Grey Lady movie critic A.O. Scott, whom we remember from his Wallace 

 - 154 -



omnibus review in the NYRB, and whom Keith Gessen had excoriated in a long defense of 

Wallace shortly after the publication of Scott's review (Gessen “The Null Set”). Scott took the 

n+1 writers at their word, and validated the comparison to the eminent forebears, claiming that 

“the impulse to start the kind of magazine Partisan Review was in the late 1930's or The Paris  

Review was in the 50's might look contrarian, even reactionary” in the new century, concluding 

that for most young people, it seems that “the thing to do, after all, is to start a blog,” the genre 

that in many situations allows the twenty-first century intellectual to “embody and perpetuate a  

discourse based on speed, topicality, cleverness and contention.” To produce a print artifact, 

according to Scott, “is to opt for slowness, for rumination, for patience and for length. It is to 

defend the possibility of seriousness against the glibness and superficiality of the age —  and 

also, of course, against other magazines” (“Among the Believers”). In Scott's view, the retrograde 

materiality of the journal is one of its chief virtues, and his fussy but favourable comparison of 

the effort a print journal takes to the caprice of online publishing accurately captures the 

prevailing mood in publishing and academic circles when it comes to literature online. Scott's  

prescient take on the journal's relation to online publishing corresponds very closely to the way 

the subject would get treated in its pages. From its earliest mainstream media attention, n+1 was 

held up as an antidote to online style, a perfect vantage point from which to observe new media 

vicissitudes. 

The editors built a Wallace-like mix of high and low into the journal's mandate. Scott 

noted the way Gessen, Harchbach, Kunkel and Roth freely referenced both golden-era New York 

Intellectuals and pop music, listing other influential magazines like Politics, Dissent and 

Criterion, and specific figures like Edmund Wilson, Lionel Trilling, Hannah Arendt, and Dwight 
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Macdonald, plus Radiohead (“Among the Believers”). Scott also singled out one of Elif 

Batuman's contributions as typical of the journal's willingness to mix genres and registers:

Those articles hint at some key aspects of the magazine's identity. They show, first of all, a 

willingness to scramble conventional ideas of genre, mixing criticism, personal essay, 

fiction and philosophical argument and applying the resulting hybrid to matters both 

mundane (dating, going to the gym, smoking) and lofty (the meaning of life, the nature of 

war). Other essays achieve similar blendings of voice, style and genre. Elif Batuman's 

"Babel in California," the longest article in the second issue, is an inquiry into the tragic,  

enigmatic life of the great Russian-Jewish writer Isaac Babel wrapped in a comic novel of 

academic manners – using real names, no less – that would make Mary McCarthy proud 

(and also jealous). (Scott “Among the Believers”)

It is fairly remarkable that in the early twenty-first century serious nonfiction writing that resisted 

easy genre categorizations would still be causing a stir, but the pattern of genre boundaries fading 

and re-asserting themselves is one of the major recurring themes of my dissertation. Didion's 

career started with para-conventional New Journalism and memoiristic personal essays, before 

moving toward more conventional, “objective” or at least mutedly-subjective journalism and 

conventional memoir as time passed, and Wallace's early forays into nonfiction seemed so 

bracing and clear for the way they brought a fresh and youthful voice to the tested literary 

journalistic tradition. The most prominent writers associated with n+1 share this sensibility and 

mark another iteration of the pattern of genre-reorientation. They are remarkable among peers 

(like The Believer or The New Inquiry) not for their embrace of popular culture or slang or the 

possibilities of new communication technology, but for the magazine's unwillingness to abandon 
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a rather less fashionable attachment to mid-century writers like McCarthy and critics like Lionel  

Trilling, whose para- (and pre-) modern interests and frank socialism might at first blush seem a 

strange bedfellow for profiles of gossip websites. I argue that the example of Wallace's mix of 

registers provided a model for both these writers' prose style, and for the ethic that guided the 

editorial character of the magazine as a whole.

Instead of the more narrow, single-author-focused style analyses of the other chapters, this 

one is a little baggy, if the style analysis of several authors and a few extra genres qualifies as 

baggy. The idea in this chapter is to test Newton's claims about Wallace's influence on blog style, 

and to investigate whether or not the technology of dissemination is changing the nature and 

styles of literary nonfiction. I selected the youngish writers associated with n+1, who form the 

most recent generation of writers in the tradition of literary nonfiction writing that I have been 

tracing. The journal has a unique place in contemporary debates around contemporary literary 

publishing in print and on the web largely because of the way n+1 has addressed these exact 

matters in its pages, especially questions of style across platforms. The writers for the journal 

have heterogeneous styles, so I will focus on three prose stylists: the group-authored front 

section; one of its most typical members, and author of one of the more compelling works of 

fiction it has yet produced, Keith Gessen; and one of its less typical members, Elif Batuman, 

whose self-coined genre of “literary and memoiristic fluff journalism” (“Troubled Times” on My 

Life and Thoughts) and success across venues of publication point toward a new type of literary 

nonfiction writer, one just as comfortable on a screen as on pulp fibre. 

My goal in this chapter is to keep the scholarship of literary nonfiction moving into the 

internet era, focusing especially on the way new technology has the potential to offer new outlets 

for literary prose. It is precisely the blend of openness and traditionalism in the n+1 group that 

 - 157 -



has made a fan of me, and that makes them the perfect subject in a dissertation that celebrates 

new instances of some old virtues. I will argue that a progressive traditionalist method of literary 

analysis can and should be applied to literary writing that appears online.

II. All the Sad Young Wallacites, or Twenty-First Century Anxieties of Influence.

In spite of the talk about the Partisan Review and the beef with McSweeney's, n+1 was 

and is very much a magazine of its time, and that meant contemporary influences were a key part 

of its founders' view of literature's aesthetic potential. By which I mean that as young American 

writers at the turn-of-the-twentieth-century, the editors of n+1 were under Wallace's spell. In 

n+1's first issue in 2004, online editor (imagine that!) and fiction writer Chad Harbach wrote a 

favourable review of Wallace's third collection of stories, Oblivion (2005), which included 

several valuable remarks about Wallace's prose style, like this one about the way Wallace's 

writing can at first willfully resist the uninitiated. Harbach said that Wallace's “technique of piling 

on information before it can be assimilated, combined with his reflexive use of acronyms, 

nicknames, and unfamiliar designations (metric measurements, “Year of Glad”) forces readers to 

endure a period of initiation to his work. Those who survive the hazing often emerge with a fierce 

devotion” (“DFW”). My initiation felt less like a hazing than an apprenticeship — there's that 

metaphor again. To make it into the circle of Wallace fandom, I had to put the hours in, and, 

while some of them were tricky or turgid, none of the hours felt like frat pranks (although one of 

my friends, dissatisfied with Infinite Jest's ending, is fond of saying “the only “jest” in that book 

is on the reader”). At the end you get a ticket to the conversation: “yes, of course I've read Infinite  

Jest — have you read The Recognitions?” Harbach's explanation of Wallace's effect on his (and 
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my) generation of readers attributes the strong affinity of his admirers to the experience of 

solving the riddles posed by his prose style. He went on to observe that two influential roots lay 

beneath the flowering of this method, calling it “a hybrid of the high-modernist refusal to assist 

the reader, and the fantasy- sci-fi method of semi-allegorical substitution, which serves to create a 

parallel world that can simultaneously comment upon and remain more beguiling than our own” 

(“DFW”). The merging of principles associated with both high modernism and the allegories of 

pop genres like fantasy and sci-fi used to be called postmodernism before it was pushed out of 

fashion by Wallace's semi-rejection of it in “E Pluribus Unum” and Franzen's complaints in “Mr. 

Difficult.” 

Harbach's fiction, like Keith Gessen's and Benjamin Kunkel's (the other two editors whose 

novels have appeared since the journal began publishing), works in a much more solidly 

Didionesque realist mode, but the ambition and influence of Wallace's writing appeared to the 

editors and many of the writers in the magazine as it does to me: as one of the major watersheds 

of contemporary writing in English. After Wallace's death, the magazine's website published a 

tribute from Kunkel which restated Harbach's claims about Wallace's influence on his generation 

of American writers. Kunkel restates the common claim about the air of verisimilitude that  

permeates even Wallace's most inventive work, Infinite Jest: 

We took it for granted that the book possessed an incontrovertible anthropological authority 

about the country and time we lived in and, more than that, the people we were. This was in 

spite of Wallace’s funny and grotesque decision to open up the future calendar to corporate 

sponsorship (The Year of Glad, and so on), and to set the action of his novel in the 

Organization of North American Nations. The exaggerations in Infinite Jest felt particularly 

true. And the novel’s authority was like its status as a masterpiece: it went without saying. 
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If dignity were possible or impossible, if we were trapped or free, or redeemable or not, this 

could best be proved by citing Wallace. (Kunkel tribute)

The apparent hyperbole of this statement is tempered by its heightened subjectivity: Wallace and 

the n+1 editors (and I) share very similar class, gender, educational backgrounds, interests in 

literary fiction, and are separated in age across the group by only about fifteen years (twenty if 

you include me). It is essential to note that Wallace's “incontrovertible authority” about “the 

people we were” in one particular country and at one particular time likely depends heavily on 

some or all of these markers of identity, which is not to say that those who do not share those 

markers need be excluded. Anyone is welcome to join the guild, but if they look around at the 

meetings they'll see a lot of nerdy white guys.

Kunkel goes on, however, to discuss in greater detail the way Wallace's writing inspired 

the generation which immediately followed:

For me, as for a lot of other writers of our generation, Wallace offered liberation of a fairly 

precise kind. After the constrictions of minimalism and dirty realism, and against the 

aestheticism of someone like Nabokov, and beyond the chilly glare of our hero DeLillo, 

Wallace showed that you could write in a colloquial and informal register — the register in 

which we sound to ourselves like the people we actually are — without thereby cordoning 

off any part of your vocabulary or experience. This omnivorous approach belonged to 

Wallace’s tortured earnestness: the wish to include everything, all your knowledge and your 

doubts, all your cockiness and your insecurity. (Not that there was ever any question of 

approaching Wallace’s erudition.) For every new generation, the corpus of literature seems 

already to have formed itself in such a way as to exclude the kind of voice in which you 
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could actually write. This in turn makes most contemporary fiction, of whatever time, seem 

fake and dead. Wallace proved that for us too there was a way to write without falsifying, 

through your diction, your sense of the world. Though this alone couldn’t make our writing 

any good, it held out the chance. The temptation is to say: Wallace changed my life. For me 

it feels more accurate to say: He helped make it possible. (Kunkel)

While I'm sure Wallace would blanch at the possibility that he was responsible for making much 

literature possible, and while it seems likely that Franzen would frown grievously at his exclusion 

by those whom he saw fit to blurb (the subscription card features a quotation from him saying 

“Just when you’re thinking you’re intellectually alone in the world, something like n+1 falls into 

your hands”), I can't deny having felt this way myself. When I was furrowing my brow at Infinite  

Jest at twenty I felt my sense of what was possible in a sentence or in a work of fiction 

expanding. Note in particular the way both Harbach and Kunkel light upon Wallace's prose, 

Harbach mentioning acronyms and “unfamiliar designations” which defamiliarize the familiar  

and Kunkel mentioning diction that sounded like “the people we actually are.” It was Wallace's 

sentences themselves that helped him rise above a set of metanarrative allusions and fairly 

familiar critiques of American cultural narcolepsy to shake a generation by the shoulders and 

inspire them to write the way that they thought and spoke. Wallace was the the master 

craftsperson at the head of the guild, and he was challenging everyone to build finer things.

Each of these writers' accounts of Wallace's influence (and my account, and the way I'm 

writing this dissertation) accord with Newton's assessment about the singularity and force of 

Wallace's position in recent American letters and creates a clear link between Wallace and the 

journal. Unlike David Lipsky, who singled out Wallace's nonfiction as the part of his corpus 

 - 161 -



which offered the greatest verisimilitude (xv), these writers of nonfiction speak exclusively to 

Wallace's fiction, and to Infinite Jest in particular, which speaks perhaps to the way that book 

dominates critical discussion of Wallace's work and Harbach and Kunkel's self-image as 

novelists. 

Gessen, in a personal blog post not long after Harbach's review, took a broader view of 

Wallace's oeuvre, and, like Geoff Dyer later would, he used Wallace's essay about Roger Federer 

to prompt a wide-ranging, subjective discussion of Wallace's prose style and place in American 

literary history. About Wallace's sentences he says, in conversational blog-speak, “This is 

Wallace’s prose, right? He writes such long sentences, they are filled with so many ideas, you 

don’t think he’ll ever get back to the point, the point has been lost, and then he does, and it’s 

incredible. It’s incredible and then you never forget it” (“Let's Not Sit Around”). The 

mystification of the long winding Wallace sentence impresses blogger Gessen with the way it 

confidently tests the reader's attention span and willingness to follow its baroque adventure. 

Gessen adds a hint of defiance to Harbach's deference: perhaps like Dyer, Gessen is less 

interested in a high-modern or postmodern or para-realist or avant-gardist epater of the bourgeois 

reader's sensibility. He admits as much when he  discusses Wallace's place in contemporary 

writing, comparing America to Russia, saying “I don’t see an analogous figure (to Limonov) in 

the US for the 1990s. All I see is Wallace. He is *clearly* the major figure of that decade.” 

Gessen goes as far as acknowledging that Wallace helped cure him of his distaste for 

postmodernism, boldly claiming that “at some level, Infinite Jest redeemed the entire postmodern 

literary project. It’s a great book, and much more readable (to me) than anything Pynchon wrote, 

and bigger and more ambitious than anything DeLillo wrote (any individual work)”  (“Let's Not 

Sit Around”).
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Even Gessen's engagement with Wallace's nonfiction comes back to Wallace's fiction. He 

saw Wallace's description of the loneliness and sacrifice of the professional athletes in “Tennis 

Player Michael Joyce's Professional Artistry...” as an allegory for the writing life. Gessen traces 

the misery and fruitlessness of the writing life back to the self-loathing MFA students in 

“Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,” using the loose, chatty and reflexive style 

native to the blog genre:     

Wallace was clearly *uncomfortable* being a writer, he was aware that in modern business-

crazed America there’s something inherently ridiculous about being a writer: I’ll never 

forget the way the writer-grad student in “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way” 

says that he can never admit to being a writer, that whenever anyone asks what he does he 

mumbles something about being a “freelance something.” What’s interesting, actually, is  

that that feeling never goes away — at least it hasn’t gone away for me. I wonder if it ever 

goes away. T. S. Eliot went through his whole life wondering if he’d ever write another 

poem. (“Let's Not Sit Around”)

These extended excerpts exhibit many of the tendencies of the blog voice that Newton attributed 

to Wallace, especially the heightened subjectivity and conversational rambling. The issue of the 

way that changing communication technology was altering our use of written language would 

emerge as a key recurring concern in the journal's front section.

These three founding editors of the journal went on the record to acknowledge Wallace's 

influence on both their fiction and nonfiction in the magazine and online. With this 

acknowledgement in mind we can turn to the way the magazine participated in growing debate 

about exactly what the generic conventions of online writing could or should be. 

 - 163 -



IV. n+1 Takes On Online Writing (In Print and Online).

n+1 took up the debate about the nascent genre conventions of online writing fairly early 

in its publication run. The “Intellectual Situation” in the journal's fifth issue, “Decivilizing 

Process,” for example, directly confronts the issue of online communication. The front section is 

always narrated by an unsigned collective third person voice. For the sake of convenience, I'll 

refer to the narrator as “the voice.” In the fifth issue, the editors proceed through a series of 

online media: email, blogging, pornography. The voice is witty and allusive in its stylization, its  

diction harkening semi-ironically to the semi-formality of the Partisan Review front material that 

inspired it. Here is the voice covering email:

Email is good for one thing only: flirtation. The problem with flirtation has always been 

that the nervousness you feel in front of the object of your infatuation deprives you of 

your wittiness. But with email you can spend an hour refining a casual sally. You trade 

clever notes as weightless, pretty, and tickling as feathers. The email, like the Petrarchan 

sonnet, is properly a seduction device, and everyone knows that the SUBJECT line should 

really read PRETEXT. (“The Intellectual Situation” 2007)

Despite these lines' erudite allusion to Italian Renaissance forms, the prevailing mood here is 

jocular and ironic. I'll buy the idea that email helps the introverted court one another, but I  

confess that you'd be hard pressed to turn up more than a handful of “pretty” messages from my 

Gmail inbox, even the flirtiest ones. The point about the anxiety of editing an email is well-taken,  

however — when do you stop drafting an electronic message? Is online communication all Beat 
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spontaneity, or is it best suited to the kind of deliberation the voice claims?

The voice pursues the question by referring slyly (and disparagingly) to Wallace and one 

of his imitators, Dave Eggers:

From literature to advertising, we've developed a cultural style of ceaseless babbling. 

Never mind the endless self-interruptions and elaborations of needlessly footnoted fiction, 

talking copyright pages, and the rest; we got used to that, and it was sort of in the spirit of 

a warning. But even Burger King has now stolen the text-happy style of McSweeney's, so 

you are fed grease by some whimsical garrulous spirit of the paper sack and the napkin. 

(4)

The editors are referring specifically to the twin declarations in Wallace's “E Pluribus Unum” and 

“Westward the Course of Empire Makes Its Way” about the way advertising had absorbed the 

aesthetic strategies of postmodern fiction and sneering at the occasionally uncritical-seeming 

deployment of the same strategies in the work of their more optimistic West Coast counterparts at 

McSweeneys and The Believer. The problem to the editors, just as it was to Wallace, is the 

absence of reflection upon the void we babble into. 

The action really heats up when the voice turns its attention to what it calls “the blog 

reflex,” the first in what would become a long line of acerbic observations about the way the 

speed and reach of online communication has fundamentally altered written expression, where 

“the fast-moving history of technology here meets — as truck meets armadillo on the highway — 

the slow-moving history of thought” (5). The “Intellectual Situation”'s combined editorial voice 

ramps up its taunting in this section, even mimicking the mindless hyperventilation of the blogger 

with this series of blunt exclamations:
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A more recent fantasy of revolution was that, hooked up to newswires, all this information 

at our fingertips, we'd get mad as hell and not take it any more. Instead, people took up 

blogging. Information would be linked, not to the body politic, but to — links! And more 

links! Links links links! Readers could now be writers; but was this all that was meant by 

seizing the means of production? (5)

The purposefully dismissive tone here speaks to serious intellectual disappointment: the potential  

of online media to circumvent the normalizing filter of corporate media seemed rife with 

democratic possibilities, and the echo chamber effect which emerged instead has to rank as one of 

the most profoundly squandered opportunities of this young century.

The dark whimsy of the passage takes a detour through elegiac territory: 

The hope had been to democratize the intellectual sphere. Freedom of the press is for 

those who own one. But now all you needed was a laptop and some time on your hands. 

The idea was especially attractive in light of the consolidation of media holdings and the 

destruction of intellectual life in the '80s and '90s, when people began to work longer and 

harder for less, available public spaces and quiet cages dried up, and argument in the 

academies gave way to “respect.” (6)

The prose style of this section, like the gushing exclamations above, shares elements with blog 

style itself (especially the chatty rat-a-tat triple declarations of the first three sentences of the  

excerpt), and the gloominess and radical and contentious compression of history seems a sly 

rebuke to the web's novelty-obsessed and even ahistorical tendencies. This lament registered, the 

editors turn finally to an analysis of blog style which flips the reverence the n+1 editors paid to 

Wallace's mix of vernacular and technical language, anticipating Newton by several years but 
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with much more scorn:

In practice, blogs reveal how much we are unwitting stenographers of hip talk and 

marketing speak, and how secondhand and often ugly our unconscious impulses still are. 

The need for speed encourages, as a willed style, the intemperate, the unconsidered, the 

undigested. (Not for nothing is the word blog evocative of vomit.) (6)

This is an unequivocal dismissal of online writing. Like Wallace, the editors are on guard against 

the insidious creep of the buzzing jargon of the market (and the web offers some of the worst 

instances of this, see Evgeny Morozov's recent Baffler article “The Meme Hustler”)), and they 

see web style as not just chatty, but drunk-chatty, airheaded, blurty and dumb.

Unsurprisingly, many online writers were displeased with this blanket assessment of blog 

style, and a long debate took place between the n+1 editors and the authors of a few popular 

blogs, especially The Elegant Variation. My favourite riposte comes from Garth Risk Hallberg, a 

contributor to the long-running and popular literary blog The Millions, who pointed out the way 

that “the spirits of Marshall McLuhan and Theodor Adorno hover in the background like a 

beyond-the-grave odd couple, the former insisting that media are only as good or bad as the uses 

to which people put them, the latter asserting that those uses are likely to reinforce the worst 

tendencies of the capitalist world-order that birthed them” (The Millions). In this formulation, 

n+1 is Adorno. I'm sure they were very flattered.

Elisabeth Chaves provides a fairly comprehensive summary of the bloggy aftershocks in 

an article in the defunct open source interdisciplinary online academic journal Fast Capitalism. 

Echoing Hallberg without the wit, she states that

The war between n+1 and The Elegant Variation and the decline of print reviews in 
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national newspapers suggest a more complex problem for interested observers than 

simply the question what is the Internet’s effect on literary criticism. In review, n+1’s 

main criticisms of the litblogs included the following: first, their utilization of the Internet 

failed to democratize the intellectual sphere; second, they became promotion machines 

rather than critical beings; and third, they opened up new areas to commodification as 

they marketed themselves. n+1 laid the blame on the litbloggers as users of the Internet, 

criticizing the message rather than the medium, and perhaps overly focusing on the 

production of blogs as textual vomit rather than considering the audience of both these 

texts and their own. (Chaves)

Chaves points to an important gap, the one between the blog (or the internet in general) as a 

medium, and the specific form that literary expression (or expression about the literary) has taken 

online. I believe that the brusque polemicizing of “The Intellectual Situation” in general and of  

this salvo in particular makes fairly plain that the collective voice is fairly ironical (and 

humourous) on this point. Chaves records the way that the blogs took umbrage with n+1's 

apparent hypocrisy, recording how Gessen et al sought publicity from the literary blog apparatus 

before decrying it in print once they had achieved acclaim (Chaves). n+1 had a vibrant web 

presence at the time of this article's printing, one which it has continued to expand. To miss the 

self-implicating irony of the “The Blog Reflex” is to betray the insecurity of the nascent online 

enterprise: do they mean me? The early refusal of the editors to post the material online is cited 

by Chaves as a particular affront, but by keeping the critique exclusively in print, the editors 

reinforced their argument about print, accessibility and the frequently insight-flattening speed of 

online discourse.
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n+1 in general and “The Intellectual Situation” in particular keep returning to discussions 

of the effect of technology on prose, productivity and politics. An amusing comparison of 

seventeenth and eighteenth-century Parisian salon culture to the dreary reality of online instant 

messaging (in particular Gchat) appeared in “The Intellectual Situation” in the summer 2011 

issue themed “Conversion Experience.” The chat mini-essay was called “Cathexis,” a term 

mischievously borrowed from psychoanalysis, and it included another self-implicating series of 

complaints, emphasized by the flip third-person:

Our banalities are more shameful than any fantasy or confession. Gmail saves the 

histories of our chats, should we ever care to look. It turns out we use the internet to talk 

about what other people are talking about on the internet: “Oh god please look at what she 

just tweeted.” “Hang on I’ll find the link.” And then there are the tactical chats — “I guess 

I am not that in the mood for Thai food?” — that would be harmless enough on their own. 

Mixed in with the rest, and preserved for all eternity, they assemble further evidence of 

our gross mortal wastefulness. Time is misspent twice: we talk about life as thoughtlessly 

as we live it. And the server farms know this. (“Cathexis,” “Conversion Experience”) (12)

The tone and prose in these “Intellectual Situation” pieces stays remarkably consistent across 

journal issues, but I think the zingers zang most poignantly when self-recrimination is reflected in 

the glowing screen. It seems a natural fit for curmudgeonly Edmund Wilson fetishists to 

disparage e-manners and lament the bottomless well of mundanity we plumb with our blinking 

cursors, and the editors do not disappoint. Each new online genre seems to bring a new round of 

indignity and thwarted literary possibility.  
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IV. Cogito Ergo Tweetum.

Far above the crushing (and eternal) banality of Gchat in the hierarchy of online genres 

sits the tweet. Perhaps because of my enduring fandom of the epigram, I rate the literary 

possibility of the tweet most highly: in the hands of a gifted writer or even joe-average wit, pearls 

of art could be forming in mobile phones everywhere. Even the editors of n+1 found love in their 

miserly print-loving hearts for the microblogging platform, and one by one they've all joined. The 

summer 2012 issue of the magazine includes a mildly favourable evaluation of the prose style 

and utility of Twitter, but it is possible that the warming to online publishing was related to the 

passage of time: the internet's ubiquity has exploded in the near-decade the magazine's been 

publishing. By the last few years, even n+1 has taken to publishing its more provocative 

commentary about online life on nplusonemag.com, frequently in advance of print publication as 

the sort of promotional teaser that “The Intellectual Situation” lambasted five years ago. 

The assessment of Twitter in “The Intellectual Situation” opens with crass doom and 

gloom, maintaining the kind of self-aware and self-ironizing voice that the collective authorship 

had mastered by this point: 

It’s possible to have a clear attitude toward Twitter if you’re not on it. Few things could 

appear much worse, to the lurker, glimpser, or guesser, than this scrolling suicide note of 

Western civilization. Never more than 140 characters at a time? Looks like the human 

attention span crumbling like a Roman aqueduct. The endless favoriting and retweeting of 

other people’s tweets? Sounds like a digital circle jerk. Birds were born to make the 

repetitive, pleasant, meaningless sounds called twittering. Wasn’t the whole thing about us 
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featherless bipeds that we could give connected intelligible sounds a cumulative sense? 

(“Please RT”)

With a series of brusquely overstated rhetorical questions the editors humorously renew their 

backward-looking curmudgeonliness. Scott noted this crankiness in his profile, describing the 

journal's “regard for aesthetic distinctions, intellectual standards and even cultural hierarchies that  

can look downright conservative, and adding a quote from Mark Grief: "I love it when we're 

mistaken for a conservative journal of opinion" (Scott, “Among the Believers”). 

The point of this brusque introduction is to draw attention to the literary possibilities of 

the format. “Please RT” includes equivocation, and its style manages to reflect this, as in the 

George Saunders-esque capital letters here: “The Rise of the Tweet takes place amid an internet-

induced cheapening of language, in both good and bad senses.” The self-consciously good 

(democratic) and bad (brainless) cheapening appear one after the other swiftly in this ironic 

lament: “Outside of Twitter, a coercive blogginess, a paradoxically de rigueur relaxation, 

menaces a whole generation’s prose (no, yeah, ours too). You won’t sound contemporary and for 

real unless it sounds like you’re writing off the top of your head” (“Please RT”). The journal 

never declared itself unironic, but the knowing match between tone and subject here 

demonstrates another way that Wallace's irony-laden plea for a return to direct expression 

influenced these writers.

Noting the coincidence of their argument with Newton's assessment (and picking up on 

her can't-we-just-be-grown-ups bluster), the editors fret that “all contemporary publications tend 

toward the condition of blogs, and soon, if not yet already, it will seem pretentious, elitist, and 

old-fashioned to write anything, anywhere, with patience and care,” implying again, five years 
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after “The Blog Reflex,” that the speed of online communication is the property which most 

seriously threatens the literary potential of the web. 

Wallace is the animating force behind this critique. Like me, these writers see Wallace's 

blend of registers as natural. According to n+1, the “right” way to mix vocabularies, to ape 

spoken vernacular English while writing about serious or literary matters, is to do it like Wallace 

did. The problem arises when Wallace's approach is adopted by those who lack the erudition, wit, 

or skill to properly harness the possibility of the medium. With the editors' repeat appeals to 

Wallace's unique place in recent American literary history, it is unsurprising that they, like 

Newton, cite Wallace as the unwitting father of blog speak:

The accidental progenitor of the blogorrheic style is David Foster Wallace. What 

distinguishes Wallace’s writing from the prose it begot is a fusion of the scrupulous and 

the garrulous; all of our colloquialisms, typically diffusing a mist of vagueness over the 

world, are pressed into the service of exactness. To a generation of writers, the DFW style 

was the sound of telling the truth, as  —  in an opposite way  —  the flat declaratives and 

simplified vocabulary of Hemingway were for a different generation. But an individual 

style, terse or wordy, can breed a generalized mannerism, and the path once cleared to 

saying things truly and well is now an obstacle course. In the case of the blogorrheic style, 

institutional and technological pressures coincided with Wallace’s example. Bloggers 

(which more and more is just to say writers) had little or no editing to deal with, and if 

they blogged for money they needed to produce, produce. The combination discouraged 

the stylistic virtues of concision, selectivity, and impersonality. (“Please RT”)

The editors' pun about online excess exactly reflects Newton's point about Wallace's influence: 
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style gives way to mannerism (an interesting study could made of the way these near synonyms 

have divided along qualitative lines — “stylish” is a largely desirable adjective, but “mannered” 

is most frequently used for the unnatural and affected). “Please RT” goes further than Newton, 

however, and claims that bloggers' freedom from editorial tyranny in one case, along with the 

converse professional obligation to post as much material as possible as quickly as possible to 

better ensnare the browser-refreshing masses, obliterates the singular value of Wallace's voice and 

replaces it with a raft of conversational fluff. 

I think that the tweet's literary potential is the most exciting rejoinder to bloggorea: sure,  

tweets are largely banal, but some are small works of a lost art, the epigram. The editors' esteem 

is very possibly related also to the way the tweet, much more so than the blog (to say nothing of 

the lit blog), has harnessed the democratic political possibilities of the unedited internet 

(especially in countries without free and democratic media). The editors say that “two-faced 

Twitter has also brought about, in its opposite aspect, the very last thing to have been expected 

from the internet: a renovation of the epigram or aphorism, a revaluation of the literary virtues of 

terseness and impersonality” (“Please RT”). “The Intellectual Situation”'s very own Wallacean 

mix of high and low emerges when the entry goes all in, declaring Twitter the anti-blog:

This means that Twitter, officially a microblogging platform, in practice has often 

functioned in a way opposite to the blog. Of course a tweet is just a tweet, not to be made 

too much of. Even so, La Rochefoucauld, Oscar Wilde, Dorothy Parker, Cyril Connolly, 

the Kafka of The Blue Octavo Notebooks, Cioran  —  they would have been excellent 

tweeters, and the best tweets, today, rival their greatest one-liners. (In fact to encounter 

their sententiae parcelled out as tweets would have made for a better experience than 
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reading The Unquiet Grave or The Trouble with Being Born straight through. Aphorisms 

are ideally consumed like nuts or candies, a handful at a time.) So Twitter doesn’t only 

have the widely recognized usefulness of providing updates on news and revolution, and 

illuminating links, and many laughs and smirks. It has also brought about a surprising 

revival of the epigrammatic impulse in a literary culture that otherwise values the merely 

personal and the super-colloquial as badges of authenticity. (“Please RT”)

n+1 is not the only place you can find this sentiment (although it might be the only place to 

provide quite so comprehensive and highbrow a list — the novelist Teju Cole, for his part, is self-

consciously using Twitter to revive a different, almost forgotten French aphoristic genre know as 

the fait divers (“Death By Twitter”)), but the rosy assessment marks a true change in tone in the 

magazine where technological progress and web prose style is concerned. 

V. Literature Online: Is the Web Really a Genre?

In the specific literary corners of the internet that most interest me, online genres blend 

novelty with literary tradition in the way that some helpful social scientists (whose remarks I 

analyze in detail below) have suggested. In the case of the blog, the great variety within the genre 

threatens to render sweeping pronouncements about style and genre moot, but I will attempt to 

note carefully the specific conditions of each blog type that I analyze (magazine's blog, personal 

blog, etc.), so that the claims that I am making about style are rooted firmly in the relevant zone 

within the vastness of the blogoverse. Tweets involve a similar but rather more limited variety of 

purpose, but it isn't a problem to differentiate freely between the tweet as art and the tweet as ad, 
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for instance.

I feel comfortable referring to blog posts and tweets as literary entities with nascent genre 

conventions and I think that the debates about the voice, value and influence of online writing 

support the use of the terms “literary” and “genre.” The earliest scholarly engagement with web 

publishing platforms bears it out too, even if the literary academy has so far been relatively quiet  

where literary nonfictional blogging and tweeting is concerned. In (unsurprising) fact, most of the 

academic research into online writing has come from the social sciences, in particular the 

discipline of Communication Studies. Blog studies seem to have peaked in the middle of the last 

decade, and many of them are full of references to out-of-date platforms – I was reminded in 

reading them of the reason that I fled the discipline in 2004, that its hunger for novelty and speed 

matches the rapid churn of twenty-first century communication technologies themselves. I was 

also reminded of the risk of studying a phenomenon which has barely begun to emerge when 

considered in the long historical view of nonfiction writing in English. Tweet studies, like Twitter 

itself, is a tiny baby bird of a sub-discipline, just beginning to hatch — nobody can be sure that 

the adult bird won't grow up to embarrass itself and those of us who fostered it. Risky business, 

tweet studies.

While virtually none of these studies discuss the online genres' stylistic properties, they do 

borrow the vocabulary of literary criticism in declaring them “genres.” One library scientific blog 

study uses the term “bridging genre,” which “suggests that the blog is neither fundamentally new 

nor unique, but that it — along with other emergent genres expressed through interactive web 

technologies — occupies a new position in the internet genre ecology. Specifically, it forms a de 

facto bridge between multimedia HTML documents and text-based computer-mediated 
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communication, blurring the traditional distinction between these two dominant internet 

paradigms, and potentially contributing to its future breakdown” (Herring et al. 143). For the 

technophobic, Herring et al are suggesting that the blog isn't a wholly new deal, but rather a 

combination of or bridge between existing elements (written text and digital image, video and 

sound). These authors attribute their use of the term “genre” to an earlier study by Yates and 

Orlikowski that pioneered “the assumption that recurrent electronic communication practices can 

meaningfully be characterized as genres,” and somewhat drearily described “e-mail as a 

continuation of the memorandum genre” (143). While I shudder to think that sometime in the not 

so distant future I will be studying the prose style of the memorandum or intraoffice email, these 

library scientists conveniently back my case that the more aesthetically pleasant realms of the 

blog and tweet may be called “genres” by invoking their extra-disciplinary example. One of 

Herring et al's most useful insights is their claim that “blogs are neither unique nor reproduced 

entirely from offline genres, but rather constitute a hybrid genre that draws from multiple 

sources, including other internet communication genres” (144). 

Psychologist Laura J. Gurlak draws on Herring, et al., in exploring the parameters of the 

blog genre with an emphasis on the curious balance between the heightened subjectivity of the 

typical blog author and the audience-dependent nature of online community (a property taken for 

granted much more readily in online genres than their traditional printed counterparts, reader 

reception theory notwithstanding). Gurlak goes further than Herring in arguing for the originality 

or paraliterary nature of the blog, declaring that it is more useful to think of a blog as an “event” 

rather than a “written object”: 

Being at the same time private and public, individual and collective, Weblogs invoke the 
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notion of a contradictory genre and activity, with “you,” “me” and everyone in between 

being brought into a single, semiprivate or semipublic space and experience. However, 

this notion of contradiction can be understood as stemming from the tendency to perceive 

blogs as objects rather than events. When perceived as written objects, Weblogs do give 

the impression of ambiguity. Who is the author of this written object, one might ask. Is it 

the blogger, the audience, or both? Why would a person want to create a private written 

object, day after day, and then offer it for public scrutiny? Finally, why would the 

audience want to scrutinize, day after day, a private written object of an unknown person? 

Seen in this way, blogs invoke, almost automatically, the ideas of voyeurism and 

exhibitionism. When observed as communicative events, though,Weblogs give a different 

impression. (64)

These two particular conceptions of the blog as part descendent of the long and multiple 

traditions of nonfiction (diary, journalism, memoir, laundry list) and part creature of the digital  

age (instantaneous, global, cheap, accessible, potentially unfiltered) suits my argument perfectly.  

Because the blog has its roots in forms widely accepted as literary, we can use that base to start 

considering the way digital transmission alters or does not alter prose style.

Tweets, however, are much more consistent and limited in their scope than blogs. The 

stricture of a character count enforces the kind of brevity that “The Intellectual Situation” 

celebrates, and the eternal flexibility of blog format need not apply here. Twitter scholarship also 

comes largely from communication and media studies, where questions about the efficacy of 

activists and citizen reporters (Murthy) are most pertinent. Several critics have commented upon 

the same issues that are raised in “Please RT,” however, including Ruth Page, who concurs with 

 - 177 -



the n+1 editors on the role that advertising and traditional media industry formulations play in 

the case of the microblogging platform:

Participation is neither neutral, nor is it distributed evenly. Instead, it is constrained by 

market forces and hierarchies of power that interweave offline and online contexts. Far 

from abandoning the neo-liberal capitalism that shaped e-commerce prior to the dot.com 

crisis in the early 1990s, interactions in social media contexts may enable self-promotion 

strategies that result in social or economic gain. The forms such self-promotion might take 

can vary considerably from one social media site to another. Nonetheless, visibility and 

attention have emerged as core properties necessary for accruing status and perceived 

influence. (182)

Using the ruthlessly dry language of social science (another reason I chased myself out of the 

discipline: I felt a strong distaste for social science's anaesthetic way of describing itself), Page 

highlights the way the democratic potential of the new media citizen journalist is subject to the  

same forces as the old media citizen journalist: trad corporate media gatekeepers guard the largest  

audiences, and trad elite networks still dominate the distribution of attention. There are few 

completely independent hit tweeters reaching broad audiences without traditional media 

assistance, just as there are few literary geniuses tweeting perfect epigrams to broad swaths of 

bookish smartphone addicts. More succinctly: most people probably wouldn't have followed Elif 

Batuman's feed if she hadn't published a book with FSG or articles in the New Yorker.

The other popular conception of Twitter flows from the brand name's bird metaphor: 

tweets are brief squawks that might mean something significant or might not, or, if you'll pardon 

the bowdlerized Morrissey, some birds' chirping is more pleasant than other birds' cawing. 
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Instead of the tweet as distilled informative broadcast or genre, this notion defines a tweet as an 

almost purely social gesture devoid of art or utility. Michele Zappavigna's recent article about 

how the particular online community created by Twitter fosters what she calls ambient affiliation,  

a form of communication wherein the actual exchange of communication is subordinated to the 

inherent social value in the act of communicating itself, more like idle chatter than journalism or  

directions to the airport (803). Her account accords with “Please RT”'s less optimistic moments, 

describing as it does a utility outside of personal expression (let alone artfulness), stating that 

Twitter seems oriented toward the expression of interpersonal meaning. Criticism of 

Twitter as a service facilitating inane and frequent status updates about users’ activities 

seems to have missed the social point of twittering. Twitter offers a medium for 

expressing personal evaluation to a large body of listeners with which one can affiliate 

ambiently.  (803-804)

This model of exchange, like celebratory takes on the function of social media, emphasizes 

communication rather than art (to greatly simplify and falsely exaggerate the distinction between 

the two): Zappavigna suggests that social media is more like a conversation than an epistolary 

exchange. I agree that this is one of the functions of online writing, and I further agree that it is 

important to keep the ambient or more narrowly social function in mind when applying literary 

aesthetic standards to any reading of web genres, but I do not think that these other para-literary 

properties should prevent us from examining literary properties in the same way that the ads or 

event listings in the New Yorker shouldn't prevent us from performing literary analysis of a great 

story or essay.

Having established Wallace's influence on this subset of a recent generation of writers, 
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evaluating those writer's views about Wallace and online writing, and having explored the generic 

nature of writing online, I'm going to use a few examples to investigate exactly how online 

publication changes or doesn't change the prose style of two writers in particular. Does the online 

output of a young writer follow the pattern that Newton and “The Intellectual Situation” describe 

— are blog posts necessarily looser, baggier, or half-baked digi-drafts? If blog entries are more 

conversational than traditional literary nonfiction, is there still a link between the fiction style of a  

particular writer and his or her writing across online genres? If blog entries and tweets are genres 

(as communications studies suggests), how are these genres constituted when literary writers 

approach them? Are their approaches consistent with their approach to more established genres 

like the book review or New Yorker profile, or is there a perceptible shift in style online that 

relates to the speed and editorlessness of online expression? I think that a blog can be literary 

under the definition that I have established, and that we can expect of online writing the same 

aesthetic excellence that we demand of nonfiction writing in traditional print venues. To answer 

these questions, I will closely examine two contrasting examples from the n+1 circle: founding 

editor Keith Gessen and “Senior Writer” Elif Batuman.

V. Keith Gessen Exhorts!

The first example is one of the more productive and visible of the n+1 editors, Gessen, 

who has published a novel and dozens of articles in n+1, popular magazines like The New Yorker  

and Harper's, and online on his own blog and the blog or online-only section of n+1. To examine 

Gessen's nonfiction voice I will begin with the prose style of his novel, All The Sad Young 
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Literary Men (2008), before choosing a representative example of his mainstream prose style (a 

New Yorker piece on Russian politics), an example of his n+1 blogging and, finally, an example 

of his personal blogging. My goal in doing so will be to test the claims made in “The Intellectual 

Situation” about blog style, and to demonstrate the conditions that qualify blog writing as artful. 

Gessen attended the MFA program at Syracuse University (without finishing, according to 

David Itzkoff's New York Times profile “A Literary Critic Drops His Ax and Picks Up His Pen”), 

but his fiction shows little trace of the influence of that school's most prominent instructor, 

George Saunders (save perhaps the above-mentioned emphatic capitalization from “The 

Intellectual Scene”). Gessen's novel, All The Sad Young Literary Men, was published by Viking 

in 2008. It borrows its title from a collection of F. Scott Fitzgerald stories (All The Sad Young 

Men), self-consciously adding a note about its characters' proclivities and ambitions. It is an 

extremely conventional bildungsroman, featuring realist description, comparatively bare and 

punchy sentences, and three narrators whose voices stay a little too consistent from character to 

focalized character (although perhaps this is Gessen's way, taken with the title, of demonstrating 

the commonplace foibles of the artist as a young man). For a writer who hailed Wallace as the 

most important American writer of the recent past, there is also surprisingly little of Wallace's  

erudite vocabulary or self-conscious playfulness (although there are a few brief typographically 

playful lists scattered throughout, and Vonnegut-like insertions of images to accentuate jokes, like 

the pictures of Monica Lewinsky and Hegel). 

Gessen's fictional prose style is neither Wallacean (despite the paean), nor Delliloly 

(despite the reverence), nor Fitzgeraldesque (despite the title). Gessen's prose is actually the least 

aggressively literary of any of the writers that I have examined in this study. His one signature 

stylistic method seems to have been imported from literature translated from languages where 
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certain punctuation marks are more prevalent (Gessen was born in Russia and has published 

translations of Russian poetry and fiction): the frequent use of the exclamation mark and the 

rhetorical question. Gessen's exclamations are unusual because of the frequency with which they 

appear in his narration. On one page of the section in All The Sad Young Literary Men that 

introduces the failed novelist and skilled temp Sam, we are treated to the character's indignity in 

the face of his infidelity, wherein he exclaims about the woman trying to free herself from him, 

“What a woman!,” later adding “he had failed to e-mail congratulations on her graduation; drunk, 

he had tried to kiss her at a party though he knew she had a serious boyfriend; they were only up 

to 1997!” (53). Later, profligate graduate student Mark is trying to decide between three women, 

internally exclaiming, as per the omniscient narrator, “He was just a boy! Boys should not marry! 

Oh. They should not marry” (224). (Later when he rules out one of the three women she shouts 

“You're sleeping with someone! And you're breaking up with me!”, adding “Say something then! 

Don't just stand there!” and, quite appropriately, “You're a shithead!” [228].)

While the exclamations create a sense of goofy force or dislocation, the rhetorical 

questions reproduce an inelegant simplification or perhaps even deliberate artlessness. In New 

York, Keith marvels at the contrast between his native Baltimore and downtown Manhattan, 

comparing himself unfavourably to the pedestrians of Chelsea, saying “I was sweating, tired, 

gruesome, and these people had left their houses looking like movie stars – perhaps they were 

movie stars? One fell behind on such things in college, or anyway I did – and, oh God, what 

would it take to live in such a place? What reserves of strength? What reserves of cash?” (67). 

The asyndeton in the last example is also typical of Gessen's prose, but his use of the repetition 

seems a far cry from Didion's consistent potent recursion, pairing with the questions to create a 

sense of exaggeration or bluster.
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Gessen matches technique to subject most closely when he is describing his characters' 

failures, which is quite often and at length — the novel has a nineties-hangover “loser” sensibility 

that shares something with Wallace's Brief Interviews With Hideous Men. Sam, the novel's 

losingest loser, recounts a series of sexual mishaps as a series of disbelieving questions, puckishly 

“influenced by the Holocaust revisionists”: “Had he really, in his excitement, ejaculated uselessly 

onto Lori Miller's thigh that night at Miles Fishbach's house? Had he really? And had he actually 

been so flaccid with Rachel Simkin that he never even penetrated? Says who — Rachel? Rachel 

was drunk, barely-human drunk, as was he. And Toby, to whom he'd confessed the next day?” 

(83). In this case, Gessen's narrator deploys the rhetorical question to illustrate the regret that the 

character feels about his inadequacy as a lover, and in general this approach closely matches the 

mystification experienced by all three of Gessen's protagonists. All three flail inelegantly through 

their twenties, overeducated, frequently underemployed and engaged to some degree with matters 

of American or global politics (Sam takes a memorably useless trip to the Middle East, for 

example, during which he visits the occupied West Bank and winds up running from an Israeli 

tank after curfew; Keith writes a book about the contentious results of the 2000 US election; and 

Mark protests globalization before returning to school to research the other losers of the Russian 

Revolution, the Menshiviks). The drive to question is a central concern of the novel, and the 

absence of a guiding authority to provide effective answers matches Gessen's sentence and 

punctuation strategy. The narrator's focalized ignorance of the answer to the characters' 

fundamentally unanswerable rhetorical questions is a direct illustration of Gessen's satire of 

misspent youth. 

The preponderance of stunned exclamations in Gessen's novel calls to mind Wallace's use 

of slang, or the low side of his combination of fluency with the language of popular culture with 
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more technical vocabulary (in Gessen's case the political and historical competencies of 

miserable history-dissertation-writer Mark). If we can agree that Wallace used (and in general any 

writer uses) slang to mirror spoken speech, and if we take at face value the remarks Harbach, 

Kunkel, Gessen and I have made about the way Wallace's writing felt “true” to life in a certain 

privileged and educated contemporary American (or Canadian) sense, I argue that Gessen's prose 

style is part extension of Wallace's emulation of spoken speech and part reference to a pre- or 

para-modernist realist tradition, especially in light of Gessen's Russian influences and his 

disinterest in American postmodernism.

A tendency toward effusive conversationalism also manifests itself in Gessen's nonfiction. 

Gessen is the n+1 editor whose work has been published most frequently in The New Yorker, and 

despite that magazine's popular reputation as an organ with a definite voice and polished 

middlebrow sheen, Gessen's chatty, throwback irascibility is also discernible in those pieces. As 

an example, I chose my favourite of his profiles of life in contemporary Russia, an especially 

whimsical one about Moscow's crippling traffic problems from the summer of 2010 (images 

which contrast sharply with Maria's meditative freeway driving in Didion's Play It As It Lays). 

Gessen's narrative approach in the article is to alternate between plain presentation of fact,  

subjective judgements about those facts, and personal anecdote. Like Wallace and Didion, Gessen 

himself is especially present in his nonfiction. Take the personal example he uses to demonstrate 

the difficulty of moving rapidly around Moscow:

I first noticed the extent of the Moscow traffic problem in the spring of 2007, while 

drinking a coffee at the Coffee Bean, on Sretenka, just up the street from the Lubyanka 

and around the corner from the Lukoil headquarters. It used to be that you couldn't get a 
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coffee in Moscow for love or money, so I didn't mind that it wasn't good coffee and that it 

cost four dollars. That is to say, I minded, but what could I do? So there I sat, sipping my 

four-dollar coffee and looking out the window, when suddenly my sister appeared in front 

of the coffee shop and stopped, trapped in traffic. She had recently bought a navy-blue 

Honda Element, which looks like a motorized version of Fred Flintstone's car, with the 

driver sitting curiously upright. Farther ahead, Sretenka intersected the giant Garden Ring 

Road, which runs around the Kremlin at a radius of about a mile and a half and marks the 

border of the historic city center. For much of its length, it is twelve lanes wide; at certain 

points, it's eighteen. Still, it is often clogged. (“Stuck”)

Gessen's relatively unadorned description is familiar from his novel. In a typical passage from All  

the Sad Young Literary Men, one of Gessen's narrators depicts a campus scene: “It was still warm 

and a few people were outside playing frisbee. Were they douchebags? Maybe, but I could have 

gone out there and said hello, laid the groundwork, maybe now they were douchebags but later 

they'd be geniuses?” (14). The blunt, occasionally crass jocular voice, and simple imagery like “it 

was still warm,” capture the boorishness of the young literary man.

I think the faint russo-lugubriousness in the nonfiction passage is derived in large part 

from Gessen's curious deployment of contractions. In certain sentences, the contractions and 

foregrounded subjectivity combine to create the conversational tone (“you couldn't get a coffee in 

Moscow for love or money, so I didn't mind that it wasn't good coffee”), but then in other 

sentences the pointed absence of a contraction serves to heighten the sense of translation. The 

variety of combinations of the impersonal pronoun and the verb “to be” in two particular adjacent 

sentences is dazzling (“For much of its length, it is twelve lanes wide; at certain points, it's 
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eighteen. Still, it is often clogged”). The curious parallel here (its – it is; it's – it is) creates an 

interestingly stilted effect, one that mimics the plainspoken bluntness of Gessen's sources, an 

assortment of amateur and professional urbanists.  

Gessen's exclamatory fervour is present in the essay, although he limits himself to just one 

exclamation mark, after the revelation of a particularly quixotic decision by Moscow's 

construction-drunk mayor Luzhkov:

The wise move would have been to invest in public transportation, to build up the city's 

justly famous but sparse metro network and bring back the trams that killed the literary 

editor at the start of "The Master and Margarita;” instead, Luzhkov has been cool toward 

the metro and actively hostile to the trams. Public transportation is for losers. Instead, he 

spent billions to widen the Moscow Ring Road (a beltway around the city) and complete 

the construction of the fabled Third Ring Road, a freeway between the Garden Ring and 

the Moscow Ring, of which Muscovites had been talking since the nineteen-sixties. 

According to the traffic-analysis center at Yandex, the Third Ring is now the most clogged 

artery in the city. Luzhkov is unbowed: he has begun work on a Fourth Ring! (“Stuck”)

The Wallacean aside in the voice of the mayor (“Public transportation is for losers,” and echo of 

“public transportation is for jerks” from The Simpsons) nestles next to a reference to Bulgakov's 

novel, and the passage concludes with the exasperated exhortation and its bleating mark. 

Exclamations more frequently appear in the mouths of Gessen's interview sources. Take Mikhail 

Blinkin, math-whiz-turned-traffic-expert, and frequent exclaimer: “Blinkin sees the parking 

troubles as a symbol of the city's general lack of a legal and planning culture. "Try that in Munich 

or Boston!" he says of parking on the sidewalk”; “The proposed Fourth Ring is not going to solve 
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any of this. "You can't just keep sending people in circles!" Blinkin exclaims. "They need to get 

off eventually, and then what?"” (“Stuck”). Blinkin is not the only one. Leonid Mednikov, joint 

operator of a traffic wiki monitoring service called Yandex, is depicted exclaiming incredulously: 

“Some time later, Mednikov entered the conference room, carrying his laptop before him like a 

lantern. "It's at 10!" he announced of the traffic index. "It went from 5 to 10 in an hour and a 

half!"” (“Stuck”). These exclamations make great punchlines, and they suggest that Gessen lives 

in a world where everyone, including him, is frequently overcome with the desire to make a 

brisk, potent remark. 

The brisk, potent remarks in “Central Booking,” Gessen's account of his time detained 

after getting arrested at an Occupy Wall Street protest, posted on the New Yorker's news blog in 

late 2011, take the form of chant transcriptions both serious (“We. Are. The Ninety-Nine Percent! 

And So Are You!”) and playful, as when a large group of protest-related inmates chant “This is 

what a condiment looks like!” and “This is what anal hygiene looks like!” when guards bring 

them mustard and toilet paper. The exclamation point is not reserved exclusively to convey 

volume, however. Take for example this passage about Gessen's self-consciousness about the 

wide distance between the protesters and non-protesters in the holding cell:

After a while, a young guy sitting in the corner nearest us finally asked what we’d been 

protesting about. It was our big chance! One of the conceptual artists spoke at length 

about capitalism and the rise of student debt; Paul the anarchist spoke about the 

revolutions that had spread through the Arab world, and how, after the Arab Spring, it was 

time for an American Autumn. I could sense we were losing our audience, but couldn’t 

myself think of a better way to formulate our grievances . (“Central Booking”)
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This exclamation is a mild and defeated rejoinder to the celebratory and defiant tone of the 

protest chants, and its carries a different sort of irony than the quotations in the Moscow traffic 

story or the consternation of the characters in the novel. This was not, the exclamation mark sadly 

declaims, the inmates' big chance to explain their cause to the poor African Americans sitting 

around them after all.

Gessen's style is consistent in its voice, tone and punctuation across genres, but it would 

be wrong to ignore the sharp difference in gravitas and polish between his personal blogging and 

his blogging for the New Yorker, for example. Of course the blog of one of the richest magazines 

in America will read as more artful than an entry — even (or especially) a sad literary entry — on 

a personal Wordpress blog. Just like the essay, which can be broken into many subgenres 

(memoiristic personal essay, New Journalistic essay, literary critical essay), blogs host subgenres, 

too: big-money-high-prestige literary magazine blog, low-money-medium-prestige literary 

magazine blog, literary-thoughts-and-personal-opinions blog. Hopefully these genres will acquire 

snappier names as they codify in the future. 

What is striking is the way that Gessen's effusiveness cannot be suppressed, even by the 

normalizing forces of a strong editorial vision. Gessen's willingness to bring his voice to these 

multiple venues of publication with equal zest speaks to the rate at which online publication has 

asserted its place as a valuable option. Gessen's report on being incarcerated at the protest made 

its way online much more quickly than it could have in the normal weekly New Yorker 

publication cycle, and it retained its literary properties, especially its strong writerly voice. While 

Gessen's relatively unadorned and occasionally inelegant prose seems designed to divert attention 

away from it and toward traffic in Moscow, for example, or the speech of an interview subject or 
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melancholic college character, Gessen's consistency in print and online helps us understand the 

way that Wallace's descendents are bringing the literary observational mode to places the 

internetphobic Wallace would have feared to tread. Gessen's writing suggests that online genres 

are diverse enough to host a variety of levels of literary prose.

IV. Elif Batuman's Life and Thoughts: More Interesting Than My Life and Thoughts?

Like Gessen, Elif Batuman is an effusive russophile who writes amusing and erudite 

nonfiction across print and online genres. Her first substantial pieces of popular (as opposed to 

academic) writing appeared in the first issues of n+1. A novelist-in-training and reluctant 

graduate student, Batuman is the only author I will discuss at length in this dissertation who has 

not published a single substantial work of fiction (although she cracks many self-deprecating 

jokes about the manuscript told from the perspective of a dog that she abandoned before starting 

a PhD at Stanford in Comparative Literature (The Possessed 11), and she is working on another 

manuscript as a writer-in-residence at a Turkish university (Williams, “Harvill Acquires Novel 

From Batuman”)). Despite Batuman's unusual position as the least accomplished fiction writer in 

the group, I think her inclusion is important because she is the group's most accomplished literary 

critic, and in my opinion the only young critic writing in English in the popular (or at least 

middlebrow) press who, when matching scholarly erudition with personal anecdote, consistently 

unleashes laugh out loud humour (although perhaps I am missing Louis Menand's jokes). 

Humour is important to me.

I chose Batuman as Gessen's counterpart in the n+1 chapter because of the way that the 
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former's sensibility and prose style artfully balances that of the latter: Batuman's writing is wittier  

and more idiosyncratic than Gessen's, and although I thought it was important to include a writer 

from the n+1 circle who wrote fiction, I think that Batuman is by far the better and more original 

writer of the two. Her criticism raises different issues than Gessen's (although they share an 

interest in Russia), and she generally seems less invested in the current state of American literary 

fiction. In fact, in two essays, Batuman harshly dismisses contemporary American literary culture 

as an ambitionless, small beer school of identity politics and dirty realism (“Get A Real Degree”,  

“American Writing Today”). 

To begin properly, however, and in honour of Batuman's subjective and personal criticism, 

I will offer an anecdote of my own. As I was leafing through the New Yorker's online offerings 

using an app on my phone yesterday (how I have instantly dated this chapter, with its tweets and 

smartphones — surely in five years these references will seem as quaint as the references to 

Livejournal in those media studies blogging articles or the references to CD-ROM's in Infinite  

Jest), I came across what appeared to be an unsigned blog post about an African drumming and 

dance class in Istanbul. It took just a few paragraphs before I knew that Elif Batuman had written 

what I was reading. When I checked Batuman's twitter feed, sure enough, I found the link that 

proved my guess was correct. How delighted I was at my own powers of apprehension, until I 

realized that earlier that day I had been carefully reading Batuman's writing for this very property, 

and that I knew full well that any current New Yorker blog post about Turkey would likely have 

been authored by Batuman, who has been living there for almost a year. I bragged about my skills 

in a hypothetical blind taste test of Wallace's prose in the last chapter: now I can brag about my 

success in a real one, with Batuman.

Caveat aside, I was reassured knowing that Batuman's prose had made itself known to me 
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— I had found someone else under whom to apprentice, and this person was even an academic, 

like me. There could be a writer's life after graduate school! There could be humour in literary 

criticism! There could be exclamation marks! Like Wallace, Batuman mixes technical jargon with  

with conversational diction (here she is reviewing an academic tome in the London Review of  

Books: “Flaubert the satirist buried Bouvard and Pécuchet alive beneath an avalanche of names 

and things and methodologies; Roudinesco the philosopher is offering us a conceptual shovel” 

“On Complaining” 6). Like Didion and Wallace, Batuman makes herself a character in her 

nonfiction, drawing heavily on the generic conventions of the personal essay and reporting in 

works of literary criticism or journalistic accounts of academic conferences or current events in 

Turkey, conventions like subjective first-person meditations on character, circumstance and 

literature. But it is the witty turn of phrase, the startling image, and the surprising transition that  

verges on the nonsequitur that most clearly defines Batuman's prose. 

Like Gessen but very much unlike Didion and Wallace, Batuman writes online at least as 

frequently as she appears in print. Her sensibility, like all of the other writers, travels across genre 

boundaries. To explore the consistency of Batuman's style, I will examine her writing in n+1, the 

New Yorker (in print and on their blog), on her defunct blog My Life And Thoughts, and on her 

nascent but already very active Twitter feed, @BananaKarenina. In examining Batuman's online 

writing, I will simultaneously make the case for an application of literary critical techniques to  

these new online genres and continue to evaluate Newton's (and “The Intellectual Situation”'s) 

ideas about online style, formality, and aesthetics.   

The essay of Batuman's which first caught my attention was “Summer in Samarkand” 

(2010), the part memoir, part review of a Pushkin travelogue, part grad school gothic, and part 

description of  turn-of-the-twentieth-century Uzbekistan that was first published in n+1. The 
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essay is littered with literary references and is characteristic of Batuman's travel writing insofar as 

she plays the overeducated naif with an eye for the absurdest details of any situation. For 

example, when her Russian is not good enough to qualify for a job in Russia with Let's Go, the 

travel guide series, she is placed on the least glamourous route around Turkey, a country (and 

language) with which she is already fairly familiar. She characterizes the lesser cities she visits 

with quizzical details, like Tokat, a city whose name translates literally as “Slap in the face” (85),  

or Kayseri, which we learn is the “Turkish pastrami capital” (87), or Sereflikochisar, “Fortress of 

the Honorable Ram” (89). 

In “Summer in Samarkand,” Batuman's riffs on Pushkin's Journey to Arzrum, a travelogue 

about a rather unglamourous trip the Russian poet took around Turkey, which Batuman later 

explains was a “replacement” for a trip Pushkin hoped to take to Paris before running afoul of 

Nikolai I. Batuman's entire two-page comparison between her bad summer job and Pushkin's trip 

is full of amusing detail, and this section helps to illustrate Batuman's mixture of canonical 

literary name-dropping and great punchlines:

As Pushkin, a Russian, was ambiguously positioned between the “Orient” and the 

seventeenth-century Anglo-French tradition of travelogue, so was I ambiguously 

positioned between Turkey and the exasperating twentieth-century discourse of 

“shoestring travel”: the quest for an idyll where, for three U.S. dollars, Mustafa would 

serve you a home-cooked meal and tell you about his hair collection. The worst part of 

this discourse was its specious left-wing rhetoric, as if it were a form of “sticking it to the 

man” to reject a chain motel in favor of a cold-water pension completely filled with owls. 

(91)
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In this paragraph we find both the diction of the trained literary academic (“position” as a past 

tense verb, “discourse,” the reference to the Anglo-French tradition of travelogue) and the 

sensibility of the satirist. It is the final line of this passage that excites me the most, and the 

presence of the owls, which is its most important image, although I quite like the hair collection,  

too. The surprising conclusion to this extended allusion lands loudly on the preposterous image, 

skewering travel industry rhetoric and complexly disabusing naive adventure-seekers of illusions. 

This occurs just before the essay devolves quickly into a story of a middle-class westerner 

challenged by the circumstances of life in the developing world. Batuman's knowing and ironic 

inclusion of the hair collection and owls early in the essay creates an expectation of the narrator's 

worldliness which will shortly get dispatched. 

In Batuman's case, the loftier of the two registers is more clearly related to great works of 

literary art than in the case of Gessen. The very nature of her memoiristic essay-writing (and, as 

we will see, her blogging and tweeting) seems to have its roots in her Comparative Literature 

PhD dissertation. Batuman explains how her view of her Uzbek misadventures was altered as she 

wrote about Don Quixote and Madame Bovary: 

Several years later, while writing my dissertation (about European novels), I formulated a 

theory of the novel: the novel form is “about” the protagonist's struggle to transform his 

arbitrary, fragmented, given experience into a narrative as meaningful as his favorite 

books. Looking back, this is how I understand my interest in Central Asia: there was 

an actual place you could visit, with a language you could learn, that linked my favorite 

books with one of the more arbitrary and “given” aspects of my life: being Turkish. (94) 

If literary nonfiction ever needed a succinct summary, surely this must be it: Batuman, like 
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Quixote and Emma Bovary, filters her experience through her formidable reading (in her case, of 

canonical Russian writing), representing the observable detail of her life using the techniques of 

fiction (characterization, allusion, figurative language, etc). The sense of overflowing, 

spontaneous late-adolescent bumbling recollected and contemplated tranquilly after the fact  

provides its own literary resonance, and it is worth observing that Batuman's prose in this passage 

is much plainer, as if the description of the literary enterprise is best suited to the less playful 

description of the more academic critic. She shifts the balance between literary critical rhetoric  

and play toward the former more frequently in her criticism in the London Review of Books, like 

this example from “On Complaining:” “It’s true that Flaubert, whom some Marxists consider to 

be a Marxist visionary, did his share of railing against modern times; his complaints are, in their 

details, historically specific, and would provide material for an interesting Foucauldian history of 

complaining: when, exactly, did children become so unbearable?” (8). We still get a joke, but we 

also get three big literary and philosophical allusions and a question relevant to the review.

Back in n+1, once Batuman finally makes it to Uzbekistan's second city, Samarkand, she 

meets her Uzbek language teacher Muzaffar, who provides an opportunity for a few “hair 

collection”-like details of Batuman's own: “Muzaffar, a philosophy graduate student, had pale 

skin, pale almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones, and a floppy, sad, puppetlike comportment. He 

bowed, lifting one hand to his chest. Despite his exotic appearance and foreign gestures, his 

general air of malaise was familiar to me from previous observations of philosophy graduate 

students” (108). The style of this description does not differ substantially from a journalistic 

account, save the excess of adjectives which would probably not survive a newspaper or 

newsmagazine edit, the purposefully non-PC use of the word “exotic” (which matches her non-

PC use of the word “retard” earlier in the essay when referring to the way her rudimentary 
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Turkish confounds the expectations of those who perceive her to be an upper-middle class 

Turkish woman rather than a Turkish-American for whom Turkish is a second language, and also 

matches her impatience with what she dismisses as the genre of ethnic identity writing in “Get A 

Real Degree”), and the amusing echo of “philosophy graduate student,” which is rendered 

stereotypical in its punchline repetition. 

The characterization of Muzzafar's unfamiliar and wan courtliness concludes with 

dialogue reminiscent of Wallace and Didion's nonfiction at its most dramatic. This use of 

dialogue to exaggerate the peculiarity (which is not to say “otherness,” a term perfectly relevant 

here, but one which invites a debate best suited to a different but equally valid dissertation) of an 

individual is a signature of Batuman's early essays. Note in particular the distancing effect of the 

short sentences and unusual syntax used to suggest the disconnection of Batuman's imperfect 

apprehension of Muzzafar's language:

“Goodbye. You go into the house now. Don't worry. I will be here.” He pointed at 

an emaciated tree.

I knocked on the door, glancing over my shoulder where Muzzafar, faithfully 

stationed behind the tree, raised one limp arm. I returned this gesture. Inside the 

courtyard, the music was very loud. Inom was washing his car again.

“Was there a man hiding behind that tree?” Gulya asked.

“I didn't see anyone,” I said. (109)

This conversation captures the absurdity and humiliation of Batuman's cultural dislocation, 

skewered expectations, and bruised pride. She uses the transcription of Mazzafar's choppy 

English and the description of his behaviour to land her denial-as-punchline. This use of dialogue 

 - 195 -



is perhaps the nonfictional technique of Batuman's the most clearly evokes fiction or drama.

During the early years of Batuman's transition from cranky critic of the contemporary 

American short story and recovering graduate student to professional, award-winning author, she 

recorded her affairs on a blog which sat at a URL registered in her own name titled “My Life And 

Thoughts.” When I discovered Batuman's writing after reading “Summer In Samarkand” in n+1 

issue eight, I immediately became an avid follower of her blog, which at the time touted itself as 

the online musings of a “D-list” writer. The blog reflected Batuman's sensibility, artfully mixing 

references to high literature with amateur animal-heavy photo collages and a Gessen-esque 

plethora of exclamation marks. A typical entry from the summer of 2008 (a truly fantastic 

summer for me, and perhaps not coincidentally the summer during which I discovered Batuman's 

writing) describes Batuman's “latest adventure as a D-list writer” (“Things Pretty Much Okay 

With Academia”), a request to publish a short contribution to a high profile newspaper featurette:

OK so a couple of months ago I was contacted by a very dear friend—an A-list writer of 

YA fiction, and an editor at the weekend edition of a well-known American newspaper—

who asked if I might like to write something about my escapades in grad school, for a series 

of 2000-word “fun” pieces by “serious” writers, including, but not limited to, “Mamet on 

buying a house.” Naturally this appealed to my spirit of challenge: as if I couldn’t make my 

experience in grad school sound at least as fun as David Mamet’s experience buying a 

house! “You’re on, Mamet!” I thought, hitting the Send button. (“Things Pretty Much Okay 

With Academia”)

The lively voice familiar from Batuman's essay is in evidence here, even if it is leavened 

somewhat by a pronounced breeziness and a downgrade from Pushkin references to Mamet 

 - 196 -



references. “The Intellectual Situation” blog-reflex appears too, in the form of the entry's 

excessively chatty opening “okay so,” ironic italics, and Gessenonian-slash-ironically-teenaged-

gushing exclamation. The self-promotional, business insiderism of the post also corresponds to 

“The Intellectual Situation”'s lament for a lost opportunity; it turns out that many of Batuman's  

“Thoughts” were turned to the daily comings and goings of her professional “Life” in the summer 

of 2008.

By 2012, however, the internet had changed. (And now, today, in 2013, the internet has 

changed again.... there wasn't even a Buzzfeed Longreads section when I wrote the earliest drafts 

of this chapter!) Batuman was identified as a “notable holdout” by blogger Chris Owens in the 

(chatty blog of the) New York Times Book Review as the literary world had turned from personal 

blogging to tweeting. Thusly prompted, Batuman started a Twitter account (first tweet: “I can't 

believe @BananaKarenina wasn't taken!” (“April 6”)) and abandoned her blog, much to the 

chagrin of her loyal readers, whose complaints prompted her to claim with characteristic allusive 

wit that she felt like Arthur Conan Doyle killing off Sherlock Holmes. The post, titled “The Final 

Problem,” and featuring a Google-image-search-sourced illustration of Holmes' fatal plunge from 

the cliff captioned “A STRUGGLE: BLOG V. BATUMAN,” ironically explains how much she 

appreciated her readers' outpouring of “execration” of Twitter. 

I question the loyalty of any Batuman fan who doubted that she would instantly prove a 

master of the new microgenre. On her first day she tweeted a link to her announcement with the 

preface “The full story of my switch to Twitter, complete with supporting Shklovsky quote 

(“April 6”), adding another Russian formalism joke the next day, apparently in defence of her 

move to the microblogging platform, and referencing the split between two key Russian 

Formalists: “Also: I think Shklovsky would have been on Twitter, and I think he would have been 
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constantly ‘following’ and ‘unfollowing’ Roman Jakobson” (“April 7”). Not all of Batuman's 

tweets are epigrammatic gems of Parker-esque wit (for example “I never wanted a pony as a 

child. Now I think a pony would be AMAZING.” from the third day of Batuman's tweeting 

career [“April 9”]), but the blending of registers perfectly suits Batuman's blogging and essay-

writing voice. There are personal reminiscences like “When my mom did her MD residency in 

the US, nurses would tell her to smile more, and she was like: ‘Why - like some kind of grinning 

idiot?’” (“April 10”) and jokes-at-one's-own-expense, a true classic of the online mode, like 

“Dear janitor who walked in on me doing pilates on the office floor at 10pm: I don't know who 

I'm more sorry for, you or for myself.” (“May 7”). There are cross-cultural musings, almost all of 

which are jokes, hashtagged “#trappedbetweeneastandwest,” such as “My application for foreign 

press accreditation was denied on the basis of insufficient foreignness” (“April 16”) and the 

sublime “The mosque loudspeaker just FB friended me. Awkward!” (“April 11”). There are also 

throwbacks to Batuman's life on the writerly D-list, such as her self-deprecating remark about 

“Wondering if Ian McEwan has to put up with this kind of disrespect from his dry cleaners” 

(“May 15”).

Batuman's tweets have not quite achieved Parker or Wilde-level wit just yet, but just 

under 700 messages in four months is a comparatively small sample. She certainly out-tweets her 

n+1 contemporaries, including the journal's official feed and Kunkel's and Gessen's, and the 

quality of her output easily surpasses that of most young writers in English online with whom I 

am familiar (again, presumably a comparatively small sample). I am not sure that the genre will  

blossom into anything more significant than an uneven mix of near-poetry and lunch menu 

updates, but I am optimistic about the possibility of novelists and essayists using the platform to 

exhibit their literary voices in varying stages of aesthetic polish. It is perhaps most helpful to 
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think of the literary potential of Twitter as something closer to a writer's notebook than a 

published work: occasionally some fully formed diamond will be nestled amid the half-baked 

dross, but in general tweets will likely not be compiled one day into volumes of perfect epigrams. 

VII. Who Can Even Remember a Time Before Buzzfeed?

It is not likely that many online genres will produce detailed literary analysis or 

anthologizing, but they're in their infancy, and just because they have proven mercurial so far 

doesn't mean they'll keep sliding into the ether forever. It is not unreasonable to think that Gessen 

would include something published in the New Yorker blog in a future collection of essays, but 

for now it seems rather less likely that he would include something from his personal blog. 

Similarly, it seems unlikely that Batuman will republish anything from @BananaKarenina or 

“My Life And Times” the way she republished several essays that originally appeared in n+1 in 

her book The Possessed (2010). This conclusion does not diminish the literary value of some of 

what these writers put online, nor does it discount the vital potential of instantaneous publishing 

and amateur journalism. It seems clear, however, that the apparatus of traditional editorial  

oversight is a key factor in whether or not prose ends up consistently artful or not. 

The example of n+1 suggests that it might be helpful to espouse a lightly-contrarian, 

critical perspective on the way online publishing platforms are altering the style of the language 

used to discuss literature in our technophilic times. Newton's point about Wallace fostering a 

wave of equivocal chatterers is well-taken, and the journal, with its stubborn insistence on the 

slow, expensive presence of print, is the perfect place for the debate to play out. Batuman says in 
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“Get A Real Degree,” “literary writing is inherently elitist and impractical. It doesn't directly cure  

disease, combat injustice, or make enough money, usually, to support philanthropic aims” (7). If 

that's true, the true democratic potential of the internet may be antithetical to the prospect of  

online prose aesthetics. The utilitarian value of online publication vastly exceeds the likelihood of  

the kind of aesthetic excellence the n+1 circle strives to recognize and that Didion and Wallace 

evince in their best nonfiction.

The fate of the “literary,” by necessity a stubbornly reactionary concept based on 

dangerously dated hierarchies of taste, seems safest dabbed in ink on a page. It is reasonably safe 

to assume that the online participation of these young writers is as natural a part of their twenty-

first century lives as television was to Wallace's generation, and certainly one of the greatest 

virtues of Gessen's novel is the way it incorporates realistic internet behaviour seamlessly into its 

narrative. When they want to make a sentence into an enduring work of art, however, all of the 

sad young literary men and women still want to be able to feel the wood pulp in their hands when 

they eventually read it back to themselves. 
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5. Some Conclusions.

I remember watching a great presentation a few years ago about the way researching and 

writing a dissertation can feel like a journey into the unknown. I thought the presenter was trying 

to stretch the metaphor a little too far (it was a dissertation about colonial settler narratives so I  

couldn't blame her). I still think that, although like her I haven't exactly written the thing that I  

thought I was writing when I started writing it. I'm not sure that I would have found as 

enthusiastic an audience for my proposal had I proposed exactly this, what with its tweets and 

jokes.

But this is what I've produced: a stylized, literary take on the dissertation genre, part 

scholarship and part highly subjective plea for the repatriation of the strategy of close reading 

nonfiction to literary studies from the composition classroom. Has anyone ever submitted a piece 

of writing they are calling (somewhat) creative that uses the term “polysyndeton” this much? If I  

die before the defence, please engrave something about polysyndeton on my urn, preferably by 

making a self-referential joke and using a string of clauses connected by a coordinating 

conjunction and hoping that every tearful relative will get it, smiling through the mist as they rub 

the metal surface and fondly recall my wry but warm sense of humour. 

If, as Chris Anderson says, style is argument, I have tried to make an argument for the 

reintroduction of a certain vocabulary to literary scholarship. I have attempted to perform my 

own mixture of high (see the polysyndeton above) and low (see the urn), drawing inspiration 

from the writers I was discussing and the example of late career wits like Eagleton and Fish. At 

first this started out as a strategy to keep myself amused enough to power through the less-than-

electrifying task of conducting close readings of yet another Didion essay or Gessen's novel, but 
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it became its own valuable critical illustration of the very principles for which I was arguing. A 

vivid sentence is better than its inert counterpart, unless you are making a point about an inert 

sentence. 

I have tried to bridge the gap between the existing scholarship around American literary 

nonfiction and the recent history of the form. In filling in what I perceive to be gaps in that 

scholarship, I made some determined choices about inclusion and exclusion that were based 

partly on orthodox definitions of the genre and partly on my own subjective interests. I do not 

believe that there is any sense in denying the subjectivity of the literary critic, and I will be the 

first to state that I chose the four authors I focused on most closely in my dissertation because of 

aesthetic preference or personal affinity. 

I do not feel part of a mounting wave of literary scholars who are going to dust their 

discussion of rhetoric with some narrative inquiry and call it a conference paper (although I'd be 

happy to meet them if they were out there bobbing somewhere on the dark forbidding sea). I feel 

grateful that the literary academy has evolved to the point that a hybrid approach like mine can 

find some traction amid deconstruction, or trauma and animals, although I'd like to think that a 

dissertation like mine is hardly a novelty, rather that it is solidly in the tradition of literary 

criticism with a strong personal subjective voice, like that of Batuman, Trilling, Eliot, Arnold,  

Johnson, and so many other substantial but artful critics of the past. 

I have argued that the best way to address the interpretive gap left by expository and 

frequently didactic nonfiction is to examine literary properties other than theme and character by 

turning to applied practical stylistics, a neglected branch of literary criticism popular thirty-to-

forty years ago. I have not intended to imply that formal readings have disappeared from 

academic literary scholarship, but they have been much more popular in poetry studies 
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(somewhat inevitably) and in the related-yet-separate technique of narratology in fiction. My 

version of stylistics excludes much of its early linguistic affiliation and emphasizes instead 

rhetoric, diction, syntax, and figurative language. In making a case for this applied technique, I 

follow Rygiel in maintaining that close reading nonfiction is a way to more deeply understand 

and appreciate an essay's argumentative or thematic heft. 

I recognize the potential limits of this approach. Examining style lends itself more readily  

to a descriptive study than an argumentative one, and Anderson's title suggests that he struggled 

to fashion a polemic out of his style analysis in the same way that I have struggled to do the 

same. My solution has been to fashion an argument out of observations about the way style 

changes or stays the same across genres (Didion and Wallace), how it influences others 

(Wallace), and how it has changed or stayed the same amid emerging online genres (n+1).

This hybrid form of heightened subjectivity and more traditional scholarly analysis has 

potential outside of literary nonfiction studies, although it may lack what I fancy to be the 

poignant zip of form matching content in other disciplines. I don't see why you couldn't present 

your computer science or kinesiology findings in a form that features self-referential wit and 

sentences as graceful as the neck of a goose. I am sure that somewhere someone is writing yet 

another novel about novels or another poem about poetry, however. There are plenty of stylish 

essays out there to write long stylish essays about. 

Fin.
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Glossary

A brief handbook of literary terms used in this dissertation.

Anadiplosis 
Repetition of the final word of a clause with the first word of the next clause. “Now I lie in the 
sun and play solitaire and listen to the sea (the sea is down the cliff but I am not allowed to swim, 
only on Sundays when we are accompanied)” (Joan Didion, Play It As It Lays 8)

Anaphora
Repetition of the first word of successive clauses or sentences. “I have seen a lot of really big 
white ships. I have seen schools of little fish with fins that glow. I have seen a toupee on a 
thirteen-year-old boy.” (David Foster Wallace, “A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again,” 
257)

Applied Practical Stylistics
Methodology based on Dennis Rygiel's practical stylistics that uses close reading and rhetorical 
analysis to find meaning and explore changing publishing conditions.

Asyndeton
Juxtaposition without conjunctions. “Her mated hands formed various enclosing shapes – e.g., 
cube, sphere, cone, right cylinder...” (David Foster Wallace, “The Depressed Person” 58).

Blog
Internet writing genre generally characterized by personal-essay-style subjectivity, like Elif  
Batuman's My Life and Thoughts.

Chiasmus
Inverted parallelism. “It tells you. You don't tell it.” (Joan Didion, “Why I Write,” 7)

Epigram
Prose genre characterized by brevity and wit. 

Epiphora (or epistrophe)
Repetition of a word or phrase at the end of successive clauses or sentences. “...“used” by the 
government of the United States, “utilized” by the government of the United States, 
“manipulated” by the government of the United States...” (Joan Didion, Miami, 494).
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Essay
Nonfiction genre chiefly characterized by subjective personal reflection, like Joan Didion's “On 
Keeping a Notebook.”

Genre
Category of written expression, like the prose poem or the tweet.

Journalism
Nonfiction genre for conveying facts. Reporting, like Keith Gessen's “Stuck.”

Literary
Inherently elitist and often subjective term for written words of high aesthetic value. 

Literary Nonfiction
Inherently elitist and often subjective term for nonfiction of high aesthetic value.

Memoir
Autobiographical writing, usually book-length, like Joan Didion's Blue Nights.

Polysyndeton
Juxtaposition with conjunctions. “It occurred to me during the summer of 1988, in California and 
Atlanta and New Orleans...” (Joan Didion, “Insider Baseball” 743)

Progressive traditionalism
Critical approach that favours useful older literary critical strategies like close reading but rejects  
reactionary political longing for the circumstances of the bad old days.

Style
Manner of assembling sentences in a written work. 

Tweet
Web genre of remarks under 140 typed characters hosted by the corporation Twitter.
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