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Editorial

KATY SHAW

This special issue is concerned with twenty-first-century genre fiction, a
theme that emerged as a response to the growing presence of new gen-
res, and the re-emergence of older genres, from the year 2000 onwards
across contemporary writings. Amongst a range of televisual and filmic
interventions and representations, twenty-first-century genre fiction has
become part of the zeitgeist of criticism since the year 2000. Despite this
growing academic and popular appeal, a consideration of genre and of the
development of new genres in the twenty-first century has only recently
begun. This issue of C21 Literature offers a contribution to important
and ongoing interdisciplinary developments in contemporary writings,
and profiles some of the most innovative and interesting contemporary
genres at the time of publication.

The politics of genre is significant because it can offer some insight
into developments across academic and popular culture and the function
of new genres in an ever-changing twenty-first-century world. Derrida
proposed that ‘a text cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without ... a
genre. Every text participates in one or several genres, there is no genre-
less text’ (1981: 61). Yet genre has always been plagued by the problem
of definition. It can mean a way of organizing a variety of texts not just
intellectually, but also physically, in terms of how they are presented by
publishers, promoted by distributors and understood by readers.
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The articles featured in this issue argue that genre has not only histor-
ically preoccupied many of our key thinkers —from Derrida and Morretti,
to Mittel and Bloom — but, in the contemporary period, constitutes an
important space in which contemporary writers discuss relationships be-
tween the local and the global, gender, class and race. As a site to debate
issues as diverse as the role of the state and the individual, convergence
culture, socio-political and trans-national tensions, and the relationship
between the fan and the writer in contemporary fiction, genre emerges
from these articles as a means by which writers can represent and criti-
cally consider complex global issues in the twenty-first century.

This special issue asks where and why ‘new’ twenty-first-century gen-
res of writing have originated, and to which other genres they owe a debt
of influence. Offering reflections on innovations and evolutions, as well
as wider understandings of multi-platformed genre developments across
a range of writings, the issue poses as many questions as it answers, en-
gaging in a debate that will, we hope, continue to challenge the role of
genre and contemporary writings into the teenage years of twenty-first
century.
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First Time Tragedy, Second Time Farce
Enda Walsh’s Disco Pigs (1997), The New Electric Ballroom
(2004) and The Walworth Farce (2006)

WILLIAM MCEVOY
University of Sussex, UK

ABSTRACT

Irish playwright Enda Walsh’s three plays Disco Pigs (1997), The New
Electric Ballroom (2004) and The Walworth Farce (2006) subvert conventions
of genre in order to map Walsh’s status as a diasporic writer dealing with the
legacy of the avant-garde and Beckett. This generic instability evolves across
Walsh’s work from experimenting with two-hander dialogues to subverting
absurdism, culminating in a post-tragedy farce. The essay argues that Walsh
asks important questions in his work about Irish self~mythologizing, both in
terms of historical narratives and cultural representation. One of his most
eloquent mechanisms for doing so is his exploration of the compulsion both to
return to and escape from existing genres and_forms.

KEYWORDS
diaspora * farce * Irishness * modernity  tragedy

Each of Enda Walsh’s three most successful plays to date, Disco Pigs (1997), The
New Electric Ballroom (2004) and The Walworth Farce (2006), subverts ge-
neric expectations. Disco Pigs is a two-hander, but the anticipated duologue often
reads as a shared monologue, the characters’ voices and perspectives intersecting
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and diverging. A verbally rich text, it also demands an intensely choreographed
physzcal performance in which the relationship between language and movement
zs constantly shifting. The New Electric Ballroom is heavily influenced by Beck-
ett in its staging of three main characters caught in a cycle of traumatic repetition
and the re-enactment of memory. XYet whereas over the course of Beckett’s oeuvre
there is a tendency towards diminution and disappearance, often most powerfiully
manifested through the fragmented, shrouded or buried body in performance,
Walsh instead sets up tensions between linguistic over-production and eventless
experience, with characters for whom frenetic, highly physicalized rehearsals of
memories replace the possibility of living in the present and progressing to the
Suture.

As with Beckett, language often is the event in this play, even if Beckett drove
his theatre towards the final extinction of language. In The Walworth Farce,
Walsh takes his exploration of genre a step further in a text haunted by Marz’s

Jamous words: ‘Hegel observes somewhere that all great incidents and individu-

als of world history occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as
tragedy, the second as farce’ (Marx, 1907: 5). The Walworth Farce asks what
happens when tragedy, as a genre, is no longer attainable: when its structures
and certainties seem false and unreliable. The play is structurally a_farce, with
speeded up repetitions and near-misses, identity confusion and comical misun-
derstandings, but it also maps the space that tragedy once occupied. The genre
of tragedy haunts this text, whose pathos comes from the tonal disjunction be-
tween its subtext of psychic pain, loss and grief and the jocular exaggeration of
its theatricality and amateurish performance aesthetics. The play’s postmodern,
post-tragic status derrves from the perception that theatre is limited, its “super-
genre’ (Lennard and Luckhurst, 2002: 56) of tragedy outdated and anachro-
nistic, to the extent that the writer is only able to find expression in hyperbolical
deconstructions of it. The Walworth Farce is about migration, nationalism and
Jatherhood, but it is also about the imperative to abandon the genres of the past in
Javour of a kind of excessive, almost hysterical, parody of them.

The dialectical relationship between existing genres (physical theatre, theatre
of the absurd, Beckettian avant-gardism, migration narratives, tragedy) and the
impulse to subvert them captures the central tension in Walsh’s work between
Irish modernity and the lure of, and nostalgia for, the past. This conflict marks
the writing of a number of Walsh’s Irish or Anglo-Irish contemporaries such as
Marina Carr, Martin McDonagh and Conor McPherson, all of whom work
through the contradictions between tradition and modernity, between older forms
and newer versions of tragedy, or between a mythical, romanticized view of
Ireland and the often harsher, more violent reality of the present. As Lionel Pilk-
ington puts it in Theatre & Ireland:

One major idea of Irish plays from the 1980s to the present is that Ireland has to
choose between two modes of expression: between a bizarre, backward-looking and
almost exclusively rural premodernity often portrayed as gothic grotesquery and an
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tdentity based on speed, sexual attractiveness and an amazing, acrobatic, ability to
compromise and adjust. (Pilkington, 2010: 67)

While this most accurately describes The Walworth Farce, it also applies to Disco
Pigs, in which two teenagers rebel against the older political, anti-colonial nar-
ratives that shape their parents’ generation. Instead, they transcend the polari-
ties of English/Irish, oppressor/oppressed, colonizer/colonized by reference to a
globalized popular culture (television, films, sport, music) which filters into the
private language the pair adopt to signify their alienation, anomie and com-
plicity with one another. Both plays sound like Martin McDonagh’s Leenane
Trilogy, described in highly critical terms by Vic Merriman as ‘a sustained dys-
topic vision of a land of gratuitous violence, craven money-grubbing and crass
amorality’ (Merriman, 2004: 253). Yet the difference in Walsh’s work s that
the ‘gothic grotesquery’ and ‘gratuitous violence’ are cartoonish, consciously and
self-reflexively non-mimetic; the opposite of the real, not an extension of it. In
The New Electric Ballroom, the intrusion of a rock star, an ersatz Irish version
of Elvis Presley or Jerry Lee Lewis, disrupts the rural lives of the three sisters
(the echo of Chekhov here is notable) from an Irish coastal fishing village. With-
out the austerity of a Beckett text, The New Electric Ballroom brings colourfil,
chaotic images, textual and visual, to the usual chiaroscuro of Beckett’s palette.
The play’s absurdism is over-intensified, discordantly vivid, its brash reds and
pinks signalling the transition from a Beckettian black and white television to
glorious colour, or the change in The Wizard of Oz from monochromatic Kansas
to Oz’s technicolor. Yet in Walsh’s play, the characters’ lives are constrained, as
they often are in Beckett, by the inability to escape trauma and to shunt narra-
tives onwards from a rehearsal of the past to a living in the present. In his work,
the genre and ils conventions provide a_framework but not a solution. Much of
the tension in these plays comes from the way Walsh’s linguistic playfulness and
verbal overproduction confront and displace the legacy of Beckelt’s work and its
reliance on understatement, concision, ellipsis and the asymptotical drift towards
stlence.

Disco Pigs is a self-conscious performance by the characters of their own lives.
The characters in The New Electric Ballroom are locked into their repeated
narratrves, much less aware of their rehearsal of a past event. In The Walworth
Farce, the characters are trapped “within metatheatrical reenactments of trau-
matic memories and imagined pasts’ (O’Brien, 2011: 648). The play is about
migration and myth-making, about lies and the power of narrative, but it is also
about Walsh’s own role as a writer grappling with post-avant-garde quandaries
about the status of language and a negotiation with form. The Walworth Farce
uses form to express what Walsh’s texts, coming, as they do, after Beckett, cannot:
loss, absence and inadequacy. His use of the genre of farce allows him to critique
reactionary notions of Irish identity while undercutting the definitiveness of that
critique. His plays acknowledge the power of consoling narratives of nation and
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tdentity while exposing their corrosiveness and victousness. Form, the tragedy as
Jarce, for Walsh, is critique without condemnation.
In a 2008 interview, Walsh describes his work as follows:

I don’t like seeing everyday life on stage: it’s boring. I like my plays to exist in an
abstract, expressionistic world: the audience has to learn its rules, and then connect
with these characters who are, on the surface, dreadful monsters. (Costa, 2008)

Characters in all three of these plays lose any sense of generative cognitive power;
they are unable to think, becoming characters delivering lines and actions in per-
Jormance rather than having a correlation with psychologically complex human
beings. Once Walsh’s characters are set in motion, they adhere to the logics of
narrative (the account of a traumatic memory) or dramatic form (the rules of
the farce), so that they function as a critique of notions of authentic expression
or indrvidualized thinking. By giving us characters who fail — the social failure
of Pig and Runt in Disco Pigs, the failure to move on from a traumatic sexual
betrayal in The New Electric Ballroom, the failure to turn migration and grief
tnto tragedy and diasporic, postcolonial narrative in The Walworth Farce —
Walsh engages in a double deconstruction both of national myths and of Ireland’s
theatrical/ literary legacy.

Walsh wrote Disco Pigs in 1996 for the Cork-based theatre company Corca-
dorca. The company was founded in 1991 with the objectrve of staging a mix
of new plays and classics. Disco Pigs was Walsh’s second original script for the
company. Reviews of its highly successful run at the Edinburgh Festrval in 1997
Jocused on the energy of the two performers (Cillian Murphy and Eileen Walsh)
and the experimental language Walsh invented for his characters. One critic said
that ‘Walsh’s writing reminds me of the early parts of A Portrait of the Artist
as a Young Man: like a brutal Joyce of the post-punk age’ (Peter, 1997), while
another noted that:

The whole play is written in [the characters’] private language, their rich Cork
accents laced with their own coded phrases, vocabulary and pronunciation to
produce a sort of addled baby-talk which is well-nigh impenetrable. So it is that
Walsh skilfully overcomes the writer’s problem of articulating the experience of the
tnarticulate. (Hemming, 1997)

Disco Pigs takes place over two days in the life of Cork City teenagers Dar-
ren and Sinead, nicknamed Pig and Runt respectively. The text is a duologue
in which the characters take turns narrating and acting out the events of the
plot. The action is framed by the present, namely Pig and Runt’s seventeenth
birthday, but most of the dialogue reports or re-enacts past events: for example,
at the start, as the stage directions report, Pig and Runt mimic ‘the sound of an
ambulance ... and the sound a pregnant woman in labour makes’ (Walsh, 1997:
3) as they perform the scene of their own births. As the play develops, we follow
the characters on a picaresque voyage across Cork City and out to the harbour at
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Crosshaven, weaving together moments of teenage angst, sex, disco-dancing and
gratuttous violence.
The characters™ dialogue becomes a kind of double-voiced narration at times:

PIG. We're da reel ting, ol girl! Les split dis party, yeah!
PIG and RUNT in tax.
PIG. Crossheaven! Drive on mister cabman!!
Sound of a car.
RUNT. An off we go!
PIG. Now das reel class!
RUNT. Look how da scummy wet grey a Pork Sity spindown da plughole.
PIG. As da two speed on, an on we speed! (1997: 16).

The play’s themes of social alienation, rebellious adolescence and the rejection of
adulthood are transmatted by this shared private language. As a result, the play
neither falls into the genre of a monologue nor a realistic duologue; instead, it
restlessly moves between the two.

Generic instability is consonant with the temporal dislocations the characters
experience. They refuse to be defined by the past, socially, culturally or histori-
cally. They resent the university students they encounter because of their retro
fashion sense, calling them ‘dancin bags a Oxfam’ (1997: 12), and mocking their
misplaced respect for their elders:

RUNT. Wat do dey wanna be?

PIG. Dey wanna be der mams an dads a course!
RUNT. Wadda we wanna be, Pig?

PIG. Leff alone. Righ pal! (1997: 13).

Rejecting the pseudo-trendy conservatism of students, Pig and Runt seek instead
a kind of frenetic modernity in the form of ‘loud disco/techno music’ (1997: 8).
As Pig says, ‘Dis is sex-in-step to dat beautifull soun dat deep down thru me
pump da danceflower’ (1997: 11). Walsh captures the pounding beats of the
music onomatopoezcally, ‘Pump pump pump pump oh fuck my head ja luvly beat
deep inta me’ (1997: 8), the thudding sound obliterating the historicized self in
the physical intensity of the absolute present.

Pig and Runt not only reject their parents and peers but also dissociate them-
selves from the defining political conflicts of the past, as expressed by Pig’s dis-
dain _for the ‘provo pub’ (1997: 10), with its IRA history, that Pig and Runt
visit twice during the play. When they first enter, Runt whistles ‘God Save The
Queen’ and Pig tells us ‘No soul drink ere! No one gis a_fuck aboud dem nordy
bas-turds. Way bodder? News a da week is let dem do each odder in!” (1997:10).
Pig and Runt reject nationalist republicanism because 1t is tainted by its associa-
tion with their outmoded parents and the generation before globalization and
popular culture. Their language in the pub is confrontational, yet also embodies
a kind of moral directness, for example when Pig shouts at the republicans: ‘Ere,
shouldn’t ya be out plantin bombs an beaten up ol ladies, ya fookin weirdos!!’
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(1997: 22). In Disco Pigs, the characters’ refusal to be defined by coercive his-
torical discourses, added to their rejection of the past in the form of a repackaged
hipster chic, grves them a kind of compelling iconoclasm.

This is most fully apparent in the private language Pig and Runt speak, a
miz of glossolalia, brand names and TV shows, often sexual, violent and sca-
brously funny. It unites their teenage and childhood selves and rejects the linguis-
tic rules of adult authority, education, pronunciation and_formality: their words
are spelt as if they have been misheard, semi-understood or purposely misinter-
preted. Walsh validates the characters’™ viewpoint not just because it is rebellious
but also because its directness is often poetic. Runt at one point describes a woman
in a pub as having ‘chip paper skin wid drawn on eyes an lips dat lookalike well
dangerous skidmarks’ (1997: 22): the simile is perfectly in line with Runt’s char-
acter and the abrasiveness of her language, even as it tells us that her alienation
shapes her words and gives her the capacity for striking linguistic expression.
The lines show us how narrow her frame of reference is, but how originally she
operates within it.

In Disco Pigs, language is the key mechanism for exposing reactionary na-
tionalisms and ‘phoney’ thinking. The play moves beyond the characters’ rebel-
lious teenage lives to smuggle in quite significant critiques of ideology, particu-
larly of the Celtic tiger version of turbo-Ireland, in a way similar to Martin
McDonagh’s play The Beauty Queen of Leenane, which Pilkington sees as “what
the alternative to Ireland’s Celtic Tiger modernity might look like’ (Pilkington,
2010: 70). Disco Pigs is on the surface nihilistic, rejecting history and high
culture; its characters are embodied rather than cognitive, sexualized rather than
aestheticised, individualistic rather than socialist or republican, in the older sense
of the word. Yet alongside such nihilism is the possibility of new, if harsh, poetic
perspectives emerging from the flotsam and jetsam left after the critique of ideo-
logical grand narratives. So when Pig calls Runt ‘my best pal in da whole whirl’
(Walsh, 1997: 14) or Runt refers to ‘da hole a da estate’ (1997: 15), in both cases,
their claustrophobic intimacy transcends itself to offer new (poetic) perceptions
via therr linguistic slips and mishearings. Walsh gives the characters accidental
critical insights via his use of puns: Pig, for example, refers to Baywatch char-
acters as ‘Caliphoney babies!!” (1997: 19), or decries sporting nationalism after
Irish athletic victories by calling out the ‘nationalist rant-hymn’ and the fact that
‘anybod who even fuck an Irish dey all have a liddle tear a boy in der eye when
dey say, “dis is a great day for Our-land!” (1997: 24). Pig and Runt reject a
reactionary Irishness as much as they repudiate shallow, globally consumed TV
programmes like Baywatch.

Pig and Runt are reject-everything teenage rebels, resistant to Irish nation-
alism, American cultural imperialism, and reactionary postmodernism altke.
They are surrounded by powerful discourses but subvert them to create their
own language; not a broken or fragmented one like Beckelt’s, but one full of puns
and pastiche, born out of excess and accumulation rather than attenuation and
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diminution as in Beckett. If Beckell’s austere limit-texts have become an avant-
garde genre in their own right, then Walsh invokes and supersedes them, using
reckless words to fill Beckett’s silences, using the characters’ need to talk as a way
of conveying the loss, grief and belatedness transmitted by Beckett’s silences or
nervous repetitions.

Two of the plays Walsh wrote after Disco Pigs, Bedbound and Misterman
(2001) were composed almost entirely of long monologues. According to Walsh,
this proved limiting:

[After Bedbound) I felt ready to move on. I knew I could write words, rhythm,

atmosphere, drive the audience through an emotional narrative from A to Z. But

I wanted to try to create drama in a more structural sense — drama where you

interest the audience in a world youve created and then let them feel the loss of it
Jor themselves. (McMillan, 2007)

As a genre, the theatrical monologue is often associated with an anti-realist ele-
ment of theatre. Pavis, in his Dictionnaire du Thédtre, notes that:

le théatre réaliste ou naturaliste n’admet le monologue que lorsqu’il est motivé par
une situation exceptionelle (réve, somnambulisme, rvresse, effusion lyrique). Dans
les autres cas, le monologue révéle Uartificialité thédtrale et les conventions du jeu.
(Pavis 2004, 216) [realistic or naturalistic theatre doesn’t permit the monologue
unless it 1s required by an exceplional situation (a dream, sleep-walking,
drunkenness, lyrical outburst). In other cases, the monologue reveals theatre’s
artificiality or the conventions of acting. My translation.]

Making the whole text a monologue immediately heightens such a sense of the-
atricality. Lehmann extends this by linking the monologue to the postdramatic
when he writes:

[t s this transgression of the border of the imaginary dramatic universe to the
real theatrical situation that leads to a specific interest in the text form of the
monologue, as well as in the specific theatricality attached to the monologue. It
15 not by coincidence, therefore, that one aspect of postdramatic theatre revolves
essentially around the monologue. It offers monologues of diverse kinds; it turns
dramatic texts into monological texts and also chooses non-theatrical texts to
present them in monologue form. (Lehmann, 2006: 127)

In Disco Pigs, we have dialogue sometimes merging into a double-voiced mono-
logue to capture the characters’ complicity with each other and sense of alienation
from everyone else.

In The New Electric Ballroom, long monologues punctuate the dialogue.
Yet rather than dialogue based on alternation and exchange, many of the play’s
speeches are conceived as an already-rehearsed repetition of familiar narratives
and formulas. The characters are performing their parts, playing earlier versions
of themselves, ‘forced to re-enact and relive the very traumatic memories and
constructed narratives that imprison them’ (O’Brien, 2011: 649). In The New
Llectric Ballroom, two sisters constantly relive an event from their teenage years
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with their younger sister acting as a kind of theatrical prompter. As with a num-
ber of absurdist plays like Beckett’s Waiting for Godot or lonesco’s The Chairs,
which this play generzcally resembles, the premise of Walsh’s text is that this rep-
etition has been going on indefinitely. In The New Electric Ballroom, repetition
s a compulsion which binds and warps sibling relationships, and the characters
appear to have lost any coherent sense of self or agency. The play is about how
repeated narratives replace lived experience, how they operate as shared horizons
and msuperable barriers to the formation of autonomous identity and affective
maturity.

Whereas in Disco Pigs the emphasis is on language, in The New Electric
Ballroom, the focus is less on the propositional content of language, or its linguis-
tic slippages, but rather on the rehearsal and compulsive performance of trauma.
Or perhaps hysteria, in the sense in which Juliet Mitchell uses the term, is more
accurate:

(i sually the distinction is made that the trauma of traumatic neurosis is actual
and real and that of hysteria rather a fantasy of trauma. [...] In traumatic neurosis
the trauma is in the present, in hysteria it 1s in the past. In hysteria this forgotten
past trauma is constantly revived through re-enactment — one does make a drama
out of a crisis. (Mitchell, 2003: 8-9)

The event being re-enacted is a scene of sexual betrayal between the two sisters, a
teenage Clara discovering her sister Breda having sex with the famous visiting
singer after he had expressed a sexual interest in her too. The scene of betrayal
is cental to the narrative that binds the sisters together and the play shows how
the three sisters are complicit in using the traumatic event to structure their re-
lationships to one another. But further than this, the play shows how traumatic
memories are transmitted across generations, as the elder sisters’ story governs
thetr younger sister’s life. As Ada says, ‘I'm only a baby when I first hear that
story from you, Breda. Then thousands of times I've made you tell it again and
again like some child... though I am not a child. (Pause.) Still, it hurts you just
the same, isn’t that right?” (Walsh, 2008: 30). Like Clara earlier, Ada has mo-
ments when she recognises how destructive these family narratives are, becoming
nostalgic for the prelapsarian, childhood world before the scene of grown-up
sexual betrayal: A4 little child runs past. A six-year-old and I recognise her face
when she turns around and smiles. I've seen her in old photographs and I know
I'm looking at me running up this beach. She’s the girl before you taught me all
these stories’” (2008: 25). The play ends with a chance for Ada to escape the fam-
ily’s coercive domestic myths through a romance with a local fisherman, Patsy.
Yet the risk of trying to evade the controlling family narratives is too great. Patsy
can’t manage it because his ‘heart’s too scarred by days and nights alone’ (2008:
44) and so the story of sexual betrayal starts up again, only this time Ada plays
the role of the “woman who’s never been kissed’ (2008: 45). At the end of the play,
‘the stories take over and our pattern returns’ (2008: 45).
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By showing how the characters cue and direct one another’s performances,
Walsh’s play opens up new perspectives on the role of trauma and narrative with-
in the family. For these characters, the rehearsal of painful memories is both a
habit and a way of being. It is the evasion rather than the evocation of emotion,
and represents the refusal to inhabit the present, or indeed any discernible tem-
porality. The New Electric Ballroom alerts us to the pre-scripted quality of the
characters’ language: it has become automatic, devoid of agency. These ‘charac-
ters’ are no longer representations of psychological individuals but illustrations
of processes, patterns or habits of thought. Their words are not meant to be real-
ustic but to illustrate the operations of storytelling in terms of sexual repression,
Jamilial dominance and social control. The play adopts Beckett’s cyclical repeti-
tions but adds expresstvity and colour to the earlier playwright’s jabbing, nervous
Jragments, which lead to philosophical reflections on the ontology of language or
the falsity of representational performance. If Beckett’s work is about the void,
the inexpressibility of trauma, Walsh’s is about trauma’s quasi-pleasurable desire
to express itself, its almost joyful verbal multiplicity; his language is rich in ono-
matopoera, poetic images, tactile, sensuous and figuratively concrete. As Breda
says in the opening speech of the play:

BREDA (fast and frightened) By their nature people are talkers. You can’t deny

that. You could but you'd be affirming what you're trying to argue against and

what would be the point of that? No point. Just adding to the sea of words that
already exist out there in your effort to say that people are not talkers. (2008: 5)

Indeed, it could be claimed that, whereas Beckett’s texts often move towards si-
lence and stasis, Walsh’s operate via the conscious and comic over-production of
the verbal and the physical, creating an artificial, non-mimetic onstage world,
the oppostte of realism or naturalism. His characters’ logorrhoea, in the mould
of Beckett’s Lucky delivering his long “T'hink’” monologue in Waiting for Godot,
and numerous other Beckett characters, sound like automata, vehicles for lan-
guage to pass through.
Speaking about the risks of realism in theatre, Hélene Cixous argues that: ‘So
long as we take to be the representation of a true subject that which ts only a mask
. we will remain prisoners of the monotonous machination that turns every
“character” into a marionette’ (Cixous, 1974: 387). Walsh turns this insight on
its head by self-consciously embracing the status of his characters as marionettes:
words and narratives pass through them and any attempt at staging genuine
character subjectivity is barred. In The New Electric Ballroom, the female char-
acters do almost literally wear a mask of sorts, since each time they begin a new
iteration of the story, the characters’ lips are smeared with aggressive red lipstick.
For Walsh, the theatre is not the reflection of an external reality but instead the
“exchange zone” between the real and the theatrical’ (Cizous, 1974: 401). The
real 1s subject to an endless deferral as the narratives rehearse but never resolve
the characters’ experience of trauma, betrayal and denied desire. The play is a
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meditation on the collective nature of family narratives and the inter-generation-
al transmission of trauma, while at the same time positioning Walsh as author in
the role of marionette operator.

1t is in Walsh’s The Walworth Farce that the subversion of genre is most
systematic. The play is often viewed as a companion piece to The New Electric
Ballroom. In a 2007 interview, Walsh explains what attracted him to farce as
a genre:

In The Walworth Farce I decided to experiment with the idea of writing farce
— because in a way it’s a_form that’s all about structure. It’s certainly not about

full characterisation. It’s more about mathematics and movements.... (Walsh in
McMillan, 2007)

In the play, a tyrannical Irish patriarch, Dinny, forces his two adult sons to
perform the same farcical version of a_family narrative every day of their lives.
1t s set in the kitchen, lrving room and bedroom of a pokey fifteenth-floor coun-
cil flat in a tower block on the Walworth Road in South London. Dinny and
his two sons, Blake and Sean, play younger versions of themselves in the farce,
while also performing as multiple different characters, for which the actors have
to swap wigs, props and costumes with increasing speed. Their farce is an in-
vented slapstick version of the violent crime committed by Dinny that prompted
their emigration from Ireland when the boys were small. Where in Disco Pigs
we see repeated events in the course of the narrative, and in The New Electric
Ballroom, several iterations by a different character of a traumatic event, in The
Walworth Farce, the characters are trapped in the repeated farcical performance
from the outset. As the play progresses, things start to unravel and, as Walsh says,
‘when that [structure] breaks down — that’s when the play really begins to speak’
(McM:illan, 2007). What signals the disruption of the farce in this case is the
entrance of a young black Tesco cashier, Hayley, who immediately threatens the
whole fictional, farcical edifice.

For Charlotte Mclvor, Tu)ltimately, The Walworth Farce captures multiple
narratives of transnational Irish histories pinpointing themes of immaigration,
emagration, race and home’ (Mclvor, 2010: 463). The play deals with a violent
crime, the erasure of history and the dark side of myths of migration and nation.
Instead of depicting Dinny’s murder of his brother and his brother’s wife, it shows
us a character who 1s using performance to hide or, more precisely, to theatrically
displace the truth. In doing so, Walsh’s play fits into a long line of theatrical
predecessors: ‘From Synge through O’Casey to Martin McDonagh and beyond,
Irish dramatists have regularly arraigned their characters for escaping from the
harshness of reality into dream, fantasy, illusion, pretence’ (Nightingale, 2007).
He takes from Synge’s Playboy of the Western World a concern with crime, fa-
thers and sons, and the tendency towards escapist self-aggrandizement. From a
play like Tom Murphy’s Bailegangaire, revolving around a senile grandmother
in a country cottage kitchen, telling the same incomplete story again and again,
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he takes his concern with storytelling as a habit of mind or obsessive act, and his
interest in juxtaposing the past and the present, old Ireland and the modernity of
the new. The difference between Walsh and his predecessors is the way he uses a
deliberately amateurish aesthetic, cartoonish characters, comic hyperbole and all
the resources of the visual and physical elements of the stage to foreground the
artificiality of the action and the pathos of the characters’ hyper-investment in
thetr own illusions/ delusions.

In the course of the play the father, Dinny, pretends to be a brain surgeon,
there are flying animals, cardboard coffins, monopoly money and people setting
fire to nuns. The text seems on the surface to be all play-acting and pretence, like
children’s games with a manic edge, full of Irish eccentricities galore’ (Night-
ingale, 2007). But when Dinny notices a mistake with one of the props for the
performance, the items of food that his son Sean buys every morning from the
local Tesco (where he speaks to Hayley, against his father’s orders), the audience
suddenly realises that the farce, as well as being highly comical, is also oppressive,
tyrannical and controlling. Dinny stops the action, pointing out the error: “The
story doesn’t work if we don’t have the facts’ (Walsh, 2007: 13). Given the obvi-
ously cartoonish nature of their rehearsed performance, we have to read this line’s
wider implications: that it is the fierce adherence to the details of this manufac-
tured narratrve, no matter how absurd, which allows Dinny to escape from the
truth of his crime. Yet even this is too literal: the obsessive rehearsals are not sim-
Ply a way of processing his crime psychologically, but instead they are a distorted,
Jalsified, absurd and grotesque version of the past, one with no correlation with
the truth, whose very form is a comic and sceptical commentary on the desire for
escapist narratrves that mythologize and idealize home, nation and self.

The decision to write a _farce can be seen as a way for Walsh to explore his
characters’ autonomy: ‘I always feel as if I'm completely observing where these
characters are going to go or what they’re going to do’ (Walsh, 2009). With this
particular play, that autonomy mutates into a kind of depsychologized automa-
tism. Characters resemble puppets, in line with Eric Bentley’s view of farce as ‘a
theatre in which, though the marionettes are men, the men are supermarionettes.
1t is the theatre of the surrealist body’ (Bentley, 1965: 252). As in Beckett’s
Krapp’s Last Tape, a tape recorder prompts the action by playing Irish songs,
An Irish Lullaby’ and A Nation Once Again’, alerting us to the pre-scripted
nature of the dialogue. The increasing speed and mechanization of the action
are central to the play’s comedy and genre. Like Feydeau’s farces, which convey
‘the Bergsonian view that as man begins to resemble a machine so he becomes less
human and increasingly an object of laughter’ (Booth, 1988: 147), Walsh’s play
seems to be spinning out of control, a characteristic of the genre itself, as Booth
suggests: ‘the speeding up of stage action s an old and familiar technique in
Jarce’ (Booth, 1988: 148).

The comical impact of the increasing speed of the action and the actors’™ vir-
tuosity eventually alert us to Walsh’s wider destre to subvert generic conventions,
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mapping out the space of tragedy via the production of farce, creating a kind of
exoskeleton of tragedy, a post-tragedy haunted by its own escapist impulses and
pervasive aesthetic of failure. The genres of tragedy, farce, diasporic narrative
and domestic crime drama all overlap here, with searing monologues of Irish
tdentaty, migration and displacement sitting alongside high slapstick, pratfalls,
absurdist, surrealist, cartoonish and hyperbolical speeches. Walsh’s excesstve the-
atricality makes the play a consciously comic inversion of tragedy. It focuses our
attention on his theatre’s necessarily amateurish failure, the failure of the genre
of tragedy as an adequate vehicle for the expression of profound emotions of gualt,
shame, betrayal and extle.

As with The New Electric Ballroom, the play is most powerful when deal-
ing with the transmission of guilt and trauma across generations. Dinny’s crime
implicates his sons and can only be sustained with their forced collusion. At a key
point, the story breaks down when Sean asks ‘Is any of this story real?” (Walsh,
2007: 29). This prompts Dinny to begin a monologue about his experiences as an
Irish migrant to London: I run the same race a million Irishmen ran. But pock-
ets full of new money and Paddy’s keys in my hands with Walworth Road a final
destination, a sure thing, a happy ever after. I run’ (2007: 30). But, crucially, at
the end of the monologue, Dinny asks his son to continue his speech, once again
showing how the father’s own narratives are handed down to, and memorized
by, his sons: ‘I stand there looking at the green scabby grass of the roundabout and
my knackered shoes. Fuck. (A Pause.) And then what happened, Blake? What
then, tell me? BLAKE continues, detached.” (2007: 31). That ostensibly confes-
stonal narratrve, seemingly a moment of intimate self-exposure, is re-framed by
this line as coercive and restrictive. Equally, the play asks us to compare the speech
to the exaggerated absurdism of the rest of Dinny’s tales from Ireland, leading
us to ask whether these apparently more authentic and romanticized words about
migration may not in fact be just as fantastical and illusory as the overt farce
utself, with its flying horses and cardboard coffins. As Blake says, there was a
time when his _father’s myths of Ireland convinced him, but no longer: *... all
them pictures have stopped. I say his words and all I can see is the word. A lot of
words piled on top of other words. There’s no sense to my day "cause the sense isn’t
tmportant anymore. No pictures. No dreams. Words only’ (2007: 22).

In her review of the Traverse Theatre production of the play at the 2007 Ed-
inburgh Fringe, Lyn Gardner noted that:

(1t is not an easy play to watch in any sense, espectally as the bodies pile up and the
wigs and moustaches are swapped with lightning speed. But its two-hour duration
repays the effort and you leave shattered, not only by its Greek tragedy ending but
also by its depiction of theatre as an imprisoning lie rather than a_force for good.
(Gardner, 2007)

Gardner’s response to the play as an ‘imprisoning lie’ is echoed in other reflec-
tions on the work: ‘What does it mean to suggest ... that performance might
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augment and reproduce, rather than rehearse in order to assuage, the traumas of
the past?” (Solga, 2011: 89). For all its comedy, The Walworth Farce offers a
profound critique of the father, Dinny’s, mythmaking, his refusal to confront his
guilt and his instrumentalization of Irish narratives of diaspora and belonging
tn the name of psychological repression and patriarchal domination.

1t is the tension between the play’s comic excess and probing critique of such
myths which makes it so powerful. In his discussion of farce, Eric Bentley ar-
gues that it ‘characteristically promotes and exploits the widest possible contrasts
between tone and content, surface and substance’ (Bentley, 1965: 243). This 1s
Sundamental to the success of The Walworth Farce: on the surface, it is a cari-
catural, amateurish rehearsal of an outlandishly grotesque and silly version of
events, resolutely comedic in its treatment of death, grief and exile. Underneath,
it shows us characters trapped at multiple levels: they are emigrants imprisoned
both physically and psychologically, trapped by guilt, whose construction of the
utopian space of Ireland, home and nation, is comically absurd. We also detect
the desire to escape into fiction, into a theatricalized version of the past and of
home, which the play so eloquently depicts as grotesque, while at the same time
exposing the powerful compulsion to rehearse and repeat those narratives. It s
precisely that gap between surface and substance which leads the audience to read
the play in terms of what it cannot express: failed tragedy, or its status as post-
tragedy; its desire to construct narratives but anxiety about doing so, its rejection
of psychological realism and its substitution of a kind of marionette-character
without the capacity for authentic or direct expression.

Walsh’s work can be seen as highly critical of a number of Irish national
myths and cultural forms. As this essay has discussed, his plays touch on ma-
Jor ideas such as republicanism, teenage social exclusion, sexual repression, the
assoctation of Irishness and storytelling, migration and the sanctification of
homeland. Disco Pigs shows us the moment a retreat into rebellious, hermetic
adolescence ends, when one of the two characters, Runt, rejects the pair’s invented
language: Pork Sity reverts to its proper name, Cork, ‘da liddle quack quacks’ be-
come ‘ducks’ (Walsh, 1997: 29). In The New Electric Ballroom, Walsh portrays
characters caught in a loop of self-obsession and traumatic repetition, apparently
unaware of the contagiousness of their sexual repression of traumatic memories.
While that play creates potent visual images in performance, a lurid pink cake,
red lipstick, party dresses on walls, The Walworth Farce is all motion and com-
motion, where ideologies of nationhood and narratives of displacement, themes
of guilt and expiation, mechanisms of fiction, deception and theatricality, are
bound together through language and choreographed farce.

The Walworth Farce acutely exposes the coercive ideology of family, home
and nation in a shocking gesture at the end, when the young black female char-
acter, Hayley, accidentally drawn into the re-enactment of the farce, has her face
daubed white by Dinny so she can play the role of his wife Maureen. In one
complex gesture, Walsh crystallises the repressive and reactionary cultural and
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identity politics behind some of the romantic, sentimental or stereotyped myths
his play has turned into comic farce up until this point. If the farce form has
disarmed the audience, and allowed the tragic to express itself in the negative
by the repudiation of ‘tragedy’ as a genre, then this moment suddenly challenges
the whole system of representation, the interplay of genres, within which Walsh
is operating.

The genre of tragedy may have been exposed as a set of limited and falsify-
ing conventions, replaced by the nihilistic exuberance of farce, but the text sud-
denly deflates any such confidence in this comical, postmodern reversal of genre.
Instead, it confronts the make-do aesthetic of this amateurish rehearsal with its
own potential irresponsibility by introducing a moment of casually racist sym-
bolic violence. In one single gesture, Walsh demolishes his own substitution of
Sarce for tragedy by bringing the mechanisms of racial violence and gendered
oppression into the hyper-theatricalized world of these comic grotesques. If the
genre of tragedy is no longer a possibility, then farce is only ever a partial comic
expression of its disappearance, and one whose own recourse to the critique value
of L‘heamcalzty ts suddenly subverted by its collision with the material reality of
racism, sextsm and the symbolic violence of theatrical representation.

This is the corollary of Dinny’s tyrannical mythmaking: a narcissistic self-
obsession with his own identity, his own myths, to the exclusion of others, lead-
ing him to erase Hayley’s blackness so that she can become a performer in his
whitewashing of his crimes. This might be the most painful lesson that emerges
Jrom Ireland’s reckoning with its modernaty: that centuries of colonial oppression
do not automatically sensitize people to the dynamaics of oppression and, indeed,
may prevent a recognition of oppression, or even encourage a displacement of it
onto others, onto new immigrants, or recently arrived workers from the rest of
Lurope and beyond.

The play ends with the younger son Sean being given the chance to escape
from the scene of the farce as his father and brother lie dead, but instead, he daubs
his own_face brown with shoe polish in a_feeble shouldering of a theatrical guilt
that mirrors and inverts his father’s earlier imposition of white superiority onto
Hayley’s skin. Sean will remain trapped within the world of the play, the chaot-
ic-looking flat, looking around, in the guise of Hayley, at the end of the farce, the
aftermath of tragedy, and the collapse of the structures, the forms and the genres
within which to make sense of the crimes and counter-crimes of the past.
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Atwood, whose own work has for many years crossed and re-crossed
genre boundaries, has recently argued that from the mid-twentieth cen-
tury the socially realistic novel has been seen as a critical standard. As a
result, ‘anything that doesn’t fit this mode has been shoved into an area
of lesser solemnity’, a literary ghetto inhabited by the thrillers, fantasy
novels, and other sub-literary works condemned for ‘the misdemeanour
of being enjoyable in what is considered a meretricious way’ (2012: 58).
Michael Chabon has similarly argued that around 1950 a ‘fateful and per-
verse decision” was made to separate from and elevate above all other
types of fiction ‘the rules, conventions, and formulas’ (2009: 6) of the gen-
re known as literary fiction. This fracture meant that all other types of
fiction were considered to be de facto ‘fundamentally, perhaps inherently,
debased, infantile, commercialized, unworthy of a serious person’s atten-
tion’ (2009: 8). Edmund Wilson’s 1945 dismissal of detective stories as a
vice, ranking ‘for silliness and minor harmfulness ... somewhere between
crossword puzzles and smoking’ (65) is a typical example of the sort of
attitude Atwood and Chabon describe, and this fundamental division of
all works of fiction, long and short, serious and frivolous, well-wrought
or mis-thrown, into two reified categories is arguably the primary fact of
twentieth century literary history.

In the twenty-first century, the separation between literary and genre
fiction appears to be increasingly untenable as the seemingly insuper-
able obstacles between them erode. As Atwood notes, the intensity with
which the borders between genres are policed is decreasing and, as a
result, ‘things skip back and forth across them with insouciance’ (2012:
7). Many literary writers have begun to adopt elements of genre fiction
into their own work, or indeed to produce outright pieces of what would
traditionally be classed as genre fiction. Atwood herself has written a
number of Science Fiction novels, including The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)
and the recently concluded MaddAddam trilogy; Chabon’s Gentlemen of
the Road (2007) is a novella of swashbuckling adventure; Cormac Mc-
Carthy won the Pulitzer prize for his post-apocalyptic The Road (2006);
Thomas Pynchon’s latest novels Inherent Vice (2009) and Bleeding Edge
(2013) fall within the traditions of the detective novel; and Colson Whit-
head’s Zone One (2011) is, almost unbelievably, for even in times of radical
change some limits seem insurmountable, a literary zombie novel. Ex-
amples could of course be multiplied, but clearly the strict differentiation
between literary and genre fiction is, in practice, weakening.

This hierarchical division is also under increasing theoretical pres-
sure, as critics and scholars have for a number of years been turning
their attention to the world of genre fiction. Part of this stems from a
recognition that the novel as a literary form — a genre, in fact — relies on
an unceasing oscillation between ‘High and Low forms’ for its existence:
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it is ‘never only in High Culture, and it can keep playing on two tables,
preserving its double nature, where the vulgar and the refined are almost
inextricable” (Moretti, 2007: 29). To study the novel means to study the
interplay between different genres and the ways in which they transform
and absorb one another. Other critics have pointed to the ways in which
popular fiction provides a ‘structure within which our lives can be under-
stood’, an analytical tool which readers use to make sense of their lives
(McCracken, 1998: 2). This approach to popular fiction concentrates not
on meanings ‘inherent’ to individual texts, but on their situation within
complex networks of production, distribution, and consumption. What
these approaches recognize is that genre fiction is a valid object of study.
Indeed, it seems much of the animus motivating this dispute has in recent
years cooled, as an increasing number of readers and critics come to real-
ize that the relationship between literary and genre fiction is not one of
exclusivity and separation: ‘it’s not either/or, it's both/and” (Grossman,
2012).

If the boundaries between literary and genre fiction are gradually
eroding, or more accurately being recognized as largely arbitrary, the
partitions which in turn subdivide genre fiction into its multifarious and
endlessly ramifying sub-genres are also beginning to disappear. This
phenomenon can be seen in the work of English writer China Miéville.
Of the many authors now working within and across generic boundaries,
few have aroused such interest and excitement, and much of this fascina-
tion arises directly from the generic instability of Miéville’s work. Mi-
chael Moorcock, himself a major figure in British genre fiction, describes
him as ‘the current generation’s finest writer of science fantasy’ (2009).
This is a hybrid genre combining, as one might expect, ‘the discourses
of st and fantasy’ (Bould, 2003: 406). Another critic, perhaps attempt-
ing to achieve a sort of categorical comprehensiveness, refers to eight
separate genres in her discussion of his work: ‘dark fantasy, science fic-
tion, pulp, horror, Steampunk, Slipstream, Orwellian dystopia and Dick-
ensian social commentary’ (Hamilton, 2009). Miéville won the Arthur C.
Clarke award twice, indicating clear institutional recognition of him as
a leading science fiction writer; however, working at the meeting point
of S, fantasy, and horror, he has associated himself by preference with
what is known as ‘weird’ fiction (Gordon, 2003b: 358). The term derives
largely from the work of H.P. Lovecraft, historically the leading practi-
tioner of the form. His definition includes two key elements: ‘a certain
atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown
forces” and ‘a malign and particular suspension or defeat of those fixed
laws of Nature which are our only safeguard against the assaults of chaos
and the daemons of unplumbed space’ (Lovecraft in Joshi, 1990: 386). In
his introduction to At The Mountains of Madness, Miéville claims that for
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Lovecraft, ‘the point is the weird’, and something similar might be said
of Miéville’s own fiction (2005: xii). This becomes particularly clear, and
provides a useful departure point for discussion of Miéville’s manipula-
tion of genre, if we add to Lovecraft’s vision S. T. Joshi’s argument that
in all of its sub-categories (fantasy, supernatural horror, nonsupernatural
horror, and SF) the weird is ‘an inherently philosophical mode in that it
frequently compels us to address directly such fundamental issues as the
nature of the universe and our place in it’ (1990: 11). Similar claims have
been made for related forms of genre fiction. Mora Montieth claims that
SI* ‘particularly favours hypotheses as structural devices’, persistently
asking, in other words, the question ‘what if?’ (1991: 78). Similarly, Mc-
Cracken claims for it an inevitably critical stance based on the fact that
the creation of hypothetical worlds ‘involves a process of reflection and
comparison with society as it is now’ (1998: 124). If this is true, and the
unstable genres within which Miéville operates are particularly suited to
the presentation and exploration of ideas, then what are the particular
set of concepts articulated in his fiction, and how do his experiments in
genre relate to them?

In his review of Miéville’s The City & The City (2009), Robert Hanks
locates the novel, and Miéville’s work in general, not in relation to the
more usual categories of SE, fantasy, or the weird, but to something he de-
scribes as ‘urban surrealism’, pointing out that Miéville’s ‘central concern
is life in the modern city, filtered through dreams and nightmares’ (2009).
While some might take issue with the application of the term ‘surreal-
ism’ to Miéville’s work, or at least to this particular novel (Moorcock, for
instance, explicitly rejects the association), a brief overview of his novels
makes his fascination with urbanism clear. As Abigail Nussbaum points
out, ‘there is perhaps no other fantasy author who is as closely associated
with cities as Miéville’ (2009). His first novel, King Rat (1998), and his
young adult novel Un Lun Dun (2007) both explore London. His Bas-Lag
trilogy circulates around several alternative versions of the city, most
notably New Crobuzon, a vast and heterogeneous metropolis described
by Miéville as ‘clearly analogous to a chaos-fucked Victorian London’ and
delineated in most detail in Perdido Street Station (Gordon, 2003b: 362).
This novel has received the most sustained critical attention of any of
Miéville’s works, and as such is a suitable place to begin examining his
vision of the urban.

One of the key terms critics have employed in discussions of this novel
is hybridity, a biological concept that has been enthusiastically adopted
into discussions of what Homi Bhabha calls ‘the cultural and historical
hybridity of the postcolonial world’ (2004« 31). While the term is most
widely employed in discussions of the ‘mobility and cross-overs” (Loom-
ba, 1998: 173) of the concepts, social constructions, and personal identi-
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ties that have emerged and developed over the course of colonial and
post-colonial history, it has also been applied productively to discussions
of genre to describe texts in which ‘two or more complete repertoires’
of textual effects ‘are present in such proportions that no one of them
dominates’ (Fowler, 1982: 183). It is the latter perspective that is most
applicable to reading Perdido Street Station, which is both formally and
thematically a resolutely hybrid novel.

The novel is located at the intersection of numerous genres. Most fun-
damentally, as Magdalena Maczynska points out, and like other instances
of contemporary urban satire, Miéville’s urbanism relies on an ‘innova-
tive merging of mimetic and nonmimetic fictional modalities’, hybrid-
izing, in effect, realistic and non-realistic literary traditions (2010: 61).
More specifically, Perdido Street Station integrates clear and prominent
elements of fantasy, horror, and science fiction (amongst other genres)
into one hybrid form.

In addition, the objects of its representation are largely hybrid. Joan
Gordon (2003a) has pointed out that the characters of the novel and the
city they live in are both instances of hybridity. New Crobuzon is defined
by ceaseless transition from one state to another:

Perched where two rivers strive to become the sea, where mountains
becomes a plateau, where the clumps of trees coagulate to the south
and — quantity becomes quality — are suddenly a forest. New Crobuzon’s
architecture moves from the industrial to the residential to the opulent to
the slum to the underground to the airborne to the modern to the ancient
to the colourful to the drab to the fecund to the barren. (Miéville, 2000: 37)

This extraordinary vision of heterogeneous urban hybridity is matched
by the riotous diversity of the city’s inhabitants: this is not a multicul-
tural city, but a multi-species city, home to an uneasy but vibrant mix
of fantastic creatures, from the relatively humanoid frog-like Vodyanoi
and the vegetal Cactacae to the monstrously parasitic Handlingar and
the fearsome arachnid Weaver. Many of the novel’s central characters
are also defined by their hybridity, from the Khepri Lin, whose human
body (although to term it human is, as Lin points out, no more than a
matter of perspective) is topped with a ‘huge iridescent scarab’ complete
with mandibles and compound eyes, to the villainous Mr Motley, who is,
with his ‘scraps of skin and fur and feathers ... tiny limbs ... antlers and
protrusions of bone’, one of the novel’s clearest, and least comfortable,
examples of hybridity (10, 38).

Perdido Street Station is a celebration of this formal and thematic diver-
sity, heterogeneity, and hybridity. In her discussion of the novel, Gordon,
while clearly indicating that New Crobuzon is not a utopia ‘in the sense
of a better place’, generally sees the novel’s range of alternatives, conflu-
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ences, and transitions as positive elements, particularly when mediated
by what she describes as ‘the heterotopian nature of mateship’ (2003a:
464, 472). Miéville, she writes, ‘resists the pull toward the purebred’, re-
Jecting attempts to slot the novel into any particular generic category be-
yond the already hybrid form of weird fiction (2003a: 462). According to
this reading, Perdido Street Station is a relatively straightforward celebra-
tion of contemporary cosmopolitanism, of socio-cultural heterogeneity
and hybridity, embodied in a literary form that is itself, in its refusal to
respect genre boundaries, just such a celebration. Yet there is also a pal-
pable tension in Perdido Street Station between relish for this wild liminal
heterogeneity and a persistent undercurrent of mistrust and doubt of the
hybrid model.

This mistrust is apparent in the representation of Mr Motley, whose
vertiginous physical hybridity and personal fascination with the concept
accompany a terrible violence, cruelty and ruthlessness. Even more in-
dicative is the concluding scene of the novel, in which Yagharek, a muti-
lated hybrid Garuda or birdman, refuses to share with the famous rebel
Jack Half-a-Prayer his ‘bastard liminal life, his interstitial city’ and in-
stead mutilates himself even further until he is no longer a ‘miserable
crossbreed” and can join his home, ‘the city, a man’ (Miéville, 2000: 622—
623). This is a terrible repudiation — by a character, not by the novel as a
whole or by Miéville himself — of the entire set of notions around which
the novel circulates. While Gordon recognises the implications and im-
portance of this scene, she does not accept that Yagharek’s decision rep-
resents ‘the main energy of the novel’ (2003a: 471). “The weight of the
rest of the novel’s length’, she writes, ‘its images, of its own hybrid form,
point to a celebration of hybridity” (472). However, the very placement
of the scene at the end of the novel grants it a consequence that it would
otherwise lack: endings have an inevitable structural resonance, the abil-
ity to force us to re-read an entire work from a new perspective (think, to
cite an example so well-known as to risk triteness, of Maupassant’s “The
Necklace’). Miéville has also pointed out his disapproval of ‘the postmod-
ern fascination with hybridity and miscegenation’” when it ‘blurs into a
fetishistic and sometimes quite self-indulgent celebration of marginality
for its own sake’ (Gordon, 2003b: 364). In terms of Perdido Street Station,
we need only think of the horrifying and horrible Mr Motley to real-
ize that the novel is no simple-minded celebration of difference and the
hybrid form. Miéville’s urbanism and hybrid generic forms may be more
complex than is at first apparent, and the best place to examine urban
and generic hybridism, and the ways in which Miéville complicates them,
may be his 2009 novel The City & The City, which has been described as ‘a
meta-statement on his entire career’ (Nussbaum, 2009).
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Many reviewers read The City & The City as a continuation of what they
see as Miéville’s exploration and celebration of the city divergent. ‘Like
his previous novels’, American crime novelist Denise Hamilton writes in
a typical assessment, The City & The City ‘is an unabashed love letter to
the diversity, polyglot sprawl, complexities, contradictions, pitfalls, hu-
manity and streetlife of the metropolis’ (2009). In some ways, this view
of the novel is valid: it does indeed celebrate the city hybrid. Further-
more, like Perdido Street Station it is a generic hybrid, taking its cues not
from the weird intersection of S, fantasy, and horror that characterises
the Bas-Lag trilogy, but instead operating somewhere between SF, police
procedural, noir, and the hardboiled. Essentially, it offers a hardboiled
investigation of a series of interlinked crimes in an alternate urban reality
in which the laws of nature may be weird, that is to say fundamentally dif-
ferent. It is the peculiar conditions that shape this cityscape that under-
score Miéville’s continued exploration of multicultural, hybrid urbanism
and the implications of generic hybridity.

The novel opens at a crime scene in a run-down housing estate in the
city of Beszel, which many readers identify as Eastern European, but
is perhaps more precisely, if an imaginary city can be precisely located,
Balkan (Venezia, 2010). Inspector Tyador Borla of the Extreme Crime
Squad is investigating the murder of a young woman, in what Fredric
Jameson has described as the generically typical hardboiled fashion. The
investigation gradually expands to link multiple levels of Beszel society,
tying ‘its separate and isolated parts together’ (Jameson, 1983: 127) in
what another theoretician of the form has described as a ‘complex and
deeply corrupt social network’ (Most, 1983: 348). The separate and iso-
lated parts of this city are, as in much hardboiled fiction, arranged along
axes of social position, wealth, and relationship to the law. Borld’s in-
vestigation into the murder of Fulana Detail, ‘generic name for woman-
unknown’, presumed to be a prostitute, takes him from the residents of
decaying urban housing projects to powerful figures in local government
and international business (Miéville, 2010a: 8). This is precisely the type
of connection we might find in a Raymond Chandler, or in more contem-
porary terms, James Ellroy or David Peace novel. However, the investiga-
tion in The City & The City reveals a more fantastic connection between
Beszel and its so-called doppler-city Ul Qoma, which shares its physical
but not administrative or cognitive space. This crossing between cities is
also a crossing between genres, as we move as readers into an uncertain
liminal space between generic codes.

In the first appearance of Ul Qoma in the novel, Borli sees a woman
‘walking slowly away ... in a shambling sway’ before realizing that ‘she
was not on GunterStrasz at all’ and that he ‘should not have seen her’
(Miéville, 2010a: 12). The ‘shambling sway’ of the woman’s gait indicates
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to the generically alert reader the presence of the weird: H. P. Lovecraft’s
monstrous creatures often move with just such a ‘peculiarly shambling
gait’ (Lovecraft, 2005: 598). The organization of these cities is indeed
peculiar: they exist overlaid in the same space, some areas defined as ‘to-
tal’ (Miéville, 2010a: 14) Beszel or Ul Qoma, with the opposite being
defined as ‘foreign alter spaces’ (45), while much of each city consists of
dense ‘crosshatching’ (14) in which the two are closely intermixed. The
cities are in some senses opposites: Beszel is decaying, impoverished and
European; Ul Qoma is prosperous, modern, and Middle Eastern. How-
ever, they have a long and closely intertwined shared history, and their
languages, Besz and Illitan, derive from a common ‘Precursor’ language
(208), if indeed they are not, despite ‘careful cultural differentiation’ (42),
as some claim, ‘the same damn-faced language anyway’ (35). It is entirely
possible to simply see from one city into the other, and indeed to move
from one to the other without passing through the official ‘border’ at
Copula Hall. In fact, it can be done ‘without a single word, without even
moving’ (187). A simple act of will is all that is required to see from, or
move from, one city to the other. A traffic accident in one city can have
fatal consequences in the other. The difference between the two is, at least
in crosshatched zones, cognitive rather than physical.

This fluid, amorphous relationship between the two cities is controlled
by an elaborate psychological, social, and legal apparatus that enforces
— or perhaps creates — the separation between them. Early in the nov-
el, Miéville offers a ‘real world’ situation that might be understood as a
model for the relationship between the two cities. The Jewish and Mus-
lim communities of Beszel and Ul Qoma have developed an institution
known as a DoplirCaffé where

one Muslim and one Jewish coffeehouse, rented side by side, each with its
own counter and kitchen, halal and kosher, sharing a single name, sign, and
sprawl of tables, the dividing wall removed. Mixed groups would come,
greet the two proprietors, sit together, separating on communitarian lines
only long enough to order their permitted food from the relevant side, or
ostentatiously from either and both in the case of freethinkers. Whether the
DoplirCafté was one establishment or two depended on who was asking: to
a property tax collector, it was always one. (22)

This vision of an overlapping form of hybrid communal identity seems
positive: it acknowledges difference as a negotiable social construct
shaped by its participants not out of hatred or divisiveness, but out of
practicality and even a form of resistance to coercive authority. This is
the hybrid difference some critics see celebrated both thematically and
generically in Perdido Street Station and in other works by Miéville, but
Beszel and Ul Qoma’s relationship lacks the flexibility and negotiability
of the DoplirCaffé. Instead, it arises from careful cultural and social ‘ar-
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ticulation of difference’ that takes places through internal and external
mechanisms (Bhabha, 2004: 3).

While the two cities are in some way separate, it is by no means clear
to what, exactly, this inter-city caesura should be attributed. One possi-
bility is that the laws of reality are in some way different for the patch of
fictional earth inhabited by the people of Beszel and Ul Qoma, in which
case we are indeed reading an SI novel; or, as Miéville has pointed out,
perhaps somewhat disingenuously, ‘the book can be read as having no
fantastic elements at all’, in which case the difference is simply one of
control and perception (Miéville in Venezia, 2010). Whatever the case
may be — and when asked to decide between a physical or psychological
root for the cleavage between the two cities, Miéville has refused to an-
swer — the difference can only be maintained by people willing to inter-
nalize it (Miéville, 2010b: 323).

This is carried into practice in both cities by ‘unseeing’ the inhabit-
ants, buildings, and vehicles of the other city (Miéville, 2010a: 14). This
is a learned process: Besz and Ul Qoman children undergo an ‘intense
learning of cues’ (66) which allow them to automatically separate, and
navigate, the overlapping cities. Disturbances are inevitable, but when ‘an
Ul Qoman stumbles into a Besz, each in their own city’ or an ‘Ul Qoman’s
dog runs up and sniffs a Besz passerby’ the problem is dealt with by ‘stoic
polite unsensing’ (65) of the unacknowledgeable but unavoidable other.
When this process fails and, for whatever reason, illicit knowledge of
the other city is gained, the experience is deeply unsettling. When Borla
learns that an informant has seen a missing person poster in Beszel from
Ul Qoma, he is horrified: ‘My informant should not have seen the posters.
They were not in his country. He should never have told me. He made
me accessory. The information was an allergen in Beszel — the mere fact
of it in my head was a kind of trauma’ (87). Tourists from the outside,
‘normal” world, and indeed residents of either city who visit the other,
must undergo training to avoid the possibility of what is called ‘breach-
ing’ (52), the most serious crime of all, and one which can be as simple as
seeing what should not be seen, the wrong neighbour, the wrong house,
the wrong car.

But self-regulation is fallible, and, as in all societies, Beszel and Ul
Qoma have external, coercive forms of control to supplement or replace
internal mechanisms. Both cities have governments, police forces and bor-
der guards, and while they are differently constituted they contend with
the same issues of social order and criminality as real world systems. In
addition, they both actively maintain the defining difference between the
two cities. In Beszel, for instance, buddleia is a ‘traditional weed” and left
to grow freely, while in Ul Qoma it is trimmed ‘as it intrudes’ (44). More
formally, a joint Oversight Committee regulates power grids, drains and
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sewage systems, and there is an official border at Copula Hall, ‘the navel
between the cities” (70). Both also monitor and interfere in the activities
of the so-called unificationists, who, ‘dedicated to the perforation of the
boundary between Beszel and Ul Qoma’ (52), believe the two cities are
essentially one and challenge, both theoretically and actively, the policing
of the divisions between them.

The ultimate arbiters of this divide are neither the individuals who
have internalized its values, nor the two states of Beszel and Ul Qoma
with their respective apparatuses of control. Instead, it is a third quantity,
a mysterious organization known as Breach which operates above the
laws of both cities: “The Breach was nothing. It is nothing.... The Breach
has no embassies, no army, no sights to see. The Breach has no currency.
If you commit it it will envelop you. Breach is a void full of angry police’
(24:8). It exists only as the ultimate arbiter of the divisions separating the
two cities. If a cross-city traffic accident occurs, Breach agents appear and
‘organising, cauterising, restoring’ (66), reassert the division between the
cities. Less benignly, they also police those who wilfully (or even acciden-
tally) commit breach: they might ‘disappear’ (52) a unificationist, smug-
gler, or tourist who has broken the ultimate law of segregation. While a
foolish visitor may simply be drugged and deported, locals who breach
are never seen again. This is an organization that seems to embody a sort
of nightmarish fantasy of the neo-liberal, post-9/11 security apparatus,
monitoring and punishing with impunity from the secrecy of the inter-
stitial shadows.

The separation of Beszel and Ul Qoma thus takes place at personal,
institutional, and what might be called extra-institutional levels. This is
a city that is desperately preventing itself from existing as a hybrid en-
tity, obsessively monitoring and rectifying its behaviour to maintain its
existence as two separate cities. Borld’s investigation, the ways he moves
between social levels within each city and, more importantly, between the
two cities, can be seen as a recuperative suturing of the unnaturally clo-
ven halves of a natural whole. It is, in fact, his investigation that creates
the hybrid city of The City & The City.

This can be seen as a sort of elaborate metaphor for the ways real
world cities function as hybrid entities composed of a myriad of over-
lapping and interpenetrating communities and, perhaps, for the ways in
which they are prevented by various forms of power, ideological and co-
ercive, from doing so. Alternatively, it can also be seen as a meta-fiction-
al metaphor for the ways in which the differences between genres are
maintained by social, cultural and institutional forces. As Venezia points
out, the relationship between the two cities is ‘analogous with the insta-
bility of genre boundaries themselves, with how genres are inherently
overdetermined hybridic formations that overlap, intersect, and mesh’
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(2010). This is another example of the way in which generic hybridity
in Miéville’s work reflects a thematic celebration of hybridity, novelistic
form mirroring narrative content; it would certainly reflect the author’s
frequently articulated disdain for the existence of artificial, hierarchical
genre boundaries supported through the reiteration of ‘tired, meaning-
less, lame clichés” about the relative worth of literary versus non-literary
genres (Miéville in Venezia, 2010). Just as Borli crosses the institution-
ally defined and monitored borders between the cities, The City & The
City crosses the borders between its various constituent and contributory
genres.

Yet there is a problem with this reading of the novel as a celebration of
urban and generic hybridity. Like any real world multicultural city, both
Beszel and Ul Qoma are composed of a palimpsest of ethnic and religious
communities. They also exist in a bizarre, and potentially fantastic, re-
lationship to each other of active cognitive differentiation supported by
internal and external institutions. Difference here, and by metaphoric ex-
tension in the real world, is seen as a maintained, systemic process, a state
of mind projected onto the outside world and reinforced by the apparatus
of the state. If diversity, hybridity, and liminal complexity are uncondi-
tional goods, then this separation, and Breach in particular as its ultimate
agent, represents a complete rejection of this polysemous fertility. Breach
is a refusal of what it would define not as hybridity but as miscegenation;
it is an active proponent of social and cultural endogamy.

According to generic convention, the hardboiled detective’s role is to
trace out connections between what is superficially different, linking dis-
parate and isolated fragments of the modern polity into some sort of
whole, although certainly not a seamless one. They provide the ‘external
torce” which allows the isolated fragments of society to be ‘fitted together
as parts of the same picture puzzle’ (Jameson, 1983: 131). For much of
The City & The City, this is what Borld does, revealing in the process
unexpected connections between diverse social, political, and economic
groups in both Beszel and Ul Qoma, and in the outside, real’ world (Ven-
ezia, 2010). However, at the conclusion of the novel he unexpectedly —
and shockingly — joins forces with Breach, becoming a preserver of the
very divide that his investigation has gradually eroded.

This is initially a decision driven by the exigencies of the case — it is
only by collaborating with Breach that Borlt can solve the crime he is
investigating — but by the end of the novel it has become permanent. In
part, this situation has been forced on Borla. He becomes involved with
Breach through the drastic expedient of committing breach himself, and
is finally as much criminal as investigator. One of the fundamental rules
of this crime is that it is irretrievable: once you have seen both cities from
that ‘third place, that nowhere-both, that Breach’, you can no longer re-

11



C21 Literature: Journal of 21st-century Writings | 03_01 | 2014

turn to your previous state of unseeing (Miéville, 2010a: 256). Breach’s
recruitment policies are those of ‘the British Navy ... a few centuries
ago’ (810), and Borla has in effect been press-ganged. Yet he does lit-
tle to resist his recruitment, beyond a mild inquiry as to whether any-
one in Breach has ever ‘broken ranks’ (308), and he quickly embraces his
new role. He describes his decision as a ‘choice’ between ‘two nonchoices’
(312), but it is nonetheless a choice that radically transforms his role. My
task’, he pronounces, ‘is changed: not to uphold the law, or another law,
but to maintain the skin that keeps law in place. Two laws in two places,
in fact’ (812). Even his name has changed — The City & The City narrates
the last case of ‘Inspector Tyador Borlt of the Beszel Extreme Crime
Squad’, who is replaced at its conclusion by “I'ye, avatar of Breach’ (312).
This is a formulation that identifies him as a direct manifestation of a
greater power, and indicates not just a change of narrative function, but
a change of character: the detective who bound together the separate and
thus created a hybrid identity has been replaced by a new character — if
an avatar can be a character — dedicated to the separation of that which
is bound together.

For some readers this might be an unexpected conclusion as the nov-
el cuts back against the grain of the diversity, hybridity, and difference
broadly associated with Miéville’s work. It also seems to be a sort of
betrayal of several tenets of one of the primary generic codes with which
the novel associates itself. The hardboiled detective unites rather than
separates, and, in addition, as LeRoy Panek argues, ‘the essence of the
hard-boiled story lies in placing a man in a perverse relationship with
authority and circumstances. That man’s response in word, thought and
deed mark him oft as a hero — as someone from whom readers can learn
important things’ (1981: 226). This is exactly what Borla does, flouting
conventions and rules in order to move the investigation forward, achieve
justice, and illuminate the reader. Yet after joining Breach and becoming
Tye, his relationship with authority is anything but perverse. He becomes
arepresentative of an ultimately arbitrary authority that operates beyond
the bounds of any effective oversight. As Borl’s guide Ashil argues, ‘if
we say he breached, he breached’ (809). Ultimately, whatever illumination
Borlta provides to his readers ceases as he vanishes into Breach.

It would be wrong, however, to see Breach as uniquely opposed to a
hybrid vision of Beszel and Ul Qoma. Breach is, as Ashil points out, in
fact no more than a continuation of the normal social practices of the two
cities:

‘Nowhere else works like the cities,” he said. ‘It's not just us keeping them

apart. It's everyone in BesZel and everyone in Ul Qoma. Every minute,

every day. We're only the last ditch: it's everyone in the cities who does
most of the work. It works because you don’t blink. That's why unseeing
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and unsensing are so vital. No one can admit it doesn’t work. So if you
don’t admit it, it does.” (Miéville, 2010a: 810)

Borld’s ‘decision’ to join Breach can be seen as a continuation of the eve-
ryday practice of his community. If we accept The City & The City as an
elaborate weird metaphor for urban reality, structured around what one
critic describes as ‘a core of disguised realism’, as a fictional probing of
the internal and external systems that create and maintain difference,
we can view Borld’s new position as representing an extreme version of
a role which we all play throughout our lives (Hanks, 2009). The hybrid
city can only exist if its inhabitants (and thus creators) allow it to exist:
‘Our habits of “unseeing™, as Moorcock points out, ‘allow us to ignore
that which does not directly affect our familiar lives’ (2009), but these
habits also maintain separation and discourage socio-cultural miscegena-
tion. Yet Miéville does not present this separation as a merely negative
phenomenon. Without Breach, representatives of our mutual creation
of difference, Beszel and Ul Qoma could literally not exist: another city
would in their place. In a recent essay, Miéville has described how ‘each
part’ of London ‘has its own specificity. It wouldn’t be the worst sin to
call it “soul” (2012: 52). Without the identity derived from partition, The
City & The City implies, there would be no ‘soul’.

Miéville’s cities are not simply fantastic or subversive metaphors for
real world urbanism, they are also metaphors for the structure of the nov-
els within which they appear, these literary artefacts constructed from
the expectations, conventions, and patterns of so many different genres,
these embodiments of twenty-first century literary culture’s effacement
of generic difference. The City & The City does not simply employ but
actively works to subvert its various generic codes. Abigail Nussbaum
argues that ‘the anticipation of fantasy’ encouraged by the novel is gradu-
ally deflated by a ‘recognition of mundaneness’ (2009) and, as argued
here, Miéville’s novel subverts the conventions of the hardboiled detec-
tive novel through the eccentric course of its central investigator and his
eventual embrace of authority and categorical purity. Generic hybrid-
ity is thus proposed by the novel through its own formal hybridity and
through its subject matter, but is ultimately rejected in favour of contin-
ued separation: just as the two cities must remain distinct in order that
each may continue to exist, so too, it seems, must the different generic
codes activated in The City & The City remain distinct in order to preserve
their particular abilities to generate meaning.

China Miéville can be seen as representative of the twenty-first cen-
tury’s tendency to efface the twentieth century’s overarching division
between literary and genre fiction and the subdivisions between various
forms of genre fiction. He is, in the view of many readers and critics, a
quintessential writer of hybridity, whose works both exhibit and examine
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the concept. Yet a close reading of Perdido Street Station and The City &
The City reveals a number of tensions and ambiguities involved in both
urban and generic hybridity, and it may therefore be necessary to modify
our understanding of his relationship as a writer to notions of hybridity
in general — his work cannot simply be regarded as a mirror to the hybrid
nature of the contemporary city and twenty-first century fiction.

If we reject purity as delusive, as always and inevitably a product of
a process of hybridization, accepting the fact that, as Brian Stross puts
it, there are ‘no “pure” individuals, no “pure” cultures, no “pure” genres’
(1999: 266), then we seem inevitably drawn to a valorization of hybrid
identity, be it personal, cultural, urban, or generic. The hybrid is in a
sense the contemporary ideal both in social and literary terms: hence,
perhaps, the impetus behind the drive to erase genre boundaries. Per-
dido Street Station and The City & The City seem to lead us towards an
alternative vision of the value of social and generic categories. Debo-
rah Kapchan and Pauline Strong have pointed out that the metaphor of
hybridity is troubling insofar as ‘it threatens to dissolve difference into
a pool of homogenization’ (1999: 240), and this seems to be a perspec-
tive that resonates through a reading of Miéville. Hybridity can, at least
at times, mean the extinction of identity rather than its re-formulation.
When Yagharek mutilates himself at the end of Perdido Street Station in
an attempt to erase difference, reject hybridity, and re-cast himself as a
member of what he construes as a ‘pure’ New Crobuzon, and when Borla
dedicates himself, however reluctantly, to preventing the hybrid union of
his two cities, they are asserting, however counter-intuitively, the value
of separate identity. While notional purities may in reality be hybrids, we
inevitably ‘construct them to be relatively “pure™, and this, Stross argues,
‘is precisely how we manage to get (new) hybrids from purebreds that are
(former) hybrids’ (1999: 266—267). In order to create the hybrid, we must
first imagine a purebred, and it is through this continual process of differ-
entiation, Miéville’s hybrid works seem to indicate, that meaning occurs.
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Colson Whitehead’s 2011 novel Zone One posits a generic conundrum on
its cover: it is ‘[a]t once a chilling horror story that embraces the pleas-
ures of genre and a literary novel’. This marketing move becomes, on
closer inspection, a useful first approximation of what Whitehead’s book
actually does. Zone One can be understood as simultaneously a ‘genre’
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novel and a ‘literary’ novel, since it brings into sharp relief the continui-
ties between these ostensibly disparate forms. Zone One is an especially
useful example of the recent trend for generically amalgamated fictions,
an opportunity to highlight the necessity of understanding the dialectical
interaction between what is frequently called ‘genre fiction” — and which
has alternatively and only slightly more derogatively been called junk
fiction” (Joshi, 2009; Roberts, 1991) — and ‘literary fiction’. In conjoin-
ing literary” and ‘genre’ fiction, Whitehead’s novel shows that, for much
contemporary ‘literary fiction’, an understanding of the history of the
politics of genre fiction is required. At the same time, it opens ‘genre’
fictional texts to interpretation even in the absence of the typical markers
of literariness’ such as style or authorial prestige.

The scare quotes placed around the terms literary’ and ‘genre’ indi-
cate the sterility of taxonomical genre and the nature of this often used
but problematic distinction. Zone One is ‘generic’ in the sense that it cov-
ers all the necessary bases associated with zombies in literature and film,
and is hardly to be distinguished by its plot from the mass of zombie-
themed fiction that has appeared in print in recent years. If the novel’s
plot is thoroughly unexceptional, its interest lies in the overt use of the
fantastic mode made by an author of impeccable literary credentials to
offer a utopian, if satirical, political vision. It directly addresses what this
article will call the politics of genre fiction, and by extension the ques-
tion of whether there is any significant difference between the politics
of literary fiction and that of genre fiction. The reading of Zone One's
politics which this article undertakes suggests that the ways in which
the novel offers social criticism and a utopian solution can only be read
adequately through its debts to its generic forebears in the fantasy genre
and points to the need to investigate the ‘genres’ themselves for their
political potential. The novel stands as an example of the kind of writing
that increasingly seems to find generic amalgamation a necessary part
of literary political engagement and draws upon fantasy’s political po-
tential to imagine solutions to societal problems. Whitehead’s foray into
fantasy is not an isolated phenomenon: writers such as Michael Chabon,
Jonathan Lethem and Junot Diaz, to name just a few, author novels heav-
ily influenced by genre fictions, by thrillers and mysteries, fantasy and
science-fiction, and comics; yet their novels themselves are, certainly in
critical perception, literary — weighty, worthy of interpretation, complex.
For these authors, genre remains relevant as a way of tapping into a res-
ervoir of forms of political expression, forms new to literary fiction but
inherent in the history of genre fiction.

Zone One narrates three days in the experiences of Team Omega, one
of several three-man sweeper teams tasked with clearing blocks of real
estate in the eponymous Zone One, the lower part of Manhattan Island,



Lanzendoerfer | Colson Whitehead’s Zone One

of zombies. After the devastation of what is called throughout the novel
‘Last Night', the unexplained beginning of a zombie apocalypse, and its
aftermath, most zombies have been cleared out of Manhattan — those
which remain are the charge of the sweeper teams. The teams’ task is
just one of many similar ones, from the clearing of the highways to the
planting of crops and the rebuilding of manufacturing, aimed chiefly at
returning the world to what it was before. Narrated from the point of
view of the protagonist, Mark Spitz, the novel is not ambivalent about
the nature of the effort: nothing less than the rebuilding of a society se-
verely shaken by what it has experienced is needed. What occupies Zone
One is the particular form recovery takes after the apocalypse, and what
it foregrounds is the problematic conflation between corporations and
the resurgent state, the recovery of civilization couched in the terms of
commercial advertising and operating under the logic of a thoroughly
commercialized society.

As we follow Team Omega, we become aware that corporatism stands
behind the entire process of post-apocalyptic reconstruction. In the
world of Zone One, it is the logic of brands and advertisements that is
the focus of much governmental thought, in ironic counterpoint to the
very real and very basic problems which exist in the world. In the cor-
poratist world of post-apocalyptic reconstruction, names must reflect
the upbeat mood and cheerful associations usually produced by commer-
cial advertising. Survivors’ camps are renamed ‘Happy Acres’ or ‘Sunny
Days’ (Whitehead, 2011: 24) and reconstruction has a snappy tag, ‘the
American Phoenix’, which gives rise to the derogatory term ‘pheenie’ for
the believer in reconstruction. Here, as elsewhere, the logic of govern-
mental action follows the perceived ‘wisdom of rebranding survival’ (79),
a pseudo-wisdom replacing thought about the actual act of survival with
decisions about the symbolism of its naming. Survival itself'is clearly not
enough, in that it lacks that chief requirement of capitalist societies, the
promise of perpetual growth. Along with the new name for the act of
survival comes a feature film with its own, apparently memorable theme
(‘Stop! Can You Hear the Eagle Roar?’) and encouraging T-shirts (110-1),
with all the paraphernalia of merchandising.

Even the reconstituted U.S. government, operating from Buffalo, NY,
adopts the mechanisms of commercial advertising in its dealings with
survivors, as the pre-apocalyptic structures of business are strikingly
unaffected by events. Reconstruction has ‘official sponsors’, companies
that make available part of their merchandise for use by survivors, often
without any lasting benefit to those same survivors (31). The support of
these companies is hardly disinterested: most of their goods, stranded in
deserted cities and at the mercy of both zombies and marauders, are not
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under their supervision and they can expect major benefits from donat-
ing:

Buffalo created an entire division dedicated to pursuing official sponsors
whenever a representative turned up, in exchange for tax breaks once
the reaper laid down his scythe and things were up and running again....
[The companies] generally put a price cap on their goods or specified a
particular product in their brand family, one not too dear, but their sacrifices
were appreciated nonetheless. Pledge all your tiny cartons of children’s
applesauce, in all the nation’s far-flung groceries and convenience stores?
[t was a no-brainer: they were expired anyway. (39)

Zone One critically juxtaposes the interests of society and of corporations:
there is no voluntary engagement by corporations, no freely willed desire
to help, no connection at last between society and industry. There are
only ‘tax breaks’, financial motivators (future financial motivators) to get
corporations to acquiesce in what even in the face of apocalypse cannot be
imagined as anything but a problem of business: how to make sure goods
remain commodities. The novel expands this narrative point symboli-
cally in the very fact that Zone One is established in the lower part of
Manhattan Island, south of Canal Street, not merely a convenient place
to begin but also encompassing the heart of New York’s financial district,
Wall Street (there is an echo of the exclusionary power of modern cor-
porate finance in the ‘wall’ that seals off the still-plagued northern parts
of the borough from the south). Similarly symbolic is the first sweep we
witness the protagonist and his group make, which takes place in the Hu-
man Resources department of a large law firm. The action makes Mark
Spitz reflect on the ‘pandemic of pheenie optimism that was inescapable
nowadays and made it hard to breathe, a contagion in its own right’ (13).
What is worse, the novel seems to ask: the apocalypse or the cheerful
hope for a return to how things were before?

Other elements of social critique manifest in the choice of the term
‘reconstruction” for the efforts aimed at restoring the pre-apocalyptic
United States, in the description of ‘untold Americans [who] still walked
the great out there, beyond order’s embrace, like slaves who didn’t know
they’d been emancipated’ (39); or in not identifying the protagonist as
black until page 231 in a 259-page novel, while giving him the name — a
nickname, to be sure, but his identifier throughout — of Mark Spitz. But
while these nods remain few and far between, the novel offers sustained
commentary on the broader socio-political implications of the form that
reconstruction takes. Towards the end of the narrative, a simple juxta-
position brings to the fore the constitutive relationship in the new post-
apocalyptic world, that of ‘sponsors, patriots’ (285), selfishness rendered
as selflessness, in which the support of one’s fellow citizens is firmly tied
to the quid pro quo nature of corporate sponsorship. The novel affirm-



Lanzendoerfer | Colson Whitehead’s Zone One

atively ties this unfortunate conflation of government and business to
contemporary life: ‘it was almost as if the culture was picking up where
it left oft” (79). The survivors clean out Manhattan, fully expecting that
what they are restoring is the status quo ante: “You think we're going to
end up here? We ain’t special. They're going to put the rich people here.
Politicians and pro athletes. Those chefs from those cooking shows’ (72).
Behind the process of reconstruction stands the logic of the old and col-
lapsed — but now inevitably resurgent — capitalist world, unassailable
even in a total breakdown of society.

Whitehead’s zombies, called ‘skels’, increasingly seem as if they have
the two possible answers to an unchangeable system. They come in two
variants: skels proper, the shambling dead masses that pose a threat to
the living, and ‘stragglers’, who do not move. Instead, they rest in accus-
tomed places, perpetually ready to resume their accustomed tasks. “Their
lives had been an interminable loop of repeated gestures; now their exist-
ences were winnowed to this discrete and eternal moment’ (50) in which
they, ‘a succession of imponderable tableaux’ (48), seem like the last ves-
tiges of life before the collapse. The two types of skels enact what, given
the nature of reconstruction, are evidently the only two possible solutions
to the problems of the corporatized state: either the apathy and complete
surrender of the straggler, or the unmeasured rage and destructiveness
of the moving skel; either individual resignation or communal action. For
much of the novel, this split holds true, but then something changes. As
the wall that shuts oft Zone One from everything north of Canal Street
collapses, allowing a newly resurgent mass of skels to pour into the zone,
a formerly docile straggler — a fortune teller, no less (223—8) — bites one
of the members of Team Omega and everything falls apart at once: we
understand that the lack of news from outside Zone One indicates the
destruction of the reconstruction camps and the demise of the Buftalo
administration. As everybody is once again forced to fight for themselves
against newly aggressive stragglers and masses of skels, Zone One is
revealed to be little more than a ‘public relations stunt’ (249), rather than
a genuine attempt to make New York habitable again. In the final mo-
ments of the book, Mark Spitz is left alone, the streets outside New York
teeming once more, though now with the dead rather than the living, his
choice a simple one: ‘Tuck it, he thought. You have to learn how to swim
sometime. He opened the door and walked into the sea of the dead’ (259).
If the skels represent the final catastrophe and the end of the world that
is the only imaginable alternative to existing capitalist structures and
their inevitable reproduction, Mark Spitz’s decision to join them sug-
gests his identification with their violent overthrow of reconstruction
and everything that it represents. Although the narrative does not make
this point explicit, the concurrent awakening of the passive stragglers
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and the overpowering of the defences of the Zone suggests a connection
between them. Together — all together — the various zombies of White-
head’s world are irresistible; while split into two distinct groups, they
are not.

This reading of Zone One foregrounds a set of concerns which are
profoundly political: the novel diagnoses, explicitly as a contemporary
problem, a variety of structural relations that inhibit society, to the ex-
tent that even an apocalyptic event cannot shake the foundations of the
existing social relations. Despite its clearly ironic tone throughout, this
reproduction offers no vision of change. But the ending does offer such a
vision. The ultimate outcome of the moment where Mark Spitz, the last
and affirmatively average member of the old society, surrenders himself
to the logic of resistance symbolized by skels, remains unresolved. Never-
theless, the glimmer of an alternative to the existing structures appears.
Whitehead’s novel thus produces a utopian vision of the future: a way for
the author to imagine, and for the reader to accept, the representation of
what Fredric Jameson calls a ‘historical event’ (2005: 68) — an event of
systemic change.

This moment of imaginable systemic change is deeply entwined with
tantasy — with the particular politics enabled by genre. Genre functions
in two distinct but related ways in Zone One. The novel’'s wholehearted
adoption of genre fiction amounts to something like emancipation: it per-
mits the revelation of what the novel conceives as the stark truth about
contemporary reality in a setting in which this starkness does not appear
strange. It allows what might otherwise have been a curious oversight,
such as the very late identification of a black protagonist as black, to
seem permissible, even realistic. There are several vaguely political ques-
tions attached to Mark Spitz’s race and the lack of importance accorded
it in the novel. One possible explanation for this choice is that race does
not matter anymore in the aftermath of the apocalypse, as Ramén Saldi-
var suggests in an essay on Whitehead (2013: 13). Race, however, is just
one of the issues which the final catastrophe of the collapse of Zone One
sweeps away for good, and not the most important one in the novel. Fan-
tasy permits Zone One to offer a resolution to the intractable systemic
problems it explicitly identifies as contemporary. Heightened though
they are, the novel's concerns for the conflation of corporate and gov-
ernmental interests, and its worry that the end of reconstruction will see
little but the restitution of previous societal structures in all their unfair-
ness, connect it to its political, nonfictional moment. Zone One sketches
a particular kind of response to apocalypse: a desire to return to a status
quo ante, but one which brings to the fore those elements of that situ-
ation which have hitherto been submerged among the myriad of daily
concerns. The novel’s use of fantasy, in Jameson’s words, ‘mobilize[s] an
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“entertainment” genre to distract us in a very special sense: not from
the real life of private and public worries in general, but very precisely
from our own defence mechanisms against that reality’ (2005: 287). The
resolution it offers for the grave problems it brings to light about the
reality of contemporary life — the complete collapse of society, doubly
poignant in that it happens twice, once on Last Night, and then again in
the simultaneous destruction of the reconstruction camps and zones — is
affirmatively a fantasy resolution, and Mark Spitz’s joining of the throng
of the undead is the final, unequivocal acceptance of an ‘end of the world’
(Saldivar, 2013: 18). As Saldivar points out, the ‘mixing of genres allows
for the justification of Utopia, in the face of all evidence to the contrary’
(11). Yet the particular utopia of Zone One remains open, for while the
novel clearly ends one society — our contemporary one — it does not hold
up a genuine alternative in its place. Jameson notes that it is precisely in
refusing us closure of this kind that genre texts produce a recognition of
what we cannot imagine (2005: 283). The use of genre by writers of lit-
erary fiction speaks to the need to find new ways of imagining modes of
political expression beyond the constraints of social realism, which, while
it can depict the existing, cannot imagine the future.

It is an odd liberation that genre brings with it, in that as much as
the use of genre fiction permits a utopian vision beyond the boundaries
of neorealist, literary fiction, it comes with its own set of constraints.
The fact that Zone One is heavily indebted to the zombie fiction genre
is evident, and indeed supposed to be evident, to the reader even before
we start reading — the cover informs the reader already that he will read
a story about the living dead’. The novel thereby inscribes itself in a
longer history of similar texts and films; and, as John Frow has argued,
it is precisely such a history of genre which offers us the reading frame,
the ‘set of expectations which guide our engagement with texts’ (2006:
104). Thomas Roberts has claimed that genre fiction is, as it were, ‘writ-
ten by a tradition rather than by an individual’ (1991: 4), suggesting that
the structures developing out of a genre’s history — the elements which
must be repeated in a work of genre fiction to make that work intelligible
as a work of genre fiction — exceed the potential for authorial innovation.
The inclusion of genre fictional writings necessarily involves an invoca-
tion of a longer tradition in that genre. Indeed, while Whitehead’s style,
the elegance of his sentences, may seem to set Zone One apart from other
texts in the zombie fiction genre, there is nothing in the plot, nothing in
what might be called the fabula of the novel, that is particularly original.
Genre, in this sense, constrains Zone One: it requires certain elements to
exist, such as, quite banally, the walking dead, a sudden apocalyptic turn,
and a cohort of survivors. But beyond this, genre also embeds the novel
in a history of literary (and filmic) interpretation. The power of reading
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frames goes beyond mere (plot-level or thematic) genre convention: it
also reaches into our assumptions about whether or not we will encoun-
ter a political message.

Fantasy, and more particularly the zombie motif, has a background of
political readings, and in this regard, the novel’s adoption of genre fic-
tion actively taps into a pre-existing reservoir of political positions inher-
ent in the genre’s history. Even as it permits social critique to take new
forms, the move towards genre ties the novel into older discourses. Stud-
les of filmic zombies have long emphasized the ways in which zombies
function symbolically as presentations of various social ills (Flint, 2009;
Bishop, 2010; McNally, 2011), but there is also an increasing amount of
scholarship that critically reads the zombie in literature for its metaphor-
ic potential, and emphasises readings of the genre as politically engaged.
As Aalya Ahmad points out, ‘[t]he contemporary zombie might be seen as
an updated vampire, condensing in its rotten body a number of threats to
both capitalist and “imperialist and colonial expansion”, including chal-
lenges to racism and class privilege’ (131). Indeed, a sense of ‘political
consciousness ... 1s never far from the gory surface’ (Boluk and Lenz,
2011: 11) of most zombie fictions, whether literary or filmic.

Whitehead’s novel draws on both a readerly and an authorial un-
derstanding of this political generic history. Notwithstanding Mark
McGurl's explicit denial that science-fiction, and by extension, fantasy
fiction, may ‘be said to deploy the faculties of memory or observation’,
except ‘in the most highly mediated way’ (2009: 103), it is clear from
reading Whitehead’s own comments that it is precisely his ‘experience’,
to pick up McGurl’s summary term for memory and observation, that
brings him to write genre fiction. He states, ‘I think that people of my
generation are more comfortable making the foray into genre. Because
of macabre books, Stephen King — and probably cable. I think culture
changed in the "70s and ’80s and people were exposed to different kinds
of culture’ (in Fassler, 2011). It is clearly a form of experience that drives
his interest in the inclusion of genre fiction elements into his narratives:
a consequence of Whitehead’s childhood and adolescent reading. Zone
One's use of genre fiction elements as a central part of its politics depends
on this — experientially based — recognition of the political potential of
genre fiction throughout its history. Whitehead’s novel is not entirely
autonomous in its political imagination, inheriting as it does a history
of political interpretations of zombie fictions that necessarily inform any
reading of Whitehead’s own text. It is striking in this regard that Zone
One seems to want to actively resist a political reading of its narrative.
It presents political readings of its apocalyptic catastrophe as deranged,
their readings to be resisted: ‘[tlhe plague was the plague’ (Whitehead,
2011: 125), nothing more. Mocking those ‘readers” who see the zombie
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apocalypse as divine retribution, as the consequence (and just penalty) for
ecological brinksmanship or other man-made troubles, the novel offers
an ironic meta-comment on its own position. Like much genre fiction,
it could easily be dismissed as ‘merely’ generic: the plot is the plot, the
zombies are the zombies; but clearly the plague is not just the plague and
at any rate, the plague as such is not the major issue of the novel. The ne-
cessity for a political interpretation of the novel, whether geared towards
race such as Saldivar’s, or towards a critique of corporatist society, stems
directly from an inescapable generic history.

As Thomas Beebee notes, ‘the truly vital meanings of a text are of-
ten contained not in any specific generic category into which the text
may be placed, but rather in the play of differences between its genres’
(1994: 250). The consequences of this is that ‘most works not only can
but must be analyzed in more than one generic way in order for their
messages to have any effective meaning or value’ (265). In the case of
Zone One, differences are constituted by the two terms introduced above
in scare quotes, literary’ and ‘genre’ fiction. As Jameson has argued, ‘a
genre is essentially a socio-symbolic message, or in other words, that
form is immanently and intrinsically an ideology in its own right. When
such forms are reappropriated and refashioned in quite different social
and cultural contexts’ — such as the adoption of something as fantastical
and as popular as the B-movie zombie into a literary text — ‘this message
persists and must be functionally reckoned into the new form’ (Jameson,
1983: 127). McGurl points out that it is difficult not to see literary fic-
tion as ‘a genre in its own right’ (2009: 42), indebted to and derived from
modernist experimentation with language and form. Like all genres, lit-
erary fiction depends on certain markers to identify it, and as Jameson
suggests: ‘[glenres are essentially literary institutions, or social contracts
between a writer and a specific public, whose function is to specify the
proper use of a particular cultural artifact’ (1983: 106). There are two
major markers for the literariness’ of Zone One: Whitehead’s style, the
elegance of his sentences, and Whitehead's name. Whitehead, of course,
is not just any hack writing a trite formula novel, but a MacArthur fellow
and a Pulitzer Prize finalist, precisely the sort of writer to receive literary
academic attention. Using these markers to tentatively identify his novel
as belonging also to the genre of literary fiction, Zone One stands as an
example of generic mixing. Unlike Michael Chabon’s complexly amal-
gamated alt-history-crime-novel The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007), it
brings into the mixture just one, relatively sharply defined, sub-genre
of genre fiction, allowing a clearer elaboration on the ‘new form’ of the
novel that results, and the ways in which it forces us to re-evaluate the
potential politics of genre fiction itself.



C21 Literature: Journal of 21st-century Writings | 03_01 | 2014

If genre fiction simultaneously enables Whitehead's novel to offer a
utopian vision even as it necessitates some kind of political reading of the
text, a necessity stemming from the history of its adopted popular genre,
then this must also lead us to re-evaluate genre fiction as such differently,
especially the politics of fantasy fiction. The mixing of genres, of literary
fiction and genre fiction, involves a reciprocal relationship in which the
possibilities of literary fiction are expanded towards a new possibility
to envision utopia, and genre fiction opens up to the broader range of
interpretive manoeuvres available to literary fiction. Whitehead’s recog-
nition is that the potential of genre fiction to extend the utopian imagina-
tion goes beyond science fiction and includes a somewhat more neglected
genre, (horror) fantasy. In his magisterial study Archaeologies of the Future
(2005), Jameson suggests that fantasy is ... a celebration of human crea-
tive power and freedom which becomes idealistic only by virtue of the
omission of precisely those material and historical constraints’ (66) which
it is the task of science-fiction to explore. Jameson finds magic to be the
constitutive element of fantasy, and argues that the major trajectory of
fantasy is the enactment of a loss of magical powers and the symbolic
coming of a prosaic, capitalist modern age (2005: 71). If Jameson does
not explicitly deny the possibility of political engagement through fan-
tasy, he is carefully guarded about its extent. It is this very extent which
is being measured by the spate of contemporary writers who actively
include fantasy in their writings and thus expand the range of possible
ways to ‘help the reader to orient herself in her everyday world” (Suvin,
2000: 234). This, as Darko Suvin reminds us, is an eminently political
gesture: fantasy provides an ‘alternative technique for apprehending and
coping with existence’, as Ursula LeGuin has it (in Suvin, 2000: 233). If
‘straightforward [i.e., realist] narrative strategies regularly fail to regis-
ter the reality of the unseen forces of capital’ (McNally, 2011: 7), fantasy
fiction possesses the potential to open positions from which we may ap-
prehend this reality after all.

This recognition gains force when genre fictions become part of liter-
ary fiction, when genre fiction becomes critically legitimized by its con-
flation with literary fiction. If one of the markers of literary fiction is the
author’s name, and if literary fiction is the main locus of critical engage-
ment with literature, then the conflation of genre and literary fiction by
a reputable author like Whitehead must necessarily bring the ‘genres’ to
the attention of an audience that may not have regarded them as a valid
object of critical inquiry. There is, then, a dialectics at work: as much as
the inclusion of genre fictional elements changes the genre of literary
fiction — reopening it, as Saldivar has suggested, to the imagination of
systemic alternatives beyond the reach of mere social realism — so does
the conflation of literary and genre fiction change the nature of main-
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stream-critical, to put it that way, engagement with genre fiction. One
of the consequences of this change is the recognition that genre fictions
offer much more than mere ‘reader’s wish-fulfillment fantasies’ (Joshi,
2009: 25), as the most recent study of genre fiction has it, and at the same
time to go beyond cultural-studies readings. If it is the fantasy form that
Whitehead adopts in Zone One, genre fiction becomes open to precisely
an investigation of its literary form as a fantasy novel.

Max Brooks’s bestseller World War Z shares with Zone One the inter-
est in zombies and in the ways that an apocalypse must necessary change
the ways in which society coheres, what choices it makes, and whether
or not our current systems are without imaginable alternatives. It does
so in ways that differ from Zone One's, but are part of its generic history
— framing a reading of Whitehead’s novel even as it itself is framed by
Whitehead’s merging of their genre into literary fiction. Perhaps most
strikingly, Brooks’s novel fails to envisage systemic change in the after-
math of the apocalypse. To an extent, this is surprising, as World War
7 addresses the problem of class: “Yes, there was racism, but there was
also classism’ (2006: 140) in the immediate beginning of American recov-
ery. But Brooks, unlike Whitehead, ultimately does not see a systematic
origin for this class problem, wholeheartedly endorsing the recuperative
power of capitalism. Indeed, one of his chapters features a report from
Cuba, turned from Communist stronghold into ‘a thriving, capitalist
economy’ (232), while towards the end of the book, a character makes
it clear that his most urgent task now that the worst is over is ‘[glet-
ting people ... to trust the American dollar again.... Confidence, it's the
tuel that drives the capitalist machine’ (837). World War Z's world post-
apocalypse has not changed systematically: its utopian moment is ethical,
moral, political in the narrow sense that it is inclusionary and interna-
tional. It shares one utopian moment with Whitehead’s novel: its insist-
ence that ‘racial, political, and religious divides’ will be overcome in the
aftermath of apocalypse, that the struggle against the zombie will have
‘no racial component’ (Collins and Bond, 2011: 190-1) at all, and that the
post-racial moment elaborated by Saldivar is already present, suggesting
the importance of an awareness of genre history. The novel produces its
own vision for the future as well, a vision in which much good is done
merely by overcoming the political fault lines of the past. We are of-
tered the outlines of the political history of the zombie outbreak: the U.S.
President, unable to cope, is replaced by his Vice President — a thinly-
veiled Colin Powell — who nominates an equally thinly-veiled Howard
Dean for his own Vice President in a ‘coalition party’ (Brooks, 2006: 146).
The overcoming of party lines is merely the first step, and the emphasis
Brooks puts on the necessity for international cooperation holds up the
mirror to the aggressive foreign policy of the Bush years. Dean, elevated
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to President after Powell’s death, notes at the end of the novel: ‘T know
I caught a lot of flak for going UN instead of making it an all-American
crusade, and to be totally honest, I really couldn’t give a damn’ (329).
International, UN-controlled teams roam the frontiers of restored civi-
lization to keep the remaining zombies at bay, a classic version of us vs.
them couched in politically progressive terms. Brooks’s novel is a child of
its time: it responds to the ‘historical urgencies’ (Suvin, 2000: 212) of the
Bush era, rather than to those of the financial crisis. It does not become
more readable because of Whitehead’s novel’s merging of genres: rather,
it becomes differently readable, as an equally important literary engage-
ment with a political situation.

‘Fantasy’, as Darko Suvin has it, is — and seems to have historically
always been — a literature for “the time of troubles™ (2000: 233, quot-
ing Jameson, 1983: 104). Whitehead’s adoption of the fantasy genre is
inevitably tied to the historical moment, and built upon the historical tra-
Jectory in both of the genres it mixes. It is part testament to the exhaus-
tion of social realism, part recognition of the potential of genre fiction
to speak directly to a problem, thanks to its narrative distance from the
reader’s reality. If genres offer us reading frames, as John Frow suggests
(2006: 103), the cross-penetrations between popular genres and literary
fiction may pose the question of which frame the reader ultimately adopts
in approaching a genre-mixed text. The question may also be whether we
would be better served by not assuming the need for such a frame — the
need to categorically differentiate between ‘genre fiction” and literary
fiction” in their respective scare quotes — at all. It would be a mistake to
suggest that the politics of genre fiction are meaningfully, systematically,
different from the politics of literary fiction; indeed, an argument might
be made, although it would need more support than it is possible to give
it here, that the mixing of genre fiction with literary fiction is not prop-
erly a mixing at all, but rather a further step in ‘the obvious continuity of
much postwar American fiction with the modernist project of systematic
experimentation with narrative form’ (McGurl, 2009: 42). Mixed gen-
res produce new reading frames, with neither generic frame remaining
wholly sufficient. These new frames correspond to new positions for the
reader: positions that may be able to offer new perspectives on social
realities. The use of genre fictional elements offers a broad range of pos-
sibilities for literary politics: as Beebee has it, ‘if genre is a form of ideol-
ogy, then the struggle against or the deviations from genre are ideologi-
cal struggles’ (19). If we concede that recent fiction has seen an increase
in the ‘deviation’ from genre, in the sense of an increasing readiness to
merge, conflate, adapt, and otherwise manipulate genre, then this must be
read as an ideological, a political struggle. Perhaps, then, we may also say
that the confluence of genre is also a confluence of ideological preoccupa-
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tions, a way for literary fiction to become, too, a literature for ‘the time
of trouble’. The politics of genre consequently become simultaneously
more and less important for twenty-first century fiction — less important
because boundaries of genre become increasingly permeable and their
politics conflated, so that ‘individual” genre politics become difficult to
trace (if they ever existed), and more important in that the histories of
the politics of genres become significant in our readings of the politics of
the newly hybridized novels so frequently produced today.
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Zombies have invaded the Academy. As Mark McGurl (2010) recently
proclaimed, “We are currently witnessing a zombie renaissance’ in the
culture at large, ‘a time when what counts as “life” is in significant scien-
tific dispute, and in the heyday of zombie computers and zombie banks,
zombie this and zombie that' (2010). It is not difficult to see the evi-
dence for McGurl’s claim: on the one hand, the figure of the shuffling,
flesh-eating corpse has become a mainstay of popular culture, from Seth
Grahame-Smith’s mash-up novel Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (20009),
to multiple videogame franchises (Resident Evil, Left 4 Dead, Plants vs.
Zombies), to Marc Forster’s 2013 cinematic adaptation of Max Brooks’s
novel World War Z (2006). On the other, the term ‘zombie” has become
the preferred metaphor for describing the detritus left in the wake of
the 2008 financial crisis, as in ‘zombie mortgages’, ‘zombie companies’,
‘zombie economics’, and ‘zombie categories’.! As Todd Platts concludes,
‘It seems that nearly all aspects of (popular) culture have been subsumed
by the zombie mob’ (2013: 548). As a result, the zombie has become an
object of increased critical attention. Not far behind this proliferation of
zombie ephemera has been an explosion of essay collections, including
The Undead and Philosophy: Chicken Soup for the Soulless (2006), Zombie
Culture: Autopsies of the Living Dead (2008), Generation Zombie: Issays on
the Living Dead in Modern Culture (2011), Zombies Are Us: Essays on the
Humanity of the Walking Dead (2011), The Year’s Work at the Zombie Re-
search Center (2014), as well as Kyle William Bishop’s full-length study
American Zombie Gothic: The Rise and Fall (and Rise) of the Walking Dead in
Popular Culture (2010). Equally in evidence is the rising number of panels
dedicated to the undead at major academic conferences.”

As McGurl suggests, this reappropriation of the zombie genre — trace-
able in its modern, ghoulish incarnation (as opposed to the slavish zonb:
of Haitian Vodou) to H.P. Lovecraft's Herbert West: Reanimator (1922)” —
can be seen as symptomatic of a larger, renewed consideration of bodies
and matter, beyond their traditional Cartesian characterizations as pas-
sive and inert. Such a materialist turn is evident in popular discussions of
DNA as the ground of human character and behaviour, the possibilities
of genetic engineering and molecular computing, prostheses, synthetic
flesh, cybernetics, and biopolitical state power. But it has also produced a
set of emergent critical practices which Diana Coole and Samantha I'rost
(2010) have collected under the banner of ‘new materialisms’, a term
which refers variously to: ‘speculative realism’ in philosophy, as a rejec-
tion of the Kantian correlation of human thinking and being; to ‘object-
oriented ontology’ in rhetoric and technical communication, as an atten-
tion to the independently productive forces of anthropogenic and natural
objects; and ‘affect’ in cognitive science, where bodily feeling comprises a
pre-cognitive site of response.* Despite their differences, these methodol-



Pedretti | Robert Kirkman’s The Walking Dead

ogies, according to Coole and Frost, share a sense that ‘the more textual
approaches associated with the so-called cultural turn are increasingly
being deemed inadequate for understanding contemporary society, par-
ticularly in light of some of its most urgent challenges regarding envi-
ronmental, demographic, geopolitical, and economic change’ (2010: 2-3).
Coole and Frost offer instead a conception of matter as vibrant, genera-
tive, lively or as exhibiting agency’ (2010: 7); in this sense, their atten-
tion to the primacy of matter can be considered ‘posthumanist’, in that
it unseats the Cartesian dichotomy between the mind as an autonomous,
perceptive agent, and objects as discrete, spatially extended, and recep-
tive to causal forces. The human, then, can no longer be understood as
a disembodied consciousness somehow other than its material instantia-
tion. But if we are reduced to an autonomic constellation of molecules, ‘an
open series of capacities or potencies that emerge hazardously and am-
biguously within a multitude of organic and social processes’ (Coole and
Frost, 2010: 10), then are we left as little more than zombies, lurching
mindlessly at the behest of our material determinations? If neuroscience
has unmasked the perceived unity of the Cartesian cogito as a fragmented
network of neurological functions and chemical processes, then where
does that leave our ordinary, phenomenal sense of the cohesive T'?
Although these new materialisms’ are of recent provenance, similar
questions about the relation between consciousness and materiality have
been active for several decades, in discussions around a different kind of
zombie, and which is usually excluded from the set-pieces of the Holly-
wood genre. Stalking the halls of philosophy departments and feasting,
appropriately enough, on philosophers of mind, the so-called ‘zombie’” or
‘absent qualia” argument has become one of the principal battlegrounds
for on-going philosophical debates about the location and nature of con-
sciousness. Unlike their flesh-eating counterparts, philosophical zombies
do little more than demonstrate how a purely physical account of con-
sciousness can never grasp the phenomenal, experiential properties of
the world. Imagine a materially identical, particle-for-particle duplica-
tion of yourself, with one crucial difference: it lacks consciousness. It does
everything that you do, has the same sensations, but the lights are not on
inside. If such a being is logically possible under a strictly materialist on-
tology, the argument goes, then such an ontology must be false, in being
unable to explain how consciousness got there in the first place. Only a
dualist ontology that admits some basis for consciousness outside of mat-
ter can explain why we are not in fact those zombie duplicates. Much de-
bate between the ‘zombists™ and the physicalists turns on whether such
a being is conceivable or even logically possible, and so the question of
zombies becomes one about the functions and potentialities of imagina-
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tion, for if the philosophical zombie cannot be coherently imagined, then
the argument is nothing more than a flight of fancy.

But what if we conceded the philosophical zombie’s fanciful status and
nonetheless decided to take its argument seriously? What if we were to
take the Hollywood zombies we already have, and ask what they have to
say about the nature of consciousness? That is, contrary to what some
physicalists maintain, we do imagine zombies all the time, in the long-
standing genre of horror fiction and film which philosophers are so quick
to disown. If we could suture the philosophical zombie back together
with its flesh-eating cousin, we could potentially open a new avenue
for negotiating the relationship between materiality and consciousness,
while at the same time providing a more expansive philosophical context
for understanding the new materialist turn in critical theory.

This article will triangulate an emerging conception of ‘vibrant mat-
ter’ (to borrow Jane Bennett’'s 2010 term), the philosophical zombie de-
bate, and the popular representations of flesh-eating zombies, particular-
ly as they appear in Robert Kirkman's graphic novel series The Walking
Dead (2008-) — a series that makes significant and singular innovations
in the zombie genre as popularized by George Romero’s series of Dead
films. Unlike Romero, Kirkman’s series of texts offers a conception of
the human that takes account of the philosophical zombie debate, and
illuminates some of the stakes in the new materialist turn. This article
will suggest that The Walking Dead can construct a mutually illuminating
dialogue between the discourses of the philosophical zombie problem and
the new materialisms, and demonstrate how narrative fiction can offer a
perspective that a strictly philosophical account cannot.

‘While McGurl asserts that ‘the rise of e zombie in popular culture’
in general ‘registers the same truth about human beings as does neuro-
science’ (2010, emphasis added), Kirkman’'s text, when compared with
other contemporaneous entries in the zombie genre, is distinct in the
way it imagines the material basis of consciousness. Although the zom-
bie genre is often treated as homogeneous and repetitive, it is the terms
of the philosophical zombie debate that reciprocally make it possible for
us to recognize generic distinctions between zombie texts that might
otherwise go unnoticed. Tracing the evolution of zombie consciousness
in the seminal films of George Romero, from Night of the Living Dead
(1968) through to his most recent Survival of the Dead (2009) offers a
backdrop for an extended consideration of Kirkman’s The Walking Dead,
which elaborates on Romero’s trajectory, but also articulates a distinct
notion of consciousness illustrative of the vitalist, generative conceptions
of matter proffered by the renewed critical attention to materiality.

The philosophical zombie has been around for as long as the concept
of immaterial consciousness it seeks to validate. Descartes, in the same
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breath with which he asserts the certainty of the cogito in the Meditations
([1641] 2000), immediately turns to the distinct possibility that the other
people he sees on the street below his window might simply be highly
functioning robots: ‘But what do I see apart from hats and coats, under
which it may be the case that there are automata hidden? Nonetheless,
I judge that they are people. In this case, however, what I thought I saw
with my eyes I understand only by the faculty of judging, which is in my
mind’ (Meditation II, 29). As soon as Descartes has settled on the prima-
cy of a non-corporeal, non-extended subject, the zombie (or automaton,
in his account) presents itself as the reductio ad absurdum of mind-body
dualism, only to be quickly dismissed as an unthinkable possibility. But
the zombie problem has proven more pernicious than that; in this mo-
ment, what Simon Critchley has called ‘the old epistemological chestnut
of the problem of other minds’ is born (2007: 65). This has been, for a
dualist ontology, remarkably hard to crack, as long as I start with my
own subjectivity, I can never be certain that you are not a zombie, cleverly
mimicking the traits of consciousness.

If the zombie was that which originally haunted the Cartesian subject,
it has since become, ironically, that which has defended it against claims
of material monism or physicalism.® Popularized by Thomas Nagel and
Robert Kirk in the 1970s,” the zombie argument sets out to demonstrate
that consciousness is not logically entailed by the physical facts of mate-
rial reality, as thinkers like Carnap or Davidson argue.® In the words of
this argument’s most ardent proponent, David Chalmers:

Let us consider my zombie twin. This creature is molecule for molecule
identical to me, and identical in all low-level properties postulated by a
completed physics, but he lacks conscious experience entirely.... He will
certainly be identical to me functionally: he will be processing the same
sort of information, reacting in a similar way to inputs, with his internal
configurations being modified appropriately and with indistinguishable
behavior resulting. He will be psychologically identical to me.... He will be
perceiving trees outside, in the functional sense, and tasting the chocolate,
in the psychological sense.... He will even be ‘conscious’ in the functional
senses described earlier — he will be awake, able to report the contents
of his internal states, able to focus attention in various places, and so on.
It is just that none of this functioning will be accompanied by any real
conscious experience. There will be no phenomenal feel. There is nothing
it is like to be a zombie. (1997: 94—5, emphasis in original)’

My ‘zombie twin’ is physically exactly like me, only ‘all is silent and dark
within’ (Kirk, 1999: 1); he lacks a ‘Cartesian theater’” from which to re-
flectively experience sensation. If we can give a logically coherent account
of such a being (or, in Chalmers’s version, an entire zombie world) under
a materialist rubric — regardless of its possibility or actuality — then con-
sciousness does not necessarily supervene on the physical, and a certain
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kind of dualism must be true, such that ‘no [physically] reductive expla-
nation of consciousness will be satisfactory; the further question of why
we exist and not zombies will always arise’ (Chalmers, 1997: 110). If a
zombie world is possible under the same set of physical conditions as our
world, then that exclusively physical account cannot explain the fact that
our world has consciousness and the zombie world does not. Phenomenal
‘teel’ — what it is like to experience physical sensation — will always ex-
ceed explanations based solely on the material interactions of chemicals
and electricity. For Chalmers, consciousness constitutes ‘an extra fact
about our world, not guaranteed by the physical facts alone’ (1997: 123),
but which nonetheless does not rise to the level of a Cartesian mental
substance off in its own metaphysical realm. Instead, Chalmers argues
for property dualism, in which ‘there are properties of individuals in this
world — the phenomenal properties — that are ontologically independ-
ent of physical properties’, even if they are conditioned and delimited by
those physical properties in certain ways (1997: 125).

The phenomenological question ‘what is it like?” is decisive in this ac-
count. Thomas Nagel's essay “What is it Like to be a Bat?’ argues that
the key feature of consciousness is this sense of ‘what it is like’ to have
experiences:

The fact that an organism has conscious experience at all means, basically,
that there is something it is like to be that organism.... Fundamentally an
organism has conscious mental states if and only if there is something that
it is like to be that organism — something it is like for the organism. (1974
436)

One can imagine, through some illusory anthropomorphic empathy, what
it would be like for one to be a bat, but cannot know what it is like for a
bat to be a bat; which nonetheless does not mean that there is not some-
thing that it is like to be a bat — only that its consciousness is radically,
unimaginably different from one’s own. In Ned Block’s formulation, con-
sciousness is not just the apperceptive information-processing of an ac-
cessive ‘A-consciousness’ that might be found in the lower animals; it is
‘the totality of the experiential properties of a state’ that emerges with
phenomenal ‘P-consciousness’, and which imparts qualia — ‘the introspec-
tively accessible, phenomenal aspects of our mental lives’ (Tye, 2009) — to
particular sense-data, in order to constitute ‘what it is like” to be cold,
hungry, depressed, in love, and so on (Block, 1995: 230). The philosophi-
cal zombie, in contrast, has no P-consciousness, no sense of ‘what it is
like” to be a zombie, because being a zombie is like ‘nothing’.

Almost every aspect of this thought experiment — from the conceiv-
ability of zombies, to their logical possibility, to the relationship between
conceivability and possibility —has been contested in one way or another,
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but its most outspoken opponent has been Daniel Dennett. Dennett’s
critique incisively takes the zombie argument on its own terms:

When philosophers claim that zombies are conceivable, they invariably
underestimate the task of conception (or imagination), and end up
imagining something that violates their own definition. This conceals from
them the fact that the philosophical concept of a zombie is sillier than they
have noticed. (1998: 172)

Dennett makes this argument by imagining a zimbo’, a kind of super-
zombie ‘equipped for higher-order reflective informational states (for ex-
ample, beliefs about its other beliefs and its other zombie states)” which
conforms to Chalmers’s standards (1998: 172)."' However, with these
higher-order self-reflections, Dennett’s zimbo is indistinguishable from
the phenomenal ‘feel’ of consciousness; de facto, it is us:

If, ex hypothesi, zombies are behaviorally indistinguishable from us
normal folk, then they are really behaviorally indistinguishable! They
say just what we say, they understand, what they say (or, not to beg any
questions, they understand what they say), they believe, what we believe,
right down to having beliefs, that perfectly mirror all our beliefs about
inverted spectra, ‘qualia,” and every other possible topic of human reflection and
conversation. (1998: 172, emphasis in original)

Dennett thus constructs a dilemma for the zombists: either his high-
functioning zimboes can do everything that is attributed to conscious-
ness, thus rendering the zombie argument trivial; or the zombists treat
consciousness as some kind of inscrutable property — “a player to be
named later” or an undeclared wild card’” (Dennett, 1998: 173) — that can-
not be contested. We have met the zombies, and they are us.

Dennett’s argument has the effect of undoing the consciousness/zom-
bie distinction on which Chalmers’s argument depends: if consciousness
is ‘not a single wonderful separable thing” (Dennett, 1998: 175), then the
human and the zombie can be made identical. But, while Dennett believes
that the force of his argument is to refute the zombists’ methodology, he
facilitates a synthetic position grounded in what each side gets right. We
could concede, as Chalmers does, that ‘consciousness arises from a physi-
cal basis even though it is not entailed by that basis’ (1997: 125) — that
consciousness is not a necessary attribute of the particle-organization of
my brain but merely a fortunate contingency of it — and still take serious-
ly our intuitive experience of it as something irreducible to its material
components; consciousness may be a material product, but it resists ma-
terial explanation. This is similar to the position at which Robert Stan-
laker arrives in his attempt to arbitrate the zombie debate:

I agree that ‘consciousness’ is something we simply find ourselves with, and
I can’t imagine being convinced by any kind of theoretical consideration
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that I am not conscious — that I am a zombie. Since I can imagine being
convinced, on theoretical grounds, of the truth of materialism (this takes
little imagination, since I am convinced of it), I conclude that the existence
of consciousness is compatible with materialism. (2003: 251)

Stanlaker’s important recognition here is that Chalmers’s property dual-
ism does not seek to refute physical law so much as supplement it (Chal-
mers, 1997: 128-9). The two sides of the debate are really not that far
apart. We can make consciousness compatible with materialism by rec-
ognizing it as what Jeffrey Goldstein (1999) calls an emergent property:
materially determined but nevertheless greater than its physical basis.
In this synthetic account, consciousness may be ‘epiphenomenal’ in that
it has no causal capacity to affect the physical, but it nonetheless makes
all the difference. Our qualia constitute an extraordinarily special expe-
rience of conscious interiority — just one with no discernible place in a
strictly physical universe. We can conceive of consciousness as physmally
determined, but we experience it in a wholly non-physical way; emerging
from its material conditions but irreducible to them; epiphenomenal but
nevertheless essential to the experience of selthood.*

Reconciling the philosophical zombie problem in this way — under-
standing consciousness as an emergent property in excess of its mate-
rial determination — requires a concept of matter more in keeping with
those being explored by the new materialists. If we abandon the Carte-
sian notion of inert matter in favour of one ‘possessing its own modes
of self-transformation, self-organization, and directedness, and thus no
longer as passive and inert’, then we end up with ‘a materiality that ma-
terializes’, that is, from which consciousness could emerge without being
reducible to that materiality (Coole and Frost, 2010: 9—10). With such a
generative concept of matter, Chalmers’s thought experiment could also
be run in reverse, to show that it zs impossible for us to imagine a being with-
out consciousness. The proof of matter’s generative properties lies in our
inability to imagine an animate being that does not possess some form
of consciousness; Jane Bennett finds this in magical thinking, the ‘child-
hood experiences of a world populated by animate things rather than
passive objects’ (2010: vii, emphasis in original) — however impoverished
that might be. Whether in the form of a zombie or a zimbo (which might
amount to the same thing) or a bat, what we try to imagine as a being
without consciousness ends up as one that has it. “What it is like’ to
be a such-and-such — even when that such-and-such is defined as being
‘like nothing” — sneaks back into the equation. Even if the philosophical
zombie represents, according to Dennett, ‘a mistake of the imagination’
(1998: 176), that does not prevent us from imagining what it would be
like to be one.” One implication of this synthetic position is that if mate-
rial conditions (the size and neurological density of our brains) delimit
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the possibilities of conscious experience, then consciousness would func-
tion along a spectrum, from the minimal to the rich. To be sure, ‘what it
is like’” to be a zombie would be very impoverished indeed — Stanlaker, in
an extended analogy, compares this to ‘being H,O without being water’
(2003: 252) — but this nonetheless suggests that there s something that
it is like to be a zombie.

All sides in this debate go to painstaking lengths to distinguish their
thought experiment from the popular, flesh-eating zombies of the mov-
ies. Chalmers, for instance, is quick to note,

this sort of [philosophical] zombie is quite unlike the zombies found in

Hollywood movies, which tend to have significant functional impairments.

The sort of consciousness that Hollywood zombies most obviously lack is

a psychological version: typically, they have little capacity for introspection

and lack a refined ability to voluntarily control behavior. (1997: 95)"*
But he then goes on to admit that his ‘strange’ idea of zombies might
entail ‘exhibiting impaired behavior’ (1997: 96), bringing the two zombie
species close enough together to warrant comparison. It is no coinci-
dence that this problem of consciousness was formulated in terms of the
zombie after the success of George Romero’s seminal 1968 film Night
of the Living Dead (earlier versions dealt exclusively with automata or
simply bodies),"” suggesting that these two types of zombie are distant
cousins, marked by a family resemblance and a shared genealogy. Even
then, it is not simple to examine ‘the’ popular zombie as one conceptually
stable generic figure across numerous authorial inflections and cultural
contexts. The terminology of the philosophical zombie problem allows
us to distinguish between the ‘classic’ zombies of George Romero, which
show very few signs of consciousness according to Chalmers’s formula-
tion, and the materialist zombies of Robert Kirkman’s graphic novels,
which articulate the synthetic position sketched out above: a liminally
material consciousness, grounded in the physical but irreducible to it.

The zombie films of George Romero — Night of the Living Dead (1968),
Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead (2005),
Diary of the Dead (2007), and Survival of the Dead (2009) — articulate a
vision of zombies very much in keeping with Chalmers’s thought experi-
ment. In Night of the Living Dead, the zombies are little more than ‘ghouls’,
a plot contrivance that facilitates attention to the racially, sexually, and
generationally charged dynamics of the human survivors trapped inside
a Pennsylvania farmhouse. The 1978 sequel, Dawn of the Dead, is overt in
its polemical critique: it is set in a mall, and in several juxtaposed shots
we see both humans and zombies walking mindlessly through the stores,
blissfully benumbed by the self-contained, self-sufficient shopper’s para-
dise. When one of the protagonists, Francine, wonders why the undead
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continue to gather outside the mall, the main character, Peter, responds,
“They're after the place. They don’t know why. They just remember. Re-
member that they want to be in here’. One does not need to be an Althus-
serian to draw a connection from moments like these (earlier we are also
told that the zombies congregate at the mall out of ‘instinct, memory,
what they used to do’) to a critique of the subject as the product of ideo-
logical interpellation.'® In this ‘classical’ articulation of the zombie genre,
we already have a post-structuralist critique of the Cartesian subject as a
negativity or a construct. Romero’s zombies are mindless to demonstrate
the false plenitude of our own minds.

The closest that Romero comes to articulating a vision of zombie con-
sciousness 1s in 1985’s Day of the Dead, where, deep in a military bunker,
the slightly mad scientist Dr Logan has been experimenting with ‘trick-
ing’ zombies ‘into being good little girls and boys with the promise of
some reward to come’. Logan’s crowning achievement is a zombie nick-
named ‘Bub’, who demonstrates the ability to use a razor, pick up a book,
and even recalls his former identity as a soldier by saluting and raising
a pistol; Logan sees this as ‘the bare beginning of social behaviour, of
civilized behaviour’. This evolution continues in Land of the Dead, where
the main zombie figure, referred to as ‘Big Daddy’ in the credits, forms a
rough social resistance to an exploitative human capitalist order."” But if
Romero is trying, over the course of his films, to articulate an evolving
sense of zombie consciousness, the seed planted in Day of the Dead falls
on conceptually and rhetorically fallow ground. On the one hand, what
Bub represents is ultimately a behaviourist account of consciousness, like
Dennett’s, which treats consciousness as little more than a set of learned
routines; Bub may have memory-knowledge of how to shave, but he does
not know ‘what it is like’” to shave.'” Romero’s most recent film Survival of
the Dead enacts this kind of unconscious behaviourism on a mass scale, as
an entire island of living dead has been carefully contained to allow them
to perform the routine functions of their former lives, such as delivering
the mail, raking leaves, or riding horses. Bub’s ‘triumph’ of consciousness
is, however, complicated by the fact that the film ironizes Logan by giving
him troped tics of insanity and delusions of Oedipal grandeur. The only
ideological alternative to Logan offered in Day of the Dead is the acer-
bic Captain Rhodes, who doesn’t ‘want [the zombies] to do anything but
drop over’. The only point of sympathetic identification we might find
in the film comes in the figure of Bub himself, whose constant hang-dog
expression asks us to recognize that remnants of human consciousness
might persist in his zombie state.

In contrast to Romero’s unconscious zombies, Robert Kirkman’s The
Walking Dead offers a vision of zombie consciousness that closely re-
sembles the position articulated in the Chalmers/Dennett debate, where
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consciousness functions as an epiphenomenal supplement to the physical
which nonetheless illuminates the world as meaningtul. Kirkman’s series
(drawn first by Tony Moore and then by Charlie Adlard) recounts the
generically typical story of a small town sheriff named Rick Grimes, who
wakes up, after being shot in the line of duty, to a post-zombie apocalypse
that has destroyed most structures of civility, economy, and law. Rick and
an ever-shifting group of survivors set out to find a place where they can
weather the zombie onslaught, alighting variously at a campsite, a sub-
urb, a prison, and a town.

The Walking Dead is clearly indebted to Romero’s lineage, to the extent
that we might understand it as a pastiche of the genre’s founding tropes.
Kirkman has resurrected the slow, lurching zombie of Romero’s films,
who appeared to have died its own second death after Danny Boyle’s 28
Days Later (2002) and Zack Snyder’s remake of Dawn of the Dead (2004),
which both feature fast, sprinting, rage-filled zombies. Additionally, Kirk-
man pays tribute to Romero by featuring, at the start of the series, a
young African-American character named Duane Jones, which is not co-
incidentally the name of the actor who played the lead protagonist Ben
in Romero’s original Night of the Living Dead."” These are only the most
obvious of Kirkman’s allusions to Romero: later in the series, Rick and
his band find a downed helicopter, which they subsequently learn was oc-
cupied by a television traffic reporter and his girlfriend, just like Stephen
and Francine in Dawn of the Dead. The helicopter is from Atlanta, where
there is an actual television station with the call letters WGON, which
was also the fictional identifier of the Pittsburgh station in Dawn of the
Dead (WD 28:4).”° Rirkman repeats several recognizable set-pieces of the
genre, from the Rip Van Winkle narrative of Rick waking up in an aban-
doned hospital (featured in 28 Days Later and suggested by Dawn of the
Dead) to a zombie child in the basement of a house, which harks back to
Karen Cooper eating her father at the climax of Night of the Living Dead
(WD 8:16).

The Walking Dead is a zombie story for those who know zombie stories,
noting with self-referential attention the ways in which the genre has be-
come textually conditioned, at once revelling in and calling attention to
the repetition of plot devices available in its limited repertoire. Whereas
each of Romero’s films presents itself as unaware of its predecessors, as
if the zombie outbreak were always a new and singular phenomenon, in
Kirkman'’s text, while the zombie outbreak may be intradiegetically a sin-
gular catastrophe, it is clearly not meant to be seen as such by the reader.

If we are to understand The Walking Dead's citation as formally post-
modern in this way, that does not seem to entail that we read it as epis-
temologically or ontologically postmodern in the manner of Romero’s
critique of the ideologically constructed subject. If anything, Kirkman’s
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narrative offers an image of zombie consciousness that takes the terms
of Chalmers’s hypothetical and overturns them, seeking to demonstrate
both the materiality and the phenomenological irreducibility of con-
sciousness in the figure of the zombie, rather than through its exclusion.
That is, Kirkman’s zombies are very much in keeping with what I have
been describing as the new materialist commitment to generative mat-
ter, whereby the human body can never not be regarded as conscious or
agentic in some way. In a scene from the first issue of the series, Rick, af-
ter fleeing from the hospital, literally stumbles upon a desiccated, almost
skeletal zombie corpse, immobilized in a roadside ditch. Upon recogniz-
ing what he is looking at, he gasps and sheds a tear (#’D 1:11). At the end
of the issue, when Rick has gone to the sheriff’s station to arm himself
before leaving town, he deliberately returns to the same spot to put the
corpse out of its misery. Looking down at the now deceased body, Rick
sheds another tear (D 1:25). For a series that speaks, for the most part,
in the gruff, strategic, and technical language of male adolescence, these
moments of overt sentiment are exceptional. In AMC'’s television adapta-
tion of the comic (produced by Frank Darabont but listing Kirkman as an
executive producer and writer), this scene is repeated in the first episode,
with a crucial difference: as Rick (played by Andrew Lincoln) returns to
find the corpse, now crawling across a field, he squats down next to it and
says, ‘I'm sorry that this happened to you’ (‘Days Gone Bye”).

Darabont’s added dialogue offers an apt gloss on the scene from Kirk-
man’s original. In both moments of the graphic novel, Rick’s tears re-
flect the dilemma of locating consciousness, which the television dialogue
makes clear: if the ‘you’ to whom Rick apologizes is no longer the same
one to whom ‘this” has ‘happened’, where consciousness is something like
Descartes’s mental substance, then the one who has died here would not
be there to hear Rick’s consolation or to see his tears. But from a physi-
calist perspective in which ‘bodily continuity is both necessary and suf-
ficient for personal identity’ (Larkin, 2006: 17), if the ‘you’ is the same
both before and after zombie infection, then Rick has no consolation to
offer, because the ‘you” he addresses persists, and nothing has happened
to it. The only way to make sense of Rick’s gesture, without falling into
this dilemma, is to understand that he is addressing the remainder of
consciousness that exceeds the body but which is nevertheless materially
conditioned by it. If the outcome of the Chalmers/Dennett debate is that
consciousness is an epiphenomenal excess of the material, then Rick’s
tearful ‘I'm sorry that this happened to you’ is addressed to the irreduc-
ible remainder of consciousness altered by the zombie body. Rick sees in
the desiccated corpse a vestigial consciousness without a proper body,
and this is what makes him cry.
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This sense that there is something that ‘it is like’ to be a zombie be-
comes a pervasive element of Kirkman’s narrative. The text repeatedly
explores the possibility that zombie ‘life’ entails a particular kind of con-
sciousness. Admittedly, The Walking Dead never ofters the kind of first-
person perspective that would get ‘inside’” a zombie’s experiences, so the
representation of zombie consciousness must be inferred.”’ While the
text contains its fair share of bullet-to-the-brain blood and gore, the mo-
ments in which it rises above its genre are those in which the undead
are understood as consciousnesses trapped in bodies that are no longer
human. Inverting Chalmers’s formulation, the undead continue to expe-
rience phenomenal properties of the world even without the necessary
physical preconditions to facilitate them. When Rick returns to the grave
of his former partner, Shane, who has died not from a zombie bite but a
gunshot, he explains to the mumbling corpse he has dug up from the
ground: “‘When I realized that you might be at the bottom of that hole,
altve — or whatever — 1 couldn’t stop thinking about it. I couldn’t sleep,
knowing you were down there’ (/D 15:20, emphasis in original). Rick’s
‘or whatever” seems to capture the peculiar condition of Shane’s exist-
ence: he is no longer ‘alive’ in the sense of having full human conscious-
ness (Rick himself later puts scare quotes around the word), but he is also
not nothing, as the depth of his eyes — which should decay from a rotting
corpse quite quickly — continue to suggest some sort of interiority.”*

Zombie consciousness later becomes an explicit object of speculation.
As Axel, a former prisoner who is helping to clear bodies out of the pris-
on, muses, I wonder what it felt like when they died. I wonder what it
was like to start turning into one of them — to come back. I wonder if it
hurts. I bet it hurts real bad. That's why they moan so much. You gotta
ask yourselves these questions. I mean, odds are we’ll all be like that be-
fore long” (WD 22:12). Axel is, in essence, posing the question of Nagel's
‘what is it like?” test, and concluding that there must be something that it
is like to be a zombie, since the matter that becomes conscious is also that
which becomes a zombie. Rick’s declaration, “We are the walking dead’
(WD 24:21), points to the series’s conceptual homology between the hu-
man and the zombie. This theme is later elaborated when Dr Stevens, in
the town of Woodbury, is bitten while helping Rick escape, gasping, ‘I'm
not dying... think of it scientifically... I'm just evolving into a different —
worse life form. I'll still exist... in some way’ (WD 32:19).

Stevens’s ‘scientific’ estimation of the material persistence of conscious-
ness stands in direct opposition to Woodbury’s demented ‘Governor’
Philip, who espouses an attitude closer to Romero’s (and Dennett’s) be-
haviourism. The Governor regularly hosts gladiatorial contests between
his citizens, with zombies at the edges of the arena for ‘extra motivation’;
he keeps the zombies ‘docile’ by feeding them human flesh, so that they
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are ‘not much of a threat now’ (#D 27:21). He has domesticated them in
much the same way that Dr Logan domesticates Bub, with punishments
and rewards; later, we see the Governor slap his zombie daughter when
she tries to attack him, only to then reward her with a treat — Rick’s
severed hand (WD 29:9-12). The Governor clearly understands humans
along behaviourist lines, as nothing other than a set of drives and desires:
‘We can learn so much from them, y’know — just by watching them.... I
almost admire them. The thing you have to realize is that they're just us —
they’re no different. They want what they want, they take what they want,
and after they get what they want — they're only content for the briefest
span of time. Then they want more (WD 28:17, emphasis in original).
The Governor treats the zombies as a mirror that reflects back on the
workings of human consciousness as a set of behaviours; but, in much
the same way that Romero ironizes Logan, Kirkman clearly positions the
Governor as an absolutely unsympathetic villain, alerting his readers (in
the simple binarism of the comic genre) not to take his behaviourism too
seriously. Rather, it is Stevens’s ‘in some way’ — or, as another survivor,
Alice, says, ‘alive or whatever it is they are’ (#D 41:16) — that marks the
irreducible, epiphenomenal character of consciousness, which persists as
a kind of minimal qualia in Kirkman’s zombies.

Admittedly, The Walking Dead is not the first text to explore the philo-
sophical zombie problem through imaginary limit cases. While philoso-
phers have been quick to disavow the monstrous zombie, popular media
has felt more comfortable constructing characters without consciousness,
similar to philosophical zombies. Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner
presents ‘replicants’ as exceptionally human androids who seem to lack
basic self-reflection.”” More recently, the Wachowski Brothers” Matrix
trllogy (1999-2003) offered sentient computer programmes, for whom
consciousness would be something like Dennett’s algorithms of behav-
iour, and Russell Davies’s revival of Doctor Who (2005-) deals extensively
with the ‘cybermen’, a humanoid species who gradually replaced their
brains with computer parts, literalizing one of David Chalmers’s (1996)
thought experiments. We could also understand the popularity of anti-
heroes such as Mad Men's (2007-) Don Draper and Dexter's (2006-2013)
Dexter Morgan as a way of imagining what it would be like to lack inte-
riority. If the zombists refuse to turn to the Hollywood zombie as a way
of exploring their problematic, these other cases demonstrate the gen-
erative potential of fiction and film to construct situations that a strictly
philosophical account cannot. However, we do not consider any of these
characters to be zombies in any sense of the word, revealing one of the
thorny aspects of generic determination: if a character does not act like a
monstrous zombie, even if they behave like a philosophical zombie, then
we tend to treat them under a different generic rubric: science fiction,
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psychopathy or period drama. Genre, in this sense, is not determined
by subject matter so much as through a set of stylistic and rhetorical
operations, the inhabiting of specific tropes, and the turn to recognizable
set-pieces. Nowhere is this clearer than in Ruben Fleischer’s Zombieland
(2009), which presents a series of ‘rules’ for surviving the zombie apoca-
lypse that could just as easily stand in for the conventions of the zombie
genre. Treating a particular text under the generic category of zombie’
only if that text presents a recognizable image of a decaying, flesh-eating
corpse — and in which the zombies themselves are secondary, a nuisance
or natural fact, not the object of diegetic speculation — means that we do
not ask what it 1s like to be a zombie because, within the conventions of
the zombie genre, being a zombie is like ‘nothing’.

Kirkman’s account of zombie consciousness in The Walking Dead is
interesting not only in that it breaks with this generic expectation, but
also in that it differs from other recent zombie narratives that have also
tried, mostly unsuccessfully, to raise the question of zombie conscious-
ness. Max Brooks’s World War Z pays homage to Romero’s mindless
‘ghouls’, using the outbreak of a worldwide zombie pandemic as a device
to explore social and political questions of isolationism, survivalism, and
governmentality. In Forster’s film adaptation, the zombies are reimag-
ined as an insect-like horde, operating with the collective intentionality
of an ant colony, but lacking any individual sense of agency. Similarly,
the ‘stragglers’ of Colson Whitehead's Zone One (2011) are found locked
into a particular behaviour of their former lives, ‘an army of mannequins,
limbs adjusted by an inscrutable hand.... Their lives had been an inter-
minable loop of repeated gestures; now their existences were winnowed
to this discrete and eternal moment’ (48-50).

At the other end of the spectrum, Isaac Marion’s young adult novel
Warm Bodies (2011) derives its humour precisely from placing a fully hu-
man consciousness inside a zombie body, so that the narrator ‘R’ is able
to reflect on his zombie state according to the anthropomorphic fallacy
of Nagel's bat. The novel’'s humour comes from the discrepancy between
R’s narratorial and characterological voices:

I am dead, but it’s not so bad. I've learned to live with it. I'm sorry I can’t
introduce myself, but I don’t have a name anymore.... It's funny because
back when I was alive, I was always forgetting other people’s names. My
friend ‘M’ says the irony of being a zombie is that everything is funny, but
you can’t smile, because your lips have rotted off. (Marion, 2011: 3)

Judgment, memory, irony, humour: ‘R’ is giving an account of what it
would be like for a human to be a zombie, not what it is like for a zombie
to be a zombie. A similar perspectival narrative device is used in the films
DeadHeads (2011) and Colin (2008). Whereas DeadHeads presents us with
fully functional humans in zombie makeup, only Colin attempts to get
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inside the altered consciousness of its titular character as he transforms
into a zombie, and, as a result, the film lacks any point of significant
spectative identification. While these texts typify the current state of the
zombie genre — and this is perhaps why scholars feel comfortable refer-
ring simply to ‘the zombie’ as a consistent figure — they remain caught in
the conceptual dichotomy that produced the philosophical zombie prob-
lem, between inert matter and immaterial consciousness.

The Walking Dead, in contrast, works to articulate a vision of con-
sciousness which incorporates the terms of the philosophical zombie de-
bate while resolving them in ways only made possible by the new ma-
terialist turn to alternate conceptions of matter. Kirkman offers an ac-
count of consciousness that is neither an ineffable essence nor a readily
intelligible presence; instead, it is manifestly the product of its material
conditions, without being reducible to them. Such a notion of conscious-
ness, according to Stanlaker, makes it less something one ‘has’ than a
spectrum of experiential richness, still present — ‘in some way’ — in even
the barest forms of life. That bare level of zombie consciousness may be
phenomenologically opaque to us, but Kirkman seems to be insisting on
its presence.

Maitland McDonagh (2002) has written that ‘every generation gets
the zombies it deserves’. If this is so, then Kirkman’s depiction of zombie
consciousness seems to demonstrate a contemporaneous reassessment of
materiality and its generative potential. Why does Kirkman’s allusive re-
lationship to Romero not lead him down the same ideological paths? Be-
cause Kirkman’s narrative speaks to its present in other ways. Following
McGurl, the dispute over ‘what counts as life’ is as much a political ques-
tion as it is scientific; one corollary to conceiving of matter as generative
and agentic is the emergence of an uncertain boundary between life and
death, in turn making it possible for the state to claim political authority
over the determination of biological life. In this biopolitical constellation,
‘living matter itself becomes the subject and not the object of inquiry,
and this shift toward a biocentered perspective affects the very fiber and
structure of social subjects’ (Braidotti, 2010: 201).

While there is much about The Walking Dead that is conservative, it
is also a text concerned with forms of leadership, the status of victims,
the right to kill, and the paradoxes of Schmittian sovereignty. Although
Kirkman’s text presents us with an extreme ‘state of emergency’, we
should be mindful of Giorgio Agamben’s definition of the sovereign as
the one who determines the biological and political status of the human,
and ‘the decisive event of modernity’ as ‘the politicization of bare life as
such’ (1998: 10). We could, without difficulty, draw a straight line from
Agamben’s notion of ‘bare life’ to zombies — either the philosophical or
flesh-eating varieties — as beings who no longer possess consciousness
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(and therefore can be killed without ethical or political consequence).*

In

so doing, we might then take Kirkman’s zombie consciousness as a

demand, at an historical moment increasingly governed by permanent
war and emergency powers, to recognize the conscious (political) subject
that inheres in the human body.

Notes

1

2

© W 0 D O

10

11
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For the different versions of this metaphor, see Kane (1989), Quiggin (2010),
Brooke (2002), Cowen (2011), and Ip (2010); see also Beck and Beck-Gern-
sheim (2002), esp. ch. 14.

By my cursory count, three papers on zombies were presented at the 2011
American Comparative Literature Association conference, up from one at the
2010 ACLA conference; there were three panels on the undead at the 2011
National Popular Culture and American Culture Association conference, up
from two panels and three other papers at the 2010 NPC & ACA conference;
one panel at the 2011 International Studies Association conference; one pan-
el plus one paper at the 2011 Post45 conference; a 2010 conference dedicated
to the undead at the University of Hertfordshire; a 2011 “Zombosium’ at the
University of Winchester; and a 2012 “Zombies vs. Professors’ symposium at
the University of Louisville.

For these origins, see Kay (2008), esp. chs 1—2. Kay traces the zombie genre
to the U.S. occupation of Haiti in 1915, which occasioned a rising fascination
with, and misunderstanding of, Vodou, reanimation, and the occult, depicted
in popular novels like William Seabrook’s The Magic Island (1929).

The distinctions between these fields are not always well defined. For specu-
lative realism, see Harman (2011) and Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman (2011),
but also Bryant (2011), which belongs equally to object-oriented ontology,
for which see also Bennett (2010) and Bogost (2012). For the ‘affective turn’,
see Massumi (2002).

The term belongs to Frankish (2007).

For the history of this argument, see Kirk (2011).

See Nagel (1974) and Kirk (1974).

For this history, see Stoljar (2009).

I recognize that Chalmers is not the originator of the zombie argument, but
for the sake of economy I will refer to his version of it in The Conscious Mind
(1997) as central; otherwise I will refer to the argument as belonging simply
to ‘the zombists’, which includes the other thinkers mentioned here, as well
as dozens more.

This formulation of the mind-as-theatre metaphor is conventionally attrib-
uted to Dennett (1991), but see also Lakoff and Johnson (1999), esp. ch. 19.

For another version of this argument, see Frankish (2007).

For a vigorous defence of epiphenomenalism, see Jackson (1982); for an ex-
tensive critique, see Bailey (2006).
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13 See Block (1995), who argues that zombies would still possess A-conscious-
ness, so they could experience a certain pleasure in eating brains.

14 See also Jacquette (2006), Hauser (2006), and Campbell (2005), esp. pp. 97{t.

15 Again, see Nagel (1974 for the body formulation; Kirk (1974) for the original
zombie formulation; and Kirk (2011) for a history of the problem.

16 See Louis Althusser’s well-known essay ‘Ideology and Ideological State Ap-
paratuses’, in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (1971), pp. 121-76.

17 For this reading, see Lutz (2010).

18 For a brief account (and critique) of behaviourism, see Kirk (2005), esp. pp.
203—4.

19 Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore, The Walking Dead, Issue 1 (Image Comics,
October 2003): 15-18. Hereafter cited parenthetically as /7D with issue and
page numbers, counted starting from the cover.

20 The only salient difference between the actual Atlanta channel and its fic-
tionalized counterpart in The Walking Dead is the number; in Kirkman’s text,
the helicopter is from Channel 9, whereas the actual WGON is Channel 11
in Atlanta. There is no WGON in Pittsburgh.

21 For an argument for such a first-person test, see Hauser (2006).

22 On the relationship between the eyes and the perception of consciousness,
see Althusser, ‘Cremonini, Painter of the Abstract’, in Lenin and Philosophy
and Other Essays (1971), pp. 229—42.

23 Hauser (2010) treats Blade Runner's replicants as a species of philosophical
zombie.

24 For this implication, see Jacquette (2006).
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with various kinds of remembering. Theories of memory can help ex-
plain the playful interaction between the motifs surrounding technology
common to steampunk and those elements more likely to be in flux. The
interface between steampunk’s recurring tropes concerning technology
and its space for other kinds of liquid creative activity is fundamental to
the sub-genre’s success, and this article examines the extent to which
this can explain why what began as a literary form has spread so eftec-
tively to other media, such as comics, films, television and videogames, as
well as providing the impulse for a vibrant ‘DIY” steampunk sub-culture.

Using ideas of ‘assemblage memory’ outlined by memory theoreti-
cians Amit Pinchevski, Paul Frosh and Anna Reading, the article argues
that a modified version of assemblage memory can explain the playful ex-
change between different kinds of remembering that render steampunk a
‘tuzzy set’, and in turn enables it to flourish in multiple kinds of storytell-
ing media. Further, it proposes that assemblage memory can help under-
stand why the steampunk sub-genre is capable of producing material that
can be constructed as both radical and reactionary in its presentation of
social and cultural mores.

Genre and Steampunk

A precise definition of steampunk is difficult to establish. The term
‘steampunk’ is often credited to the novelist K.W. Jeter, who tried to de-
scribe the kind of fiction he and a number of fellow writers were pro-
ducing in the mid-1980s, although Jess Nevins suggests that Ronald W.
Clark’s 1967 novel Queen Victoria’s Bomb and Michael Moorcock’s 1971
novel Warlord of the Air can be construed as ‘proto-steampunk’ (Nevins,
2008: 7). According to Nick Gevers, steampunk can be understood as a
‘subgenre of science fiction, fantasy, and horror’ (Gevers, 2008: 7), while
Ann and Jeft Vandermeer characterise ‘the idea of steampunk’ as ‘dark
pseudo-Victorian fun’ (Vandermeer and Vandermeer, 2008: ix).

For Farah Mendlesohn and Edward James, ‘the essence of steampunk’
centres on ‘technological advances that our own Victorian period did not
see’ (Mendlesohn and James, 2009: 135—136), a definition echoed by the
latest edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, which describes steam-
punk as ‘a genre of science fiction that typically features steam-powered
machinery rather than advanced technology’ (http://w ww.oxforddiction-
aries.com, 2014). The fiction publication Steampunk Magazine chooses
to employ a still broader understanding of the term, describing itself
as ‘dedicated to promoting steampunk as a culture, as more than a sub-
category of fiction” (http://www.steampunkmagazine.com, 2014). These
competing versions of steampunk underline film theorist Rick Altman’s
contention that the identification of genres is a discursive process, the re-
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sult of interactions between various interested groups: the creators of the
cultural artefact in question but also audiences and other commentators
(in Hutchings, 2008: 217). As a result of these competing perspectives, a
consensus as to what constitutes a particular genre — or in the specific
case of steampunk, a sub-genre — may not necessarily emerge.

The ambiguity surrounding what constitutes steampunk may in turn
arise from the fact that the key genres that inform it, fantasy and sci-
ence fiction, are themselves the subject of contention. In seeking to define
fantasy, Mendlesohn draws upon Brian Attebery’s use of the ‘fuzzy set,
originally found in the work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (At-
tebery, 1992: 12-13). Fuzzy set theory suggests that, while a category
might include prototypical examples existing centrally in the category, at
the ‘edges’ of the set these distinguishing features blur and become fuzzy:
these sets ‘are determined not by boundaries but by a center’ (Attebery,
1992: 12).

Mendlesohn builds on Attebery’s position to suggest that fantasy it-
self is not a single fuzzy set but consists of multiple fuzzy sets (Mend-
lesohn, 2008: xvii). Mendlesohn’s approach eschews genre categorisation
to build her own system of classification, consisting of the portal quest,
immersive fantasy, intrusive fantasy and liminal fantasy (Mendlesohn:
xvil). This article views steampunk in sub-generic terms but as a fuzzy
set, comprising, at its centre, artefacts which are quintessentially steam-
punk and, at its margins, examples evidencing less pronounced steam-
punk characteristics.

The recurrent characteristic of most of the various definitions relates
to technology, the ‘Airships! Land leviathans! Brass automatons!” which
Gevers identifies as archetypal, nostalgic and often ironic, borrowing
from stories by Verne and Wells (Gevers, 2008: 7). Indeed, John Clute
and John Grant define steampunk as ‘technofantasy that is based, some-
times quite remotely, upon technological anachronism’ (1997: 895-896).
The anachronistic modification, exaggeration and deployment of past
technology is a trope which characterises many artefacts which either
self-describe as steampunk or are identified by others as existing within
the steampunk sub-genre. Other recurring characteristics, like the use of
existing characters such as Irankenstein’s Monster or real-life figures
such as Abraham Lincoln and Queen Victoria, are common to some, but
by no means all, steampunk examples.

This sub-genre contains both an element of continuity in terms of a
particular anachronistic representation of technology, but also provides
for the opportunity to incorporate a wide variety of other material drawn
from multiple sources. These ideas can be understood as intrinsic to the
compound word ‘steampunk’: ‘steam’, derived from a certain kind of tech-
nology largely associated with the Victorian and Edwardian eras, and
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‘punk’, the means to subvert that technology and, we might conjecture,
the social conditions which produced that technology.

Memory as an Analytical Tool

In combining a recurring range of semiotic systems associated with
technology with other signifiers more liable to shift and change from
one artefact to the next, steampunk invites a form of analysis capable
of accommodating signs that tend to be constant and other signs more
open to fluctuation across the sub-genre. This article adapts and utilizes
the methodological approach of ‘assemblage memory’, as advanced by
Paul Frosh and Amit Pinchevski (2009: 298) and by Anna Reading (2011:
244), which in turn draws upon ideas of assemblage originally outlined
by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (2007: 71).

Memory is increasingly seen as a useful tool in the arena of media and
cultural analysis, though it can be articulated in many ways. In the field
of psychology, Steve D. Brown and Paul Stenner argue that experience
ought to be understood as thoroughly mediated and framed in relation
to the biological, the psychic and the social (Brown and Stenner, 2009:
199-211). Fellow psychologist Endel Tulving suggests that a broad un-
derstanding of memory should encompass the behavioural, cognitive and
brain systems and processes that exist in a state of interaction (in Cohen,
1996: 307). This is consistent with the insights afforded by neuroscience:
Steven Rose stresses the importance of considering the biological pro-
cesses at the root of memory, arguing that an understanding of memory
needs to account for the ongoing relationships between hormones, physi-
ological processes and the immune system (Rose, 2003: 7). Significantly,
Paul John Eakin, theorizing the role of autobiography, is keen to stress
the significance of flux in understanding the operation of memory, argu-
ing ‘that the self is dynamic, changing, and plural’ (Eakin, 1999: 98).

Specifically, assemblage memory offers a means of accounting for ele-
ments which might be understood as more fixed and their relationship
to those elements which exist in flux. Frosh and Pinchevski (2009) uti-
lize the term assemblage to describe the intersection between materiality
and discursive formations; in other words the dynamic interrelationship
between objects and expressions that constitute a functional entity. For
Frosh and Pinchevski, this interaction enables the assemblage to be both
consolidated and open to a process of change. Reading builds on this,
making the point that assemblage memory is fundamentally dynamic,
subject to ‘varying velocities and extensities’ (Reading, 2011: 244:).

In the context of steampunk, assemblage memory can help analyse
the relationship between the recurring sub-generic elements associated
with the representation of (commonly Victorian or Edwardian) technol-
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ogy and other elements which might occur only in a limited number of
steampunk examples, or even a single steampunk example. The inter-
relationship between the more fixed elements of the semiotic system and
those which alter between examples might be understood as a process
on the part of the steampunk creator, but also of the audience who assist
in the construction of the steampunk artefact. The greater the artefact’s
emphasis on the technological, the more centrally it can be seen to sit
within the fuzzy set; the greater the degree of fluidity, the closer to the
extremes of the fuzzy set the artefact is likely to sit.

A History of the Sub-Genre

Steampunk’s origins are assuredly literary, but the tropes and techniques
established in its early works have migrated to other media, including
films, television programmes and videogames. These beginnings can be
seen most clearly in the scientific romances of H. G. Wells and the more
scientifically accurate tales of Jules Verne. However, some commentators
trace a lineage back to a particular strand of adventure story which pro-
liferated in the Dime magazines prevalent in America at the end of the
nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth. John Clute and Pe-
ter Nicholls coined the eponym ‘Edisonade’ to classify this sub-genre of
science fiction and fantasy, which draws its inspiration from the heroic
figure of the inventor Thomas Edison, because the inventor-adventurer
archetype is so often the protagonist in such stories (Clute and Nicholls,
1999: 368). These hugely popular publications often featured extraordi-
nary machines in Western settings, including giant robots, helicopters
and steam-driven vehicles, such devices invariably the product of the
inventor-adventurer’s cunning imagination.

Edward S. Ellis” “The Huge Hunter, or the Steam Man of the Prai-
ries’ is considered to be the first example of an Edisonade, featuring the
inventor Johnny Brainerd (Ashley, 2010: 9). Subsequent Edisonades in-
cluded, in 1876, the Frank Reade series, originally written by Harold
Cohen under the name Harry Enton, and later by Luis P. Senarens using
the pseudonym ‘Noname’. Many of these stories were overtly racist and
colonialist in their attitudes to non-white people (Nevins, 2008: 9); the
context in which many contemporary steampunk examples are set means
that issues of colonialism remain an important factor in any discussion
of the sub-genre.

The ambiguity associated with defining the steampunk sub-genre may
account for why such a very diverse array of cultural artefacts, ranging
across multiple media, can be characterised as steampunk. In literature,
this ranges from the work of George Mann to the so-called ‘flintlock’ nov-
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els of Stephen Hunt; in video games from Final Fantasy VI (Square, 1994)
through to Arcanum: Of Steamworks and Magick Obscura (Sierra, 2001);
in graphic novels from Alan Moore and Kevin O'Neill's The League of
Extraordinary Gentlemen series (1999— ) through to the War of the Worlds
sequel Scarlet Traces (2002—2006) and Bryan Talbot's Grandville (2009 );
in film from Steamboy (2004) to Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow
(2004); in television from The Wild Wild West (1965—1969) through to
Jack of All Trades (2000); and in live events from the steampunk evenings
at the Marlborough Theatre in Brighton in the UK to the annual Ironfest
gathering held in the Blue Mountains, Australia.

Other examples demonstrate steampunk characteristics without nec-
essarily being framed as steampunk either by their creators or the wider
culture. These include the BBC TV series Doctor Who (1963— ) in its
transmedia forms, from the Edwardian explorer archetype through to
variations of the Tardis interiors, and including specific stories both from
the classic and post-2005 iteration of the television series; Joss Whedon'’s
short-lived series Firefly (2002) and its film spinoft Serenity (2005) for
their use of the Western film genre; the television show Tin Man (2007)
In its reimagining of The Wizard of Oz (itself arguably an early example
of literary steampunk); and the transmedial #arhammer universe (1987—
), with its recurrent allusions to Victorian and pre-Victorian technology
within the mix of Tolkienesque tropes and Early Modern German-style
milieu that otherwise characterise the franchise. All are science fiction
and fantasy examples offering steampunk imagery, but not to the extent
that this is necessarily understood as their dominant characteristic, and
so might be understood as sitting at the edge of the fuzzy set.

Steampunk and Temporality

One of the key elements that exist in flux across the sub-genre is that of
the time or setting, the interplay between the supposed temporal loca-
tion of the story — in other words, the past or at least some version of
the past, however abstracted — and the sophistication of the technology
at the characters’ disposal in the story. In many examples, such technol-
ogy is anachronistic in terms of its use and with regard to its potential,
rather than in terms of the raw materials from which it is furnished, or at
least, purported to be furnished within the context of the diegesis. The
(general) rule in steampunk is that technology should appear to have
emerged from the context, but that it has been fabricated in such a way as
to confound our expectations of what was possible during the historical
epoch in question.

The nature of such technology varies significantly from one steam-
punk example to another. In the CBS television series The Wild Wild
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West (1965—1969), The Wanderer, the train on which agents James T. West
(played by Robert Conrad) and Artemus Gordon (played by Ross Martin)
travel, contains a laboratory and stable. The more ‘spy-fi” aspects of the
series meant that it stretched credibility in terms of both the spatial and
temporal setting of the story, but not to breaking point. This contrasts
markedly with the fantastical content of the television show’s filmic suc-
cessor, Wild Wild West (1999), which features a myriad of extraordinary
steampunk machines, including a giant robotic arachnid.

The appeal of steampunk arguably derives from the spectacle of see-
ing devices wrought from familiar substances, like iron and brass, behave
in unexpected ways. For example, the anime film Steamboy (2004) is set
in an alternate Victorian era and centres on the escapades of Ray Steam.
The protagonist is caught in a battle between his father and grandfather,
both of whom are inventors, invoking the characters of the Edisonades.
Early in the film, Ray Steam is travelling aboard a steam train en route
for London when it is pursued by a Zeppelin with an anachronistic grap-
pling device which succeeds in kidnapping him. So much of the diegetic
world of Steamboy looks authentic, in the realization of its animation and
in its depiction of Manchester and London, that when fantastical ma-
chines appear their insertion is all the more surprising, and serves to
create a feeling of the uncanny.

Technology in steampunk stories is often manifested as weapons, as
in the rotating blades deployed by Van Helsing (Hugh Jackman) in the
film of the same name (2004) and the aforementioned gigantic mechani-
cal spider from the film version of Wild Wild West (1999). In each case,
the sophistication of these objects far outstrips the dominant presented
reality of the milieu, though such objects are often fanciful extensions
of existing technology appropriate to the era in question. The conceit
may originate in literary steampunk — the novel The Difference Engine by
William Gibson and Bruce Sterling (1990) posits that Charles Babbage
successfully constructed a working analytical engine, leading to steam-
powered computers long before the advent of electric computer technol-
ogy, a pervasive idea that has gone on to inform other steampunk works.
The presence and representation of steam-powered technology and simi-
lar ‘future-primitive’ technology seems to be central to the appeal of the
steampunk sub-genre and its many variants, as well as being the chief
determining characteristic of the sub-genre.

Mendlesohn has suggested that steampunk’s appeal may lie in the
transparency offered by pre-digital machines which boast cogs, pul-
leys and pistons, as opposed to the opacity of contemporary computer
technology, hidden behind grey and black boxes (Mendlesohn, 2010).
Certainly the aspect of recognizability seems significant, but often such
technology is called upon to accomplish improbable tasks, such as the
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gas-powered crossbow with which Gabriel Van Helsing dispatches su-
pernatural enemies in Van Helsing. Improbable as these devices might be,
there is at least a perception on the part of the audience that such tech-
nology, though fanciful, could work.

Transnarrative Characters

A familiar trope — though one that does not occur in all steampunk exam-
ples —is the incorporation of fictional characters from other works. Both
the original comic book version of The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen
(1999— ) and the subsequent film adaptation are notable examples of this
approach. The original comic book, written by Alan Moore and illustrat-
ed by Kevin O’Neill, brings together a group of fictional proto-superhe-
roes from the Victorian and Edwardian eras. In common with the comic
book, the film remembers both the late Victorian and Edwardian eras, but
also fictional representations of those eras heralding both from the time
itself and from subsequent periods. As with Moore and O’Neill’s crea-
tion, the film version brings together characters created by H. G. Wells,
Jules Verne, H. Rider Haggard, Arthur Conan Doyle and Bram Stoker,
as well as referencing other literary works from roughly the same time
period such as Moby Dick by Herman Melville (1851). However, because
the film is an adaptation, it also engages in a process of deliberate re-
presentation of the original comic book. As a result, much of the diegesis
can be viewed on a palimpsestic level, in which other literary creations of
the comic book are re-remembered.

The re-presenting of the source material in the film version of The
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (2003) is wide-ranging. The film adds
Oscar Wilde’s creation, Dorian Gray, to the line-up and also includes the
figure of Tom Sawyer, invented by Mark Twain. At the same time, Fu
Manchu, the main villain from the graphic novel and the creation of the
British novelist Sax Rohmer, is eschewed in favour of the Fantom, based
on the criminal character invented by writers Marcel Allain and Pierre
Souvestre in the early years of the twentieth century. The incorporation
of the Captain Nemo character in both the comic and film versions of The
League of Lxtraordinary Gentlemen ofters a template through which tech-
nology might be altered, since this is exactly what the scientific genius
Nemo does in the original Verne stories. Nautilus, Captain Nemo’s speedy
submarine from the film rendition of The League of Extraordinary Gentle-
men, 1s wholly implausible for the time period. However, the submarine
could be read as the logical extension of emergent submarine technology,
something it shares with the Jules Verne source material. This is technol-
ogy as an exaggeration of an existing, recognisable something, rather
than the creation of something wholly new.
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Another approach appearing in many steampunk examples is to incor-
porate real-world figures in fictional narrative events. The protagonists
of The Wild Wild West (1965—9) television series undertake missions un-
der the aegis of American President Ulysses S. Grant, a recurring char-
acter within the programme. The film adaptation similarly utilizes the
character of Grant. In the steampunk television series Jack of Al Trades
(2000), in which Bruce Campbell plays the character of adventurer Jack
Stiles, tasked with defending America against Napoleon, historical fig-
ures frequently appear, including US presidents Thomas Jefferson and
Benjamin Franklin, the Marquis de Sade and Catherine the Great. The
inclusion of such characters serves both to modify and is itself modified
by the altered technology in the story, serving to heighten the sense of
the uncanny which seems to be at the root of steampunk’s appeal. The
inclusion of either wholly fictional characters or individuals drawn from
real life might be understood as a means by which the steampunk milieu
is both transformed and consolidated.

Radicals and Reactionaries

The amplification inherent in the technology central to the steampunk
sub-genre, the machines exhibiting extraordinary capabilities, such as
the speed of Nemo’s Nautilus submarine or the scale of the robot arach-
nid in the film Wild Wild West, suggests a technologically determinist
universe in which human ingenuity can be used for good or ill. The social
and cultural contexts in which the templates for much of this technol-
ogy emerged, particularly but not exclusively the era of the Industrial
Revolution, are necessarily implicated. Nevins suggests that only the first
wave of contemporary steampunk originators — identifying the writers
James Blaylock, K.W. Jeter and Tim Powers in the late 1970s and Bruce
Sterling and William Gibson’s The Difference Engine in 1990 — used the
sub-genre as a means of ‘arguing’ with earlier kinds of science fiction,
and with the ideologically suspect Edisonades (2008: 8-9). In this regard,
steampunk from the latter part of the twentieth century critiques rather
than reinforces realities and representations of Empire, and assemblage
memory might be seen as crucial in this process of using modern sensi-
bilities to interrogate the implications of colonialism.

However, Nevins also suggests that many other, more contemporary
steampunk creators have not necessarily read the Edisonades and that
what he terms ‘second generation” steampunk has become more con-
cerned with affectation and style. He argues that the authors of Edison-
ades have much more in common with those newer kinds of steampunk.
This process of forgetting implicates issues of race, ethnicity, class and
gender: arguably, much contemporary steampunk chooses to forget what
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the British Empire meant to much of the globe, forgetting what the In-
dustrial Revolution meant to the British working classes; and, in certain
cases, forgetting also the nastier aspects of pre-steampunk, evidenced
in the frequently racist, colonialist attitudes of the Edisonades. As Mike
Ashley argues in his appreciation of those stories originating in the era
1880 to 1914 and which he describes as steampunk:

There’s something so gloriously reassuring about steampunk fiction. The
idea that perhaps the Victorians got it right and that we do live in a world
of airships and vast calculating machines and automatons, all visible from
the safety of our luxurious deep leather chairs, perhaps in the smoking
room of the Explorers’ Club. (Ashley, 2010: 8)

This is a very specific view of Victorian gentry, one that assumes privi-
lege and in turn suggests a very specific view of class, race and gender, a
celebration of the Victorian period and its empire. While dominant ideas
of the Victorian era are handed down to us, others struggle to compete,
reminding us of steampunk’s contemporary beginnings in the late 1960s
as a playful but also radical critique. As Catherynne M. Valente argues in
relation to steampunk as a sub-genre, ‘you can’t have Victorian England
without Levelers, Luddites, and angry young women’ (2010: 332). In this
we might note a connection with the radical work of Charles Dickens,
a key influence on numerous literary steampunk conceptualisations of
Victorian London (Clute and Nicholls, 1999: 1161).

While Nevins™ argument centres on literary steampunk, a potential
argument in defence of the wider contemporary steampunk culture is
that, in handing down versions of itself to later iterations, the sub-genre
is necessarily forced to engage in a critical conversation around matters
of race, ethnicity, gender and class, albeit in an implicit fashion. Even if
contemporary steampunk originators are not aware of the sub-genre’s
antecedents in the Edisonade, echoes of these pulp publications have
reached them through the filter of other steampunk works produced in
the intervening period. The critique of the era might be less explicitly
rendered in some contemporary examples, but the very process of re-
membering means some critique is inevitable. The action of (re)creating
the past in ‘future-primitive’ terms requires decisions to be made about
what to remember and what to forget.

Two versions of The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen illustrate this.
The original comic book version reasserts the identity of Jules Verne’s
Captain Nemo as Prince Dakkar, son of the Hindu Raja, as depicted in
The Mysterious Island (1874), the sequel to Twenty Thousand Leagues Un-
der the Sea (1869). This runs contrary to the various Hollywood re-ver-
sionings, including that of the 1954 Disney film starring James Mason
(Comics Britannia 2007) and the shortlived 1978 television series starring
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José Ferrer. However, the comic books’ rearticulation of the character’s
ethnicity as identified by Verne is maintained in the 2003 film version,
wherein Nemo is played by the Indian actor Naseeruddin Shah.

The blockbuster #7ild Wild West (1999) does offer some explicit en-
gagement with issues of race, even if it is not the primary motivation of
the movie. In one scene, Will Smith’s hero Jim West rejects the instruc-
tions of Kevin Kline’s Artemus Gordon to dress as his manservant in
order to gain access to a costume party; in another, West feigns the be-
haviour of a stereotypical slave when confronted by a confederate soldier,
immediately prior to knocking the man out with a punch. Subsequently,
a comedic misunderstanding at the costume party results in a gang of
angry, uneducated partygoers attempting to lynch Jim West; it is the ar-
rival of his partner Artemus that supplies the distraction necessary for
West to effect his escape. Later in the film, West recounts how the villain
Arliss Lovelace, played by Kenneth Branagh, attacked a village full of free
slaves using his steampunk tank. Will Smith’s subsequent dispatching of
the character at the end of the film can be understood as revenge for this
attack, though the villain's comeuppance feels more an inevitable formal
outcome of the blockbuster format and Smith’s star persona than a con-
sidered engagement with issues of slavery and its role in the American
South.

In the context of the Hollywood blockbuster it tends to be the case
that the playful-serious exchange offered by the process of assemblage
memory appears much more on the side of play, but some critical en-
gagement with the horrors of Empire is evident, however broad-brushed.
In other examples, such as Steamboy, an opportunity for engaging with
the issue of class in Victorian Britain is ultimately eschewed in favour of
spectacle. This phenomenon is clearly not limited to steampunk as a sub-
genre, but the context of Empire and its recurrent significance to steam-
punk stories means it is, as Nevins suggests, a necessarily visible one.

Towards A Twenty-First Century Genre

The fantastical technology that characterizes steampunk endeavours can
be understood as the locus for playful activity, for re-presenting and re-
membering. The centrality of Gevers’ ‘Airships! Land leviathans! Brass
automatons’, or at least variations on the idea of modified technology,
seems the central sub-generic rule of steampunk, the fixed point around
which the steampunk creator might play. This centrality is underlined
in Clute and Grant’s description of a related but distinct sub-genre, that
of the ‘gaslamp romance’, which shares some tropes with steampunk but
foregrounds fantasy elements and often includes icons such as Dracula,
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Jekyll and Hyde, Sherlock Holmes and Jack the Ripper at the expense of
the technological (1997: 895-896).

Understood through the prism of assemblage memory, the portrayal
of technology in steampunk narratives may be seen as an enduring trait
which exists in a dynamic relationship with a wide variety of other ele-
ments, which can differ from steampunk artefact to artefact. Technol-
ogy in steampunk is often exaggerated and anachronistic in terms of its
construction and capabilities, relative to the temporal setting of the story
in question. The presentation of technology modifies and is modified by
other elements such as transnarrative characters drawn from history or
from other fiction. The motility of these additional, non-technological
elements and the playful dynamic between them and the technology por-
trayed lead to multiple kinds of steampunk story, and contribute to the
sub-genre’s position as a fuzzy set.

The context of much steampunk work necessarily implicates ideas of
colonialism. Indeed, the often spectacular, beguiling technology depicted
In many steampunk stories across multiple media can be read as rep-
resenting Empire in some form. The dynamics produced by the inter-
play between representations of technology and other elements, such as
transnarrative characters, affords opportunities for the critical arguments
identified by Nevins in the early radical literary steampunk that appeared
in the latter half of the twentieth century (2008:8-9). In addition, and in
common with other kinds of science fiction and fantasy, the invocation
of the uncanny which is central to steampunk presents opportunities for
discussing contemporary concerns around colonialism in ways that are
capable of being cross-media and provocative.
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CHAPTER |

The butler... Mrs Hill and the two housemaids...

THERE COULD BE no wearing of clothes without their laundering,
just as surely as there could be no going without clothes, not in Hertford-
shire anyway, and not in September. Washday could not be avoided, but
the weekly purification of the household’s linen was nonetheless a dismal
prospect for Sarah.
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The air was sharp at four thirty in the morning, when she started
work. The iron pump-handle was cold, and even with her mitts on, her
chilblains flared as she heaved the water up from the underground dark
and into her waiting pail. A long day to be got through, and this just the
very start of it.

All else was stillness. Sheep huddled in drifts on the hillside; birds in the
hedgerows were fluffed like thistledown; in the woods, fallen leaves rus-
tled with the passage of a hedgehog; the stream caught starlight and glis-
tened over rocks. Below, in the barn, cows huffed clouds of sweet breath,
and in the sty, the sow twitched, her piglets bundled at her belly. Mrs Hill
and her husband, up high in their tiny attic, slept the black blank sleep
of deep fatigue; two floors below, in the principal bedchamber, Mr and
Mrs Bennet were a pair of churchyard humps under the counterpane.
The young ladies, all five of them sleeping in their beds, were dreaming
of whatever it was that young ladies dream. And over it all, icy starlight
shone; it shone on the slate rooves and flagged yard and the necessary
house and the shrubbery and the little wilderness off to the side of the
lawn, and on the coveys where the pheasants huddled, and on Sarah, one
of the two Longbourn housemaids, who cranked the pump, and filled a
bucket, and rolled it aside, her palms already sore, and then set another
bucket down to fill it too. Over the eastern hills the sky was fading to a
transparent indigo. Sarah, glancing up, hands stuffed into her armpits,
her breath clouding the air, dreamed of the wild places beyond the hori-
zon where it was already fully light, and of how, when her day was over,
the sun would be shining on other places still, on the Barbadoes and
Antigua and Jamaica where the dark men worked half-naked, and on the
Americas where the Indians wore almost no clothes at all, and where
there was consequently very little in the way of laundry, and how one day
she would go there, and never have to wash other people’s underthings
again.

Because, she thought, as she fixed the pails to the yoke, ducked into
it, and staggered upright, really no one should have to deal with anoth-
er person’s dirty linen. The young ladies might behave like they were
smooth and sealed as alabaster statues underneath their clothes, but
then they would drop their soiled shifts on the bedchamber floor, to be
whisked away and cleansed, and would thus reveal themselves to be the
frail, leaking, forked bodily creatures that they really were. Perhaps that
was why they spoke instructions at her from behind an embroidery hoop
or over the top of a book: she had scrubbed away their sweat, their stains,
their monthly blood; she knew they weren’t as rarefied as angels, and so
they just couldn’t look her in the eye.
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The pails slopped as Sarah stumbled back across the yard; she was just
approaching the scullery door when her foot skidded out from under-
neath her, and her balance was gone. The moment extended itself, so that
she had time enough to see the pails fly up and away, off the yoke, empty-
ing themselves, and see all her work undo itself, and to realize that when
she landed, it would hurt. Then the pails hit the ground and bounced,
making a racket that startled the rooks cawing from the beeches; Sarah
landed hard on the stone flags. Her nose confirmed what she had already
guessed: she had slipped in hogshit.

The sow had got out yesterday, and all her piglets skittering after her,
and nobody had cleared up after them yet; nobody had had the time. Each
day’s work trickled over into the next, and nothing was ever finished,
so you could never say, Look, that’s it, the day’s labour is over and done.
Work just lingered and festered and lay in wait, to make you slip up in
the morning.

After breakfast, by the kitchen fire, feet tucked up under her, Lydia
sipped her sugared milk, and complained to Mrs Hill.

“You don’t know how lucky you are, Hill. Hidden away all nice and
cosy down here.’

‘It you say so, Miss Lyddie.’

‘Oh, I do say so! You can do what you like, can’t you, with no one
hovering over you and scrutinizing you? Lord! If I have to listen to Jane
thou-shalt-notting me one more time — and I was only having a bit of
fun—

Next door, down the step into the scullery, Sarah leaned over the wash-
board, rubbing at a stained hem. The petticoat had been three inches deep
in mud when she’d retrieved it from the girls’ bedroom floor and had had
anight’s soaking in lye already; the soap was not shifting the mark, but it
was biting into her hands, already cracked and chapped and chilblained,
making them sting. If Elizabeth had the washing of her own petticoats,
Sarah often thought, she’d most likely be a sight more careful with them.

The copper steamed, a load of linen boiling away in there; in front of
her the fogged window was laddered with drips. Sarah stepped neatly
from the duckboard by the sinks to the duckboard by the copper, over the
murky slither of the stone floor. She slopped the petticoat into the grey
bubbling water, lifted the laundry stick, and prodded the fabric down,
poking the air out of'it, then stirring. She had been told — and so she must
believe — that it was necessary to wash a petticoat quite white, even if it
was to be got filthy again at the next wearing.

Polly was elbow-deep in the cold slate sink, sloshing Mr Bennet's
neck-cloths around in the rinsing water, then lifting them out one by one
to dunk them in the bowl of cold rice-water, to starch them.
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‘How much more we got to go, d’you think, Sarah?’

Sarah glanced around, assessing. The tubs of soaking linen; the heaps
of sodden stuft at various stages of its cleansing. Some places, they got
in help for washday. Not here, though; oh no. At Longbourn House they
washed their own dirty linen.

“There is sheets, and pillowslips, and there is our shifts, too—

Polly wiped her hands on her apron and went to count the loads off on
her fingers, but then saw how startlingly pink they were; she frowned,
turning them, examining her hands as if they were interesting but un-
connected to her. They must be quite numb, for the time being at least.

‘And there are the napkins to do, too,” Sarah added.

It had been that unfortunate time of the month, when all the women in
the house had been more than usually short-tempered, clumsy and prone
to tears, and then had bled. The napkins now soaked in a separate tub that
smelt uneasily of the butcher’s shop; they'd be boiled last, in the dregs of
the copper, before it was emptied.

‘I reckon we have five more loads to do.’

Sarah huffed a sigh, and plucked at the seam under her arm; she had
already sweated through her dress, which she hated. It was a poplin de-
scribed by Mrs Hill as Eau de Nile, though Sarah always thought of it as
Eau de Bile ; the unpleasant colour itself did not matter, since there was
no one to see her in it, but the cut really did. It had been made for Mary,
and was meant for pastry-soft arms, for needlework, for the pianoforte. It
did not allow for the flex and shift of proper muscle, and Sarah only wore
it now because her other dress, a mousy linseywoolsey, had been sponged
and dabbed and was patchy wet, and hanging on the line to air the piggy
stink out of it.

‘Dump them shifts in next,” she said. “You stir for a bit, and I'll scrub.’

Save your poor little hands, Sarah thought, though her own were al-
ready raw. She stepped back from the copper to the duckboards by the
sinks, stood aside to let Polly pass. Then she scooped a neck-cloth out
from the starch with the laundry tongs, and watched its jellied drip back
into the bowl.

Polly, thumping the stick around in the copper, plucked at her lower
lip with blunt fingernails. She was still sore-eyed and smarting from the
telling-off' she had had from Mrs Hill, about the state of the yard. In
the morning she had the fires to do, and then the water to take up, and
then the Sunday dinner was underway; and then they had ate, and then
it had got dark, and who can go shovelling up hog-doings by starlight?
And hadn’t she had the pans to scour then anyway? Her fingertips were
worn quite away with all the sand. And, come to think of it, wasn’t the
fault in the person who had let the sty’s gate-latch get slack, so that a
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good snouty nudge was all it took to open it? Shouldn’t they be blaming
not poor put-upon Polly for Sarah’s fall and wasted work — she glanced
around and dropped her voice so that the old man would not actually
hear her — but Mr Hill himself, who was in charge of the hogs™ upkeep?
Shouldn’t he be obliged to clean up after them? What use was the old
tatterdemalion anyway? Where was he when he was needed? They could
really do with another pair of hands, weren’t they always saying so?

Sarah nodded along, and made sympathetic noises, though she had
stopped listening quite some time ago.

By the time the hall clock had hitched itself round to the strike of four,
Mr and Mrs Hill were serving a washday cold collation — the remnants of
the Sunday roast — to the family in the dining room, and the two house-
maids were in the paddock, hanging out the washing, the damp cloth
steaming in the cool afternoon. One of Sarah’s chilblains had cracked
with the work, and was weeping; she raised it to her mouth and sucked
the blood away, so that it would not stain the linen. For a moment she
stood absorbed in the various sensations of hot tongue on cold skin,
stinging chilblain, salt blood, warm lips; so she was not really looking,
and she could have been mistaken, but she thought she saw movement on
the lane that ran across the hillside opposite; the lane that linked the old
high drovers’ road to London with the village of Longbourn and, beyond
that, the new Meryton turnpike.

‘Look, Polly — d’you see?’

Polly took a peg out from between her teeth, pinned up the shirt she
was holding to the line, then turned and looked. The lane ran between
two ancient hedges; the flocks and herds came that way on their long
journey from the north. You'd hear the beasts before you saw them, a low
burr of sound from cows still in the distance, the geese a bad-tempered
honking, the yearlings calling for mothers left behind. And when they
passed the house, it was like snow, transforming; and there were men
from the deep country with their strange voices, who were gone before
you knew they were really there.

‘T don’t see no one, Sarah.’

‘No, but, look—

The only movement now was of the birds, hopping along through the
hedgerow, picking at berries. Polly turned away, scuffed her toe in the
dry ground, turfing up a stone; Sarah stood and stared a moment longer.
The hedge was thick with old tea-coloured beech leaves, the holly looked
almost black in the low sun, and the bones of the hazel were bare in
stretches where it had been most recently laid.

‘Nothing.’

‘But there was someone.’
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“Well, there isn’t now.’

Polly picked up the stone and lobbed it, as if to prove a point. It fell far
short of the lane, but seemed somehow to decide the matter.

‘Oh well”

One peg in her hand, a second between her teeth, Sarah pinned out
another shift, still gazing off' in that direction; maybe it had been a trick of
the light, of the rising steam in low autumn sun, maybe Polly was right,
after all — then she stopped, shielded her eyes — and there it was again,
further down the lane now, passing behind a stretch of bare laid hedge.
There he was. Because it was a man, she was sure of it: a glimpse of grey
and black, a long loping gait; a man used to distances. She fumbled the
peg out of her mouth, gestured, hand flapping.

“There, Polly, do you see now? Scotchman, it’s got to be.’

Polly tutted, rolled her eyes, but turned again to stare.

And he was gone, behind a stretch of knotted blackthorn. But there
was something else now; Sarah could almost hear it: a flicker of sound, as
though he — the scotchman that he must be, with his tally-stick scotched
with his accounts, and a knapsack full of silliness and gewgaws — was
whistling to himself. It was faint, and it was strange; it seemed to come
from half a world away.

‘D’you hear that, Pol?” Sarah held up a reddened hand for quiet.

Polly swung round and glared at her. ‘Don’t call me Pol, you know I
don’t like it.’

‘Shhh!’

Polly stamped. ‘It’s only ‘cos of Miss Mary that I have to be called
Polly even at all’

‘Please, Polly!

‘It’s only "cos she’s the Miss and I imnt, that she got to be called Mary,
and I had to be changed to Polly, even though my christened name is
Mary too.

Sarah clicked her tongue and waved for her to shush, still peering out
towards the lane. Polly’s outbursts were all too familiar, but this was new:
a man who walked the roads with a pack on his back and a tune on his
lips. When the ladies were done with his wares, he’d come down to the
kitchen to sell off his cheaper bits and pieces. Oh, if only she had some-
thing nicer to wear! There was no point wishing for her linseywoolsey,
since it was just as ugly as her Eau de Bile. But: chapbooks and ballads, or
ribbons and buttons, and tin-plated bracelets that would stain your arm
green in a fortnight — oh, what happiness a scotchman represented, in
this out-of-the-way, quiet, entirely changeless place!
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The lane disappeared behind the house, and there could be no further
sight or sound of anyone passing by, so she finished pegging out the shift,
snapped out the next and pegged it too, clumsy with haste.

‘Come on, Polly, pull your weight there, would you?’

But Polly flounced away across the paddock, to lean on the wall and
talk to the horses that grazed at liberty in the next field. Sarah saw her
rummaging in her apron pocket and handing over windfalls; she stroked
their noses for a while, while Sarah continued with their work. Then
Polly hitched herself up onto the wall and sat there, kicking her heels,
head bowed, squinting in the low sun. Half the time, Sarah thought, it is
like she has fairies whispering in her ear.

And out of tenderness for Polly — for a washday is a fatiguing thing
indeed, while you are still growing, and while you are not yet yourself
quite reconciled to your labours — Sarah finished off the work alone, and
let Polly wander off unreprimanded, to go about whatever business she
might have, of dropping twigs into the stream, or collecting beechnuts.

When Sarah carried the last empty linen basket up from the paddock,
it was getting dark, and the yard had still not been cleaned. She slopped
it down with grey laundry-water from the tubs, and let the lye-soap do
its work on the flagstones.

Mrs Hill was burdened with a washday temper; she had been alone at
the mercy of the bells all day: the Bennets made few concessions to her
lack of assistance while the housemaids were occupied with the linen.

When Sarah came through from clearing the scullery, hands smarting,
back aching, arms stiff with overwork, Mrs Hill was laying the table for
the servants’ dinner. She slapped a plate of cold souse down and glared
at Sarah, as if to say, Abandon me, and this is what you can expect. You
only have yourself to blame. The pickled brawn was greyish pink, jellied,
a convenience when cooking was not to be contemplated; Sarah regarded
it with loathing.

Mr Hill sidled in. Beyond him, in the yard, Sarah caught a glimpse of
one of the labourers from the next farm along, who tucked in his neck-
erchief and raised a hand in farewell. Mr Hill just nodded to him, and
shut the door. He wiped his hands on his trousers, tongue exploring a
troubling tooth. He sat down. The souse wobbled on the table as Mrs
Hill cut the bread.

Sarah slipped into the pantry, where she gathered up the mustard pot
and the stone jar of pickled walnuts, and the black butter and the horse-
radish, and brought this armful of condiments back to the kitchen ta-
ble with her, setting them down beside the salt and butter. The feeling
was returning to her hands now and her chilblains were a torment; she
rubbed at them, the flank of one hand chafing against the other. Mrs Hill
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frowned at her and shook her head. Sarah sat on her hands, which was
some relief: Mrs Hill was right, scratching would only make them worse,
but it was an agony not to scratch.

Polly ambled in from the yard with a cloud of fresh air, rosy cheeks and
an innocent look, as though she had been working as hard as anybody
could be reasonably expected to work: she sat at the table and picked up
her knife and spoon, and then put them down again when Mr Hill dipped
his grizzled face towards his linked fists. Sarah and Mrs Hill joined their
hands together too, and muttered along with him as he said Grace. When
he was done there was a clattering and scrabbling of cutlery. The souse
shivered under Mrs Hill's knife.

‘Is he upstairs then, missus?” Sarah asked.

Mrs Hill did not even look up. ‘Hm?’

“The scotchman. Is he still upstairs with the ladies? I thought he’d be
done up there by now.’

Mrs Hill frowned impatiently, slapped a lump of the jelly onto her
husband’s plate, another onto Sarah’s. “What?’

‘She thinks she saw a scotchman,” Polly said.

‘T did see a scotchman.’

“You didn’t. You just wish you did.’

Mr Hill looked up from his plate; pale eyes flicked from one girl to the
other. Silenced, Sarah poked at the pickled brawn; Polly, feeling this to be
a victory, shovelled hers up into a grin. Mr Hill returned his baleful gaze
to his plate.

‘There’s no one called at the house at all,” Mrs Hill said. ‘Not since Mrs
Long this morning.’

‘I thought I saw a man. I thought I saw him coming down the lane.’

‘Must have been one of the farmhands.’

Mr Hill scraped the jelly up to his mouth, his jaw swinging back and
forth like a cow’s, to make best use of his few teeth. Sarah tried not to no-
tice him; it was a trick to be performed at every meal time: the not-notic-
ing of Mr Hill. No, she wanted to say; it was not one of the farmhands, it
could not have been. She had seen him. And she had heard him, whistling
that faint, uncatchable tune. The idea that it could have been one of those
rawboned lumpen boys, or one of the shambling old men you'd come
upon sitting on stiles, gumming their pipes — she was just not having it.

But she knew better than to protest, in the face of Mr Hill’s silence, Mrs
Hill’s brittle temper, and Polly’s general contrariness. Mrs Hill, though,
seeing her disappointment, softened; she reached over and tucked a loose
strand of Sarah’s hair back inside her cap.

‘Eat your dinner up, love.’
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Sarah’s smile was small and quickly gone. She cut off a small piece
of souse, smeared it with mustard, and then horseradish, then blobbed
it with black butter, spiked a slice of pickled walnut, and placed the lot
cautiously between her lips. She chewed. The stuff was hammy, jellied,
with melting bits of brain and stringy shreds of cheeks and scraps of un-
expected crunch. She swallowed, and took a swift gulp of her small beer.
The one good thing about today was that it would soon be over.

After dinner, she and Polly and Mrs Hill sat, silent with fatigue, and
passed the pot of goose-grease between them. Sarah dug out a whitish
lump and softened it between her fingertips. She eased the grease into
her raw hands, then flexed and curled her fingers. Though still sore, the
skin was made supple again, and did not split.

Mr Hill, out of kindness to the women, washed up the dinner things
ineffectually in the scullery; they could hear the slapping water, the scrap-
ing and clattering. Mrs Hill winced for the china.

Later, Mr B. would ring the library bell for a slice of cake to go with his
Madeira wine, making Mr Hill start bad-temperedly awake and shamble
off to give it to him. An hour or so after that, Mrs Hill would fetch away
his crumby plate and smeared glass, and Sarah would gather the ladies’
supper things from the parlour and carry them down on a chinking tray,
and that would be that. On washday, the supper dishes could wait for
tomorrow’s water. On a washday, too, Sarah did not have the attention
necessary to read whatever book she had borrowed last from Mr B. In-
stead she had a lend of his old Courier, and read out loud, for Mrs Hill’s
benefit, the news from three days ago, soft with folding and refolding, the
ink smudging on her goose-greased hands.

She read softly — so as not to disturb the sleeping child or the drowsy
old man — the account of new hopes for a swift victory in Spain, and how
Bonaparte had now been put on the back foot, and would soon be on the
hop, the notion of which made her think of the war as a dance, and gener-
als joining hands and spinning. And then there was a noise.

Sarah let the paper hang from her hand. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Eh?” asked Mrs Hill, blinking up from the edge of sleep. “What?’

‘I don’t know, a noise outside. Something.’

A soft whinny then, and the bump and thud of horses unsettled in their
stalls.

‘T think there’s someone out there.” Sarah set the paper aside, went to
lift the child’s sleeping head off her knee.

‘It’s nothing,” Mrs Hill said.

Polly sat up, still three-quarters asleep. Mr Hill muttered, blinked,
then reared up suddenly, wiping his chin. “What is it?’

‘I heard something.’
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They all listened for a moment.

‘It might be gypsies— Sarah said.

‘What would gypsies want here?” Mr Hill asked.

“Well, the horses.’

‘Gypsies know horses; gypsies would have more sense.’

They listened again. Polly leaned her head against Sarah’s shoulder,
eyes closing.

‘It’s nothing. It’s probably a rat,” said Mrs Hill. ‘Puss’ll see to it.’

Sarah nodded, but still listened. Polly’s breathing softened again, her
body going slack.

‘All right, then,” Sarah said. ‘Bed.’

As Sarah stripped the lacing from her stays, moonlight seeped under-
neath the curtains, and soaked right through their weave. In her shift,
she drew back the drapes and looked out across the yard, at the moon
hanging huge and yellow above the stables. All was clear, almost, as day;
the buildings stood silent, the windows dark; there was no movement. No
gypsies certainly, not even the slip-scurry of a rat.

Might it be the scotchman? Might he be bedding down for the night
here, and away at dawn before anybody knew? His pack empty, he’d be off
to restock at one of the market or manufacturing towns. Now that would
be a thing indeed, to live like that. To be there and gone and never stay-
ing anywhere a moment longer than you wanted; to wander through the
narrow lanes and the wide city streets, perhaps even as far as the sea. By
tomorrow, who knew: he could be at Stevenage, or maybe even London.

Her candle guttered in the draught. Sarah blew out the flame, dropped
the curtain, and crept into bed beside Polly’s sleeping warmth. She lay
looking across at the veiled window: she would not get a wink, not to-
night; she was quite sure of it, not with the bright moonlight and the
knowledge that the pedlar might yet be out there. But Sarah, being
young, and having been on her feet and hard at work since four thirty,
and it now striking eleven, was soon breathing softly, lost in sleep.

In Conversation With Katy Shaw

‘When you look back at this section of the novel, what do you feel
about your own writing practice?

I notice the edits — what used to be there, and isn’t any more. I also no-
tice what I was attempting in terms of the prose. I was working towards
something but didn’t stray into parody or pastiche, that honoured Aus-
ten’s style but was still ‘me’ and was also right for the subject matter.
That opening paragraph is an attempt to establish all that. I also notice
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the locations I'm drawing attention to there: the spot-lit spaces where the
‘icy starlight shone’. Some of these are locations from Austen, which my
story will also inhabit, and some of them are new: her ‘shrubbery’ and
‘little wilderness” and ‘coveys’ and my necessary house and flagged yard
and pump. So what’s going on here is an attempt to establish my setting
alongside and within the well-known setting of Pride and Prejudice. So
what I really think is how much is going on there. It's only now, looking
back, that I see quite how many balls I've got in the air.

Did your experience teaching creative writing make you a better
writer, a better reader, or both?

One thing teaching really did was make me stop wasting time; I just had
to write whenever I could, and then step back and take a critical squint,
and get on with the re-writing. Having no time to waste does mean you
get stuff done.

How did you make the leap from educator to full time author?

I loved teaching, and I miss it, but I also knew I had to quit my job, it was
just a question of when. My workload was unsustainable, and it was mak-
ing me unwell. A decent advance came in (for my previous novel) and I
just thought, ‘If I do leave I might regret it, but if I don’t leave I definitely
will regret it.” So that simplified things.

Why did you choose to re-write an Austen classic?

‘Rewrite’ is not a word I would ever use of Longbourn. If anything, it’s a
‘reading’ of Pride & Prejudice. Granted, it’s a reading that happens to take
the form of another novel... but then, I'm a novelist, and that’s one way I
respond to things that interest and affect me.

Was ‘reading’ from the servants’ point of view a political
statement?

I don’t think it’s a statement. But then neither is it apolitical.

As much as anything it’s about locating myself in that world — I'm
a massive Austen fan, I love those books and that world, but I've never
quite felt like I belong there. My grandma and her sisters were in service,
and that complicates my relationship with those stories. I read Austen
knowing that the life she depicts is not the life I would have lived, if I'd
been around at the time. I wouldn’t have got to go to the ball; I'd have
been stuck at home washing all those muddy petticoats. So I read Pride
and Prejudice aware of the servants’ presence in the book, but what really
struck me was how often they were absent. A service is performed — a
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meal served, a carriage brought round, a message delivered — but without
any mention of the person providing it. I realized that there are, through-
out Pride and Prejudice — as well, of course, as many other novels — other
human beings in the room. We don’t hear about them, their stories don’t
matter, they exist merely to serve the story and the family. You could
argue that it’s a political impulse, to uncover those stories and articulate
those voices, but I would never have thought of it that way myself, when
I was writing,.

Were you nervous about intervening in one of Britain’s most
famous and loved novels?

No. Stupidly, blithely not. The writing was such a quiet and private pro-
cess, and [ really didn’t expect anything very much to come of it. I was
more interested in scratching that itch about those other human beings
in the room than anything else. It was only when it was sent out that
I had any inkling that there would be much of an interest in the book.
Then the international sales started racking up, and we sold the film
rights, and I started to realize what I had done. Then I got nervous.

How did you set about researching the novel?

There were a few separate strands to the research.

Firstly, there was a close reading of Pride and Prejudice, to map out the
key events and how they could intersect with my story. That was an on-
going part of the process, throughout the writing — I kept referring back
to the book, and my notes and diagrams of it.

Then there was the historical side — there’s some wonderful history
being done by people like Carolyn Steedman, Amanda Vickery, and Ben
Wilson. They all have a particular focus on the world I was interested
in: the domestic sphere, servants’ experiences, and vernacular culture. |
also used other fiction of the period for contemporary detail, alongside
letters, recipes and remedies. Austen’s letters were fantastic for domestic,
intimate detail — for fabrics and clothes and travel, and for letter-writing
and the physicality of the letters themselves.

Alongside this paper-based research, I did some practical research. I
tried out a few of the contemporary recipes and cleaning methods I'd
read about. I drew the line at washing bedsheets by hand, but I did clean
the wooden floors using cold tea — it brings them up a treat.

There was a third side to the research, which wasn’t research at all,
but it really informed the geography and texture of Longbourn House
as | imagine it in the novel. When I was growing up, in a small village
in Lancashire, my best friend was the vicar’s daughter, and the vicarage
was a rambling, only partially-modernized Georgian vicarage, with a big
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kitchen, and a stable yard, with a disused necessary house, outbuildings,
and even an empty, dusty stable. We played there all the time when I was
little. In Pride and Prejudice it's established that Longbourn House is a
gentleman’s residence, but that they’re not wealthy; it seemed to me that
the house would be of much the same standing as Austen’s own child-
hood home in the parsonage at Steventon, and probably my Lancashire
vicarage. It all just seemed to chime, and these childhood memories be-
came part of the imagining of Longbourn.

Why and how is this novel a development from your previous
work?

There are themes and preoccupations you could trace from one book to
the next. I'm interested in untold stories, unheard voices, people who
don’t quite belong. That said, the moment I start on something new it
teels like I'm learning how to write all over again, because each book re-
quires me to learn how to write that particular book. It's all, always, new,

and always differently difficult.

To which other authors does your work owe a debt of influence?

There are connections to be made between this book and, say, Jean Rhys’s
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) or Tom Stoppard’s Rozencrantz and Guildenstern
Are Dead (1966), and 1 re-read both when working on Longbourn. But
beyond that, things get blurry. If you read promiscuously enough, how
are you going to know what influences creep in, and from where? And
of course this is partly the writer’s instinctive flinch at the idea of owing,
of being influenced. Sam Beckett once wrote that his early work ‘stinks
of Joyce’ — however much you admire another writer, you don’t want to
stink of them.

‘Why is the novel still the most popular and dominant literary form
of the post-millennial period?

There is something really magical about the transformation of small
black symbols on a page into a three-dimensional world inside somebody
else’s head. I find that utterly thrilling. And I do think that novels engage
and satisfy in a way that no other literary form really does. We want sto-
ries, we need them, they help us make sense of the world.

In terms of other forms, I think the TV box set is quite closely related
to the novel. They satisty the same needs, and they're consumed in much
the same way. It’s just that TV has bigger budgets. And it generates
worlds with images and sounds, so it’s not quite such a magical process.
With e-readers we’re now developing a new technology to consume nov-
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els. That’s tricky for publishers perhaps, but it also says something about
the enduring popularity of the form.

Would you be tempted to write across other genres?

I have published a few poems, and still write them from time to time, but
I'm not disciplined with poetry — I don’t even know if I should be.

Are you optimistic about the future of writing in the twenty-first
century?

It's evolving, of course, but evolution is simply how things survive. Writ-
ing won’t stop. It's human, to tell stories. It's what we do.
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Z: The Contemporary Fiction Seminar (CFS) started off as a reading
group in 2009 for postgraduate students. ..

B: ...which we all were at the time.

Z: Which we all were at the time at Birkbeck; although we sent round an
email advert hoping to have other London-based postgraduate students
come. Tony had been doing his PhD for a year and then me and Bianca
and some of our colleagues that study the contemporary period — Sam
McBean, Holly Pester — all started our first year PhD and...

B: ... there was a bit of a vacuum at that time of anyone working on con-
temporary things and Tony had been waiting to have people who were. ..

T: Well, people who weren’t Victorians or Modernists, or Early Modern-
ists!

Z: We started talking about things that we were reading, and Tony men-
tioned he would like to establish something for people working on the
contemporary.
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T: Our PhDs at Birkbeck also coincided with a couple of conferences
which the department already had planned — the Tom McCarthy confer-
ence and the Lethem one in summer 2010.

Z: We should also say that we all had the same supervisor.
T: Joseph Brooker.

Z: Who, although he doesn’t necessarily work on the contemporary, was
amassing a group of us who had intersecting research areas. Joe Brooker
was planning a one-day event on the author Jonathan Lethem and I was
doing quite a bit of research on Jonathan Lethem and I think that started
the conversation with us about the reading group.

T: I think our first two sessions were on McCarthy’s Remainder (2001)
and Lethem’s Fortress of Solitude (2003).

B: I remember! One of the things that was great about the group as a new
PhD student was that we were able to lead groups so early on into the re-
search process. I remember I led a session on Patrick Neate’s novels and
there wasn’t much written about them yet, so it was incredibly helpful to
bring them into a bigger forum. To have a group of people giving their
sustained attention to the texts I was reading at that time was important
to the development of my project.

Z: I think everyone felt that. So Sam McBean led a session on Fun Home
(2006), which has become a really foundational text — not so much for all
of us in research but for all of us in teaching — to help think about the
ways in which we translate research in the contemporary into teaching
the contemporary. Also, what was really nice was that, as the reading
group went on, we got people coming from other universities.

B: That’s right. I think for me, coming from a Masters which wasn’t re-
ally contemporary focused, I really needed to learn what contemporary
studies was from fellow students.

T: 1 think that’s an interesting slippage, ‘contemporary studies’. We spoke
quite early on as to not being restricted to just literary fiction. I think
expanding to include things like comics and genre fiction, or young adult
fiction, as we did, was quite important; rather than feeling restricted,
drawing on people’s research — research backgrounds, research capabili-
ties, research interests — to come in and kind of lead sessions played an
important role in that.

Z: That ran for about a year and a half as a reading group.’ What we'd
been doing as a group was cemented by one-day conferences. It seemed
like an important aspect of what we were doing in the reading group;
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to work on authors who we might then engage with in other, more per-
sonable ways. As well as the one-day author conferences and CFS, the
Institute of English Studies [IES] hosted a couple of different groups
which we were also attending: Sam McBean was running a feminist the-
ory reading group. Because we were talking about the fiction and talking
about genre and talking about disciplinarity within CFS, but we were
getting this really nice theory component from the stuft from the Critical
and Literary Theory Group hosted jointly between IES and Royal Hol-
loway. That inspired Tony and I to move the reading group to IES and
to set it up more formally as a seminar series, and that’s the version that’s
still running today.

T: We got minimal funding, but it enabled us to invite academics work-
ing in the field to present work in progress or important research. At the
first session at IES we had Dan Lea come and talk about authenticity;
it's worth stressing that Dan Lea teaches at Oxford Brookes; he’s the
general editor of Manchester University Press, so he’s quite involved
in writing on the contemporary but also soliciting, editing and publish-
ing stuft on the contemporary. That's now continued with getting es-
tablished academics as well as friends and colleagues, and authors such
as Cathi Unsworth and Richard House. It was never a set or formulaic
thing — it was really a forum to approach the question of how to study
the contemporary.

Z: 1 think we both felt that it was quite important to have sessions not
solely on literature; we wanted to hear from speakers who worked on film
and TV. We had a session with Janet McCabe and Kim Akass on HBO
about production, the business side to HBO, how they kind of built the
monopoly on a particular kind of television and a more recent one on
games and gaming culture which moved between game theory and video
gaming practices. I think that it's been important not to just have litera-
ture. We felt strongly that we didn’t even need to deal with that issue;
that it was an implicit part of contemporary studies, even if it is literature
focused, it has to be about other forms, other media.

B: The group has always handled itself with a certain confidence in terms
of setting the agenda and that’s really helped to give it a particular char-
acter. That’s definitely a part of its draw. People attending the contempo-
rary fiction seminars come from different areas, they're not necessarily
thinking about the same issues, but it’s a great place to find new connec-
tions.

Z: This was raised recently by Bob Eaglestone in an article in Textual
Practice about what it is to research and study contemporary literature.
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The article came out of the keynote that he gave at our 21st-Century
British Fiction conference in 2012.

B: Yes, it’s quite satistying to see that that conference, which, in a sense,
sprung from the group, has been turned into an article which we can then
feed back into our discussions, which in turn will be printed in C21 Lit-
erature, one of the journals which is highly praised by Bob in his article.
You can see that research network lighting up! It's encouraging to see;
the discussion never really closes.

Z: One of the things that Bob’s article, important and provocative as it is,
doesn’t deal with, is the proliferation of media, of how you study contem-
porary literature not as a literary study but as a type of cultural study.

B: Which is why we've called our undergraduate module we teach at
Birkbeck 21st-Century Fictions rather than Literature, I suppose.

T: It came out of the 2012 HEA Conference “Teaching 21st Century Fic-
tion’, which brought us into the orbit of Katy Shaw. She was organizing
and invited us to say something. We came up with this idea of proposing
a course.

B: And so the network lights up again!

Z: At the time we were barely teaching contemporary literature. Tony
had snuck From Hell and psychogeography on to the courses we were
teaching. The obvious question to us was ‘well what course would you
design’? Our research is really different — so then we had this really nice
challenge of thinking how would we team-design a course, and what
would that look like. And how could it reflect our research interests, and
where were the problems in converting what we do with our research
and what might be a valid (I use the word carefully) framework to teach
undergraduates?

T: We divided it up into our three research areas — Historiography/
Memory, Digital Culture, Transnationalism — and selected indicative
texts, and the approaches for the course, highlighting the challenges that
would come up in teaching those texts. Such as, for instance, how to teach
something like McSweeney’s (an American quarterly literary journal that
demands being considered as an object as well as a means of disseminat-
ing literature) and also to kind of almost undermine our own course title,
because it wasn’t dealing just with fiction. The argument was always that
non-fiction narratives would use the same tropes of emplotment as fic-
tion narratives do.

T: A major feature of our events to date has been having the author under
discussion present during the discussion. And again that produces lots of
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debate, a kind of productive anxiety — this is one of the challenges of con-
temporary fiction, that the author is still alive, so if you're able to invite
them along you can kind of comment on that. Perhaps it is a generational
thing: these authors have tended to be reasonably young. Perhaps, to
make a tangential reference to Bob Eaglestone’s article, with Lethem and
Miéville, their own personalities kind of blurred the geek and the scholar.
There was a telling line when China Miéville responded to the confer-
ence and said ‘I am one of you guys’, which was kind of quite gratifying.

Z: Actually Lethem talked about that as well. He said that he never com-
pleted his higher education but had just got an honorary degree that
week and was really enjoying feeling part of the academy. And McCarthy,
Lethem and Miéville teach.

T: The Miéville event was a brilliant day and there is a publication
coming out of it, but an important thing again was the screening — we
showed Deep State, which was his collaboration on a low-budget short
film (‘avant-pulp’, he called it) — which came out of a political engagement
with the torture memorandum the American government used to justify
torture methods. But it kind of related contemporary studies to contem-
porary practice because it was an avant-garde collaged film and his role
was to add more estranging science fiction methods on top, so there is a
kind of collision.

Z: Perhaps your phrase there is quite key to the way the single-author
event with the author present has worked, which is a relation between
contemporary studies and contemporary practice. And this also responds
to Bob Eaglestone’s question: we do make value judgements all the time
and there is a self-selecting movement at work in the way we often ap-
proach contemporary culture — you tend to be drawn to authors/art-
ists/filmmakers who are producing contemporary practice that is itself
a contemporary study, or a study of the contemporary. When we hold
these events with the author, the boundaries don’t seem to matter so
much, these writers and artists consider themselves to be undertaking
a parallel project to us as academics. There is definitely synthesis there.
Perhaps that is one way in which we make value judgements — regardless
of whether we talk about a writer of genre fiction who sells millions or a
writer of literary, or ‘serious’ (to use Eaglestone’s phrase) fiction; we are
talking about writers who show similar investments and engagements to
us as academics and researchers.

B: Geoff Dyer is an interesting figure in that sense. In his early writing
he talks about academia as a restrictive place that takes the life out of lov-
ing literature, somewhere that the writer ought to give a wide berth. He
seems to have changed his mind on that, and it occurs to me that perhaps
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the change isn’t in him, it’s this phenomenon which Tony is talking about,
in which authors and the academy, in terms of contemporary literature
anyway, seem to want to talk to each other. Bob also suggests, though,
that the presence of living authors complicates what we do. What do you
make of that?

Z: It is a weird one because I am constantly picking up in my teaching
when first years go to the authors to locate the meaning of the text and
I am telling them it doesn’t have to matter. But then if an author is writ-
ing or speaking critically around their work then — Bianca, you used a
phrase earlier to say it could be a kind of parallel critical text, parallel
with the theory or literary journalism we might use to read something,
and I think that is true. I think there is a fear that a living author can talk
back to your reading of their work. That very rarely happens in the case
of academia (more so for reviewers perhaps); it seems highly unlikely an
author would find an obscure literary theory journal hidden behind the
paywall of an academic publisher in order to comment on how you had
read their work, and so actually the conversation isn’t as two-way as it
could potentially be. You are free to counter an author’s assertion, you
don’t have to engage it. So in this way you are free to disregard the au-
thor’s presence but also to make use of it.

T: It is more the situation that the death of the author is so often mis-
read. The author is not the final arbiter, the final theological meaning, as
Barthes puts it. I think that counts in terms of blurring that line between
fiction and non-fiction. A lot of comics and graphic novels that find their
way on to contemporary literature courses are non-fiction ones and often
the encounter with the author is really important. Just to think of Maus
(1991), by Art Spiegelman: Spiegelman returns to it again and again; he
Justifies his strategy of representation and in fact he has just published
an archive of that work, Metamaus (2011), in conjunction with Hillary
Chute, who is an academic.

Z: And you have to think about that with memoir as well. With someone
like Dave Eggers — you can’t not deal with the author figure; his first
literary work was a memoir, an autobiography. There is a way in which
the author demands to be seen. A whole area of study of contemporary
culture has to be to do with issues of authorial intention, plagiarism, ap-
propriation, legitimate or not, and then the author figure is destabilized
and unsettled in a way perhaps that Barthes would have been OR with;
the author is nonetheless a point of encounter.

B: This is it. I think the unsettling and destabilization process is very
constructive, because, and perhaps this is one of the ways in which aca-
demics do differ from the fan — if the fan enshrines the author as the ulti-
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mate authority and fetishizes them, the academic is more prepared to be
critical and in dialogue, and to deconstruct that idol that the fan has cre-
ated. Bob Eaglestone’s article suggests the boundaries of what differenti-
ates what we do from outside the academy are becoming fragile, which is
potentially problematic I guess. How do you feel about that?

T: That’s coming back to this idea of literature as literary fiction. That
debate has already been had in cultural studies. The idea of the ‘aca-fan’,
as Henry Jenkins puts it, the fan-scholar. On the one hand... well, this is a
question we might want to consider. Are people more affectively invested
in the artefacts of popular culture, whether it’s a comic, or an SF novel,
or a figure that you leave in a box — are people more invested in that than
in their copies of Ulysses or Atonement.

Z: I think it is a myth that needs debunking: that academics writing about
older literature somehow are less fans than academics writing about con-
temporary culture, or to say that academics that we associate with par-
ticular literary figures weren’t fans, and then became academics, or even
that there aren’t non-academic fans of Joyce, of Eliot. To assume that this
is a contemporary thing is misleading. Studying and teaching contempo-
rary culture means being able to be more open about your position; you
are in the default mode of defending yourself as fan/consumer/one-of-
the-multitude. You encounter so many academics who teach on things
that are canonical because they are canonical, and not because these are
the texts that they research, and that they love. Courses just sit there for
years with no one really caretaking. It’s nice to be able to say ‘I want to
teach these things because I think they have value and they give us some-
thing, but also because I really love them and I think these students will
love them.” We should be able to convey that, to marry an enjoyment of
something and a critical use-value of something.

B: Absolutely, it seems to be there’s always this panic about the popular.
There’s a lingering suspicion that contemporary fiction is too much fun,
can’t possibly be a subject of study.

Z: That's one anxiety: that because contemporary culture is something
that is consumed by all academics — that most academics are likely to
read/watch/consume contemporary culture regardless of their research
interest — it is somehow not a distinct, or suitably difficult area of re-
search. How do we go about studying the contemporary? This seems
to come to the heart of much of what we've been talking about; there
exists training for people working with manuscripts, for people working
with archives, modernist studies, an assumed professional code of prac-
tice. What does the equivalent look like if your subject is contemporary
literature and culture?
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T: The workshops will be beyond just selecting the latest book by Ian
McEwan,” and beyond just subjecting it to textual analysis. Which isn’t
to mean we should abandon close reading, but to look at the state of
theory now, discuss how we construct contemporary archives, take into
account audiences, communities, public engagement, author engagement
— something that happens more in film studies and cultural studies but
less so in literary studies.

B: 1 think, in a sense, we've moved away from the seminars which say
what is contemporary fiction, to say...

T: ... this is contemporary fiction...

B: ... THIS is contemporary fiction! Although one of the things I'm most
pleased about with the module is it retains that open-ended feel which
the research seminars had. We can enable students to push the limits of
the discipline for themselves, to surprise us by how they respond to the
module.

Z: Actually the name of the module is something we did debate. Although
fiction enables you to talk about television, film and graphic narrative, it
cuts off the non-fiction, the literary essay, academic writing as a kind of
creative practice, which I think that all of us felt that we also deal with
in our research. The CI'S postgraduate forum (once we moved to IES)
hosted Holly Geisman, a documentary film-maker undertaking a PhD
at Roehampton who was working on a documentary on ethnic food res-
taurants in the UK and she was concerned, as some of our speakers have
been, that what she was presenting was not fiction’; we just felt that it
didn’t actually matter. When you discuss the status of documentary-mak-
ing, you are discussing a craft of contemporary culture and we wouldn’t
limit our series to fiction. So the module, seminar series, and conferences
— although we tend to stick to fiction” because it takes us away from hav-
ing to talk about a novel — we undermine the ‘fiction” aspect all the time.

B: We like to undermine.

Z: We do like to undermine!

Notes

1 Early sessions of the reading group were led by various colleagues from the
University of London who have been incredibly supportive. Special thanks to
Dan O’Gorman, Matt Sangster, Xavier Marco Del Pont, Henderson Down-
ing, and Gill Partington.



Dinnen, Leggett and Venezia | Talking Contemporary Fiction

2 CFS are convening a series of three one day skills development workshops
for postgraduate and early career researchers of contemporary culture.
(http://researchingthecontemporary.net)
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Sian Adiseshiah and Rupert Hildyard, eds, Twenty-First Century
Fiction: What Happens Now, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2013, ISBN: 9781137035172 (hbk), 256pp., £50.

Is it time to stop talking about contemporary fiction? That is one of the
key questions of this new collection. Over a dozen years into a new cen-
tury, a new millennium, could the concept of ‘the contemporary novel’ be
positioned as a twentieth-century construct in need of reconsideration?
If so, this assembly of essays asks, is there enough momentum and dis-
tinctiveness apparent in twenty-first-century writing for it to stand apart
from the concerns or approaches of most earlier fiction and particularly
of the majority of novels by the now established writers who emerged in
the 1970s and 1980s

The recurrent theme of Twenty-I'irst Century Fiction: What Happens
Now s the relationship between (literary) history and the present, prob-
lematizing their interaction and meaning after the absorbed impact of
postmodernism. The Introduction by Adiseshiah and Hildyard provides
an overview of the approaches emerging from the essays’ analysis of
recent fiction, and develops some linkages around such themes as the
remainder of modernism, hauntology, trauma, terror, and time. It also
helpfully positions the overall complexion of the volume in relation to a
number of recent views on the condition of the novel, and stakes its own
position on a latest twist to Lodge’s novelist at the crossroads, which
might best be illustrated by a quotation: ‘Dominic Head in 2002 anticipat-
ed twenty-first century departures to include a move beyond the “falsity
of the realism/experimentalism dichotomy”. Ten years later we would
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qualify this move as a shift from dichotomy to dialectic’ (12). The twenty-
first-century writer perhaps takes a course between the two paths offered
at the crossroads, charting a synthesized third way.

In other words, the emphasis on what the editors then describe as ‘the
continuing challenge of modernism, now focussed not so much on nar-
rative linearity and character as on the complication and problematisa-
tion of realism’ helps to describe what has succeeded postmodernism in
formal terms, while with regard to content the editors identify a critical
‘suspicion of the personal transcendence offered by middle-brow fiction
as a deliverance from the always unsettling, often traumatic challenges
of the twenty-first century’ (12). This ‘destabilized realism’ made more
significant by its dialectic with an absorbed understanding of modernism
in twenty-first-century writing can perhaps be seen as characteristic of
many of the texts under discussion in the thirteen original essays that
follow the Introduction.

Through detailed readings of writers from Glen Duncan and Rachel
Seiffert to Trezza Azzopardi and China Miéville, the chapters implic-
itly or explicitly explore the positioning of current novels in terms of a
kind of neo-modernist fiction (following Kermode), lyrical realism, the
new Puritanism, reality hunger, and so forth, as well as themes emerg-
ing from the cognate concerns of twenty-first-century writers (including
spectrality, violence, historical disorientation). Particularly impressive is
Jennifer Hodgson’s opening essay after the Introduction, which produces
one of the clearest lenses for looking at post-millennial fiction by pro-
viding an analysis of the after-effects of twentieth-century experimental
writing, finally asking the familiar question of whether there is much ap-
petite for the avant-garde in the British novel.

Succeeding Hodgson’s essay, Phil Redpath’s study of historicism and
philosophy in the twenty-first-century novel is a useful excursion into
what realism arguably means in fiction today, after writers” assimilation
of the insights more than practices of twentieth-century experimenta-
tion, using examples from Summerscale and Peace. Complementing Red-
path’s essay, Dean Lockwood then takes Peace’s Red Riding quartet as an
example of recent writing that traces a genealogy of the present back
to a particular past, an important strand in the rich tapestry of recent
historical fiction. The fourth essay, on Glen Duncan by Alice Bennett,
helpfully follows on by flagging up the difficulties of the ‘contemporary’,
not least in terms of multiple addictions to the present in an over-accel-
erated culture. The essay suggests that fiction retains a critical function
in relation to the dangers associated with a culturally widespread and
potentially short-sighted focus on the contemporary and asks what it
means to represent the present at all: ‘representation not only figures as
a remainder, repetition or record of events which have already happened,
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but as a reminder of the impossibility (and undesirability) of being fully
present’ (78).

A number of the other chapters, including Daniel O’Gorman'’s read-
ing of Rushdie’s Shalimar the Clown, also question the notion of a ho-
mogenous past and of historical representation in a way that insinuates
commonalities across the approaches in the collection, while later con-
tiguous essays noticeably address in assorted ways the recurrent tropes
of trauma, haunting and memory. Other chapters consider questions of
‘trans’ and ‘post’ identities that suggest common ground, while the last
chapters in the collection are intrigued by angles on utopia/dystopia in
Hall and Burnside.

Lin Pettersson’s essay on the neo-Victorian novel notes that this sub-
genre was a fin de siécle development of the 1990s (building on Rhys and
Fowles) rather than the 2000s, and the degree to which the new century
is simply a convenient marker, like the shaping dates of much literary
history, inevitably haunts the volume overall. Pettersson’s reading of
the performative aspect to heritage literature is insightful and valuable
though it inevitably raises the question of the ways in which a text such
as The Crimson Petal and the White might signal something diftferent from
the approaches of Ackroyd and Waters.

This point emphasizes the strengths and the faultline of the collection
overall. A highly valuable intervention into the debate over both emerg-
ing writers and contemporary fiction studies, it interrogates the terms of
its own subject, and takes a stance on what’s new, tracing roots into the
past but perhaps not always making clear what might in any case be only
an arbitrary distinction in the fiction of the twenty-first century from
what went immediately before. But this is no great issue, more indica-
tive of the impulse to periodization that striates literary history than of
the volume’s need to delineate a newness beginning at the turn of the
century. Instead, from its first page, Twenty-First Century Fiction: What
Happens Now highlights the historical specificity of the period post-2000
and the post-millennial ‘horizons of possibility” apparent in the range of
writing covered by the volume. In this also, an acknowledgement of the
parallel with modernism is made, posing the question of what a prescient
volume on contemporary fiction in 1913 might have envisaged.

As the Introduction points out, the volume’s subtitle hovers between
the declarative and the interrogative. Probably wisely, the editors for the
most part decline to answer the question voiced in the book’s subtitle but
ably document in their Introduction and selection of essays, with nods to
influential and salutary writers such as Atwood and Houellebecq, a good
deal of what is happening in British fiction now.

Peter Childs
Newman University
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Fiona Sampson, Beyond the Lyric: A Map of Contemporary British
Poetry, London: Chatto & Windus, 2012, ISBN: 9780701186463
(pbk), 320pp., £16.99.

“This is a book of enthusiasms. Unlike the American modernist Marianne
Moore, who famously wrote that “I, too, dislike it”, I love contemporary
poetry’ (1). So begins Fiona Sampson’s attempt ‘to map’ the ‘tremendous
richness and variety’ of British verse (2). Sampson’s introduction, sensibly,
goes on to eschew tribalism — the ‘unending Punch and Judy of “That’s
the way to do it” rival positions’ (8) — and to claim to focus on close read-
ing without which ‘critical writing [...] muffles, rather than clarifies’ (4).
Readers familiar with Moore though might have already raised an eye-
brow at the misuse of a subtle and ironic poem for rhetorical convenience
and sadly this becomes something of a pattern for the book; Sampson is
sometimes happy to neglect context, close reading, or even the facts, if
they interfere with the way she wants to present her enthusiasms.

The book is organized ‘according to the kinds of poetry’ poets write (8).
The categories Sampson groups writers into are sometimes inspired by
form (the ‘Tambic Legislators’), sometimes by place or coterie (the ‘Ox-
ford Elegists’) or by vague sense of style (‘the dandy poem which carries
a swagger-stick under its arm, exploits rather than struggles against its
own inherent artifice’) (38). There is actually something quite refreshing
in this sort of idiosyncratic enthusiast’s taxonomy. The trouble is that the
categories are often ill-defined and poorly explained and the cracks which
Sampson has papered over quickly begin to show.
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The first chapter describes “The Plain Dealers” who were the target
of ire in ‘the Poetry Wars of the Seventies, waged by Eric Mottram, Bob
Cobbing and other avant-gardists of the “British Poetry Revival” against
the lyric mainstream’ (17). Unless they specialized in contemporary po-
etry at university readers might be surprised that the seemingly genteel
world of British Poetry ever produced something as exciting-sounding
as a war. But despite mentioning the performances which brought thou-
sands of enthusiasts (and Allen Ginsburg) to the Albert Hall the events
of the 1960s and 1970s are lumped together and briskly dismissed — this
antipathy was ‘a coterie addressing its initiates [...] the publishing main-
stream was being challenged by a small, if publicity hungry, counter cul-
ture’ (17). From here on in the Poetry Wars, the internecine vagaries of
which have been carefully detailed by Peter Barry, drop out of Sampson’s
book and several significant poets not part of the 1960s and 1970s ‘main-
stream’ remain unmentioned (Christopher Logue, Edwin Morgan, Lee
Harwood) or, like Roy Fisher, are given the most cursory of nods. What
is really confusing though is that Sampson slides another poet associ-
ated with the British Poetry Revival, Elaine Feinstein, in amongst, of all
groups, “The Plain Dealers’ without explaining or even acknowledging
the contradiction.

In the ‘Modernism’ category we are told that the tradition of Britain’s
‘two great modernist poets’ (David Jones and T.S. Eliot) becomes, via
Basil Bunting, a regional modernism that finds its fullest articulation in
W.S. Graham and Geoffrey Hill (187). That’s certainly a reasonable if
slightly simple argument but calling Derek Mahon, with his witty and
often highly formal verse, another ‘regional modernist’ needs some quali-
fication. Instead readers are told ‘he moved from a childhood in North-
ern Ireland and off the map of this book to become a hugely significant
figure in poetry in the Irish republic’ (189). This isn’t really true. Hugh
Haughton’s detailed study tells us Mahon ‘moved to London in 1970" and
‘for the next fifteen years, lived a freelance life largely based in England’
(Haughton 2007, 57). Though it goes unmentioned it was Mahon’s work
written in England which so influenced the American, Michael Donaghy,
who Sampson parachutes in because she sees him as crucial to her car-
tography of influence.

And so Sampson trundles on, sometimes endearing, occasionally il-
luminating, often inaccurate. She has certainly read her poetry, or at least
her ‘enthusiasms’. The fact that this book has no footnotes means that
readers have to rely on their own knowledge to spot the occasional mis-
quotations that are surprising in such a handsomely produced volume.
For example Sampson quotes Adorno as saying no poetry after Aus-
chwitz’ rather than that it was ‘barbaric’ to write it (48); in her world
Larkin’s ‘An Arundel Tomb’ now closes with ‘what remains of us is love’
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which lacks the metre and the still-living poignancy of the original
‘What will survive of us is love’ (122). Sometimes her argument is sim-
ply baffling. After a thumbnail biography of another ‘Modernist’, Tom
Raworth, we are given six lines of a poem which remains un-analysed
and then told ‘that Raworth is often grouped with the exploded lyricists
reminds us how both modernism and postmodernism express their ideas
about poetry in the very texture of the verse’ (193). Having re-read this
sentence several times I am not sure why, if it means anything at all, the
same cannot be said of Romanticism’s idea of ‘Organic IForm’ or several
other types of poetry.

It is the final chapter, “The Exploded Lyric’ where the book’s gener-
ously catholic veneer really begins to crack. For Sampson the ‘tradition of
the exploded lyric demonstrates how arbitrary the relationships between
words and the world they’re supposed to depict’ are (259). In this catego-
ry she groups poets as different as Denise Riley, Keston Sutherland and
Barry MacSweeney and, ‘unifying these radical generations there is also
J.H. Prynne’ (260). In fairness Sampson is quite generous to Prynne, call-
ing his writing ‘as capacious, and dense with purposive pleasure, as any
great European poetry’ (276). But while Prynne is certainly the preemi-
nent radical’ (to use Sampson’s word) poet writing in Britain he is hardly
a unifying force. Moreover, if she had cared to look at his discussions of
poetics she would know that he in fact argues against too-quickly assert-
ing the ‘arbitrary relationships of words and the world they are supposed
to depict’ (Prynne 1988, 1993, 2010).

Perhaps fittingly for a chapter on the exploded lyric nothing here
seems to fit. We are told that ‘like visual art brut, it occupies the very
threshold of conventional denotation — a shared language game in which
the group understands what the individual is saying — and the private
dream-life of symbol or symptom’ (262). Whatever readers expect to en-
counter straight after that introduction it is surely not this from Mac-
Sweeney:

We want new sounds not neat Faber and Faber
‘We want new sounds no Simon Armitage

with hands in the pockets of his suit in Paris

half a pound of badly fried chips on each shoulder.

There is no close reading (or plain dealing) to tell us why this is the
‘threshold of conventional denotation” or why MacSweeney is attacking
a poet and publisher that have both featured heavily throughout the vol-
ume.

Sampson saves her real ire for ‘angry not-so-young’ man ‘Keston
Sutherland (b. 1976), a senior academic’ (269). Even readers unfamiliar
with Sutherland might balk at the ad hominem nature of this introduc-
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tion which seems to posit that one should not be angry over thirty about
the things Sutherland gets angry about in his poetry — like the state of
capitalism or the Iraq War. Sutherland’s reputation is primarily as a writ-
er and not as an academic, but even if it were otherwise the suggestion
that his position is somehow a bad thing is incomprehensible. What does
Sampson think J. M. Coetzee was doing at the University of Cape Town
before (and after) he started publishing novels? Sampson then goes on to
quote, seemingly at random, Sutherland’s ‘untitled poem [...] published
in 1998 in the Australian magazine Jacket (270). Given that he was 22 at
the time of publication this was presumably Sutherland’s period of right-
eous indignation. The snide use of the foreign magazine conveniently
sidesteps Sutherland’s own publishing history. As the co-founder, with
Andrea Brady, of the comparatively successful Barque Press he has pub-
lished himself along with a diverse range of poets whose work sustains
several popular poetry scenes, particularly in Cambridge, London and
Brighton, as well as having a growing interested audience in the USA —a
territory where, with some notable exceptions such as Tony Harrison’s
success on Broadway, much British poetry has failed to make its mark.
Readers familiar with the mainstream and its discontents — such peo-
ple do exist — will be disappointed that Sampson’s distortions and omis-
sions make it look like she is falling, perhaps not always intentionally, into
the tribalism she protests too much to eschew. In this light the book’s
closing chapter looks less like a conciliatory attempt to find a place on the
map for an array of writers who don’t fit into her scheme than a process
of hiving some them off into a corner with a footnote saying ‘here be the
dragons of postmodern play’. The diverse landscapes of British poetry,
both strange and familiar, deserve better maps because, to misuse Mari-
anne Moore’s ‘Poetry’ as flagrantly as Sampson does, ‘we/do not admire
what/we cannot understand’.
Sam Solnick

UCL, UK
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Expanded from his popular blog Tairy Tales for Twenty-Somethings’,
Tim Manley’s Alice in Tumblr-land: And Other Fairy Tales For a New Gen-
eration is an entertaining and aesthetically pleasing collection of micro-
narratives that relocate well-known fairy-tale characters to the modern
world. Rapunzel, Robin Hood, Red Riding Hood and many more familiar
figures make appearances in Manley’s warped wonderland — although
they are anything but the formulaic representations we are accustomed
to. Each tale is accompanied by Manley’s comic illustrations, which bring
a dimension of playfulness to this unexpectedly sardonic book. Manley’s
tales are designed to appeal to a contemporary adult readership that will
be familiar with the fables he resurrects, even if only in a ‘Disney-fied’
form. The retold fairy tale is hardly an original trope, yet Manley brings
something new to the genre through his engagement with present-day
anxieties. Alice in Tumblr-land is a gentle parody of twenty-first century
behaviours and attitudes; nevertheless, Manley manages to raise a pleth-
ora of serious issues, including mental health, gender identity, sexual-
ity, substance abuse, relationship politics and alcoholism. Fairy tales have
come a long way since Hans Christian Andersen.

Admittedly, Manley’s target audience is somewhat limited: not only
is the book aimed at twenty-somethings, it also relies on its readers’ flu-
ency in Internet colloquialisms. Fortunately for Manley, the majority of
his demographic are likely to be familiar with the cavernous realm of
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social networking, so there’s no real risk of incomprehension. This is
just as well, because Alice in Tumblr-land is deeply satirical when it comes
to technoculture and the impact of social media in everyday life. For ex-
ample, Pinocchio creates a Wikipedia page after asking himself: “What
if I put all my lies on Wikipedia? Would that make them true?’ (242)
and Peter Pan loses touch with reality because of his internet obsession.
Manley’s Peter Pan serves as a clear metaphor for stunted development:
the boy who never grew up becomes the boy who refuses to face reality:
hiding from responsibility in a virtual world is a more appealing alterna-
tive. Manley gives us a new, hypermodern Neverland, confined within
the four corners of a computer or television screen. Not all of the tales in
the collection are as symbolic as this, but those which are not particularly
revealing are at least reliably amusing.

Although Manley succeeds in updating and galvanizing formerly two-
dimensional fairy tale characters, Alice in Tumblr-land would benefit from
being less like a continuous blog feed and more like a coherent piece of
writing. Structurally, Alice in Tumblr-land is problematic. Storylines are
spread episodically across the book and, as most episodes are barely long-
er than a Tweet, this can be inconvenient for itinerant readers: it does
become tedious when you have to turn back thirty pages or so to remind
yourself what Sleeping Beauty did on her last appearance. Many of the
narratives seem unresolved, which suggests that Manley may revisit his
retold fairy tales in the future. Alternatively, it could be a post-modern
literary device that signifies multiple endings or possibilities, and, there-
fore, multiple readings of each tale. The Hare and The Tortoise, after
years of Facebook-stalking one another, reach a mutual epiphany towards
the end of the book: ‘It wasn’t until they were each about to fall asleep
that night that it hit them at the same time: There is no destination.
There isn’t a winner. There never was a race.” (266). Manley may be sug-
gesting something similar in choosing to leave several of his characters’
stories unresolved: that it is not the destination or pace that is important
when it comes to writing, but the telling. This is certainly true of Alice in
Tumblr-land on the whole: Manley is clearly in no rush to unfold his tales,
hence the episodic, chaotic structure.

Another avant-garde feature of Alice in Tumblr-land is the ending, if
we can call it that. The final page of the book, a simple illustration of
a mirror, invites the reader to reflect on their own life in light of the
events they have just witnessed. Manley seems to ask: do you recognize
yourself in any of these characters? The answer is inevitably ‘yes’. Who
has not craved the approval of others, like Manley’s self-conscious Ugly
Duckling? Who has not resisted social responsibilities, like Manley’s
adolescent-minded King Arthur? Although the issues raised in Alice in
Tumblr-land are disguised by the double filter of fantasy and humour,
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there are contemporary truths to be found in this light parody, and, in a

similar way to Angela Carter’s Book of Fairy Tales (2005), Manley’s collec-

tion proves true what we always suspected: fairy tales were never meant
to be just for children.

Carly Stevenson

University of Sheffield
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Maggie Awadalla and Paul March-Russell, eds, The Postcolonial
Short Story: Contemporary Essays, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2012, ISBN: 9780230313385 (hbk), 240pp., £50.

In his 2009 book, The Short Story: An Introduction, Paul March-Russell
notes that ‘dislocation rather than locality, has become the dominant
trait of the short story’ (148). The Postcolonial Short Story bears out this
assertion in a collection of essays that demonstrate the form’s useful-
ness for exploring those experiences of displacement, marginality and
fragmentation that characterize the contemporary era. As Awadalla and
March-Russell point out in their introduction, the short story form has
a number of subversive and dissident qualities that historically have been
overlooked in favour of key novels of postcolonial nation building. In
redressing this imbalance, the collection highlights the connections be-
tween the marginalization of the short story form and issues of gender
in a postcolonial context. Its emphasis on both well-known and emerg-
ing female writers — Alice Munro, Catherine Lim and Nalo Hopkinson
— focalizes the contradictions that often characterize the place of women
within postcolonial societies.

Perhaps inevitably, Awadalla and March-Russell link the short story to
its postcolonial context through traditions of oral storytelling, and the
form’s association with the oral roots of folk culture is both highlighted
and questioned in a number of the book’s essays. In their introduction,
the editors sketch out the historical use of oral forms in colonized coun-
tries as a mode of ‘cultural survival (4) in the face of the eradication of
indigenous cultures, and their participation in the construction of nation-
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hood post independence. Yet if the short story and its links to oral story-
telling played a specific but under-examined role in the nation-building
era of decolonization, short fiction as it appears in the essays collected
here is increasingly devolved from the nation and is finding particular
purchase in a fragmented world. In this vein, Philip Holden’s exploration
of the Singaporean context provides an interesting example. Drawing on
Christine Lim’s 2007 collection The Lies that Build a Marriage and Wena
Poon’s The Proper Care of Foxes (2009), Holden argues that the focus on
urban spaces in these stories suggests the erosion of the ‘moral authority
of nationalism’ (62). Holden wonders whether it might be more useful
to view the short story as an urban rather than a national form, which,
despite being ‘dwarfed by the monuments of national culture’, preserves
and reinscribes ‘many of the constituent tensions of postcolonial urban-
ism on a global scale’ (62).

The city is also a dominant theme of essays by Antara Chatterjee and
Ailsa Cox, who both consider the ways in which recent postcolonial sto-
ries seem particularly interested in the paradoxes of contemporary urban
life. Focusing on Vancouver, Cox’s analysis of Alice Munro’s recent col-
lection Runaway (2004) and Nancy Lee’s Dead Girls (2002) examines the
ways in which a gendered perspective transforms the prevailing image
of Vancouver as an ‘archetypal postmodern metropolis’ into a space of
social isolation, which is at once a source of suffering and of consolation.
For Chatterjee and Cox, it is the fragmentary and disjointed’ (98) nature
of the short story form that permits an especially fruitful exploration
of both postcolonial experiences of diaspora — as demonstrated in Chat-
terjee’s assessment of Jhumpa Lahiri — and the atomising experience of
urban life.

Given the short story’s relatively marginal position in relation to the
novel, a particular strength of The Postcolonial Short Story is its attention
to the varied forums within which short fiction tends to circulate: popular
magazines and sub-literary formats on the one hand, and journals and
counter-cultural or avant-garde publications on the other. As a product
of both ‘mass and minority culture’, Awadalla and March-Russell argue,
the short story occupies an ‘ambiguous cultural position’ (4), which en-
hances its capacity for collective participation and engagement. This is
elaborated most clearly in Caroline Rooney’s excellent essay on the links
between contemporary Egyptian writing and what she describes as ‘the
aesthetics of democracy’, in which texts both ‘reflect and create the kind
of popular consciousness necessary for the Egyptian revolution’ (111).
Rooney’s discussion takes up two Egyptian narrative forms: the magama,
a short story novel which appears in a ‘serial form of picaresque or loose-
ly related stories’ (118), and the cassette-recorded sermon. In Khaled Al
Khamissi’s Tax7 (2008), which recounts the author’s conversations with
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disgruntled Cairo taxi drivers, the short story’s oral roots are invested
with a persuasive political and democratic energy arising from popular
dissatisfaction with the lack of governmental leadership in the months
preceding the uprising.

The particular ways in which short fiction lends itself to collective
engagement is also the focus of an essay by Shola Adenekan and Helen
Cousins, which explores the world of online publishing and reader par-
ticipation across countries in Africa. They argue that self-publishing and
online interaction allows both readers and writers to move away from the
often stifling formal and aesthetic legacy of postcolonial literary produc-
tion, which ‘expects them to adopt certain styles, treat themes in par-
ticular ways and publish books to certain markets’ (199). Moreover, such
reading and writing practices, ‘signify a break from Western valoriza-
tions of individual authorship’ (204). This is a timely analysis of online
reading and publishing from a postcolonial perspective, and one of the
essay’s keenest insights is the suggestion that the online space, as distinct
from the associations of material colonial ‘place’, provides aesthetic and
social freedoms for postcolonial writers and readers.

As a predominantly twenty-first-century perspective on the short
story, The Postcolonial Short Story asserts the significance and continu-
ing evolution of the form. The essays touch on contemporary reading
practices (Adenekan and Cousins), political intervention (Rooney) and
emerging forms such as postcolonial science fiction (Bessette), while also
looking back to the genre’s roots in oral culture and its long-standing
assoclation with new or marginalized forms of knowledge. Like the ear-
lier edited collection Telling Stories: Postcolonial Short Fiction in English
edited by the late Jacqueline Bardolph, which was published in 2001, The
Postcolonial Short Story covers a range of geographical regions (Singa-
pore, Canada, the Caribbean, Northern and Southern Africa) and in this
sense the collection can feel more like a survey than an interrogation
of the form. However, its focus on recent writing provides a map of the
current directions short story writers are taking and re-establishes the
form’s ability to give expression to those stories regularly overlooked in
accounts of the contemporary moment.

Agnes Woolley
University of Lincoln
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The workshop ‘Negotiating Narratives in/for the Third Millennium’
arose from the feeling that, one decade into the 21st century, the theo-
retical conceptualizations and narrative configurations emerging from
postmodernism increasingly fall short of capturing the contemporary
and its narratives. It was designed to examine the extent to which both
fictional and non-fictional narratives of our times may be said fundamen-
tally to differ from those of the past century, interrogating new modes
of conceiving the present. Situated in the emerging field of 21st-century
studies, the workshop approached these issues from a variety of cross-
disciplinary angles, namely sociology, political sciences, media psychol-
ogy, media studies and literary criticism.

The first panel, ‘Narratives Across The Disciplines’, was opened by
Matti Hyvirinen, Professor of Sociology, University of Tampere. His re-
search explores how the concept of narrative ‘travels’” through various
disciplines. His keynote address, “The Prospects of Socionarratology’,
argued that the full potential of narrative research is not yet realized in
the social sciences, which should be seen as a chance further to develop
the conceptual history of narratives. He criticized the rejection of nar-
ratology in various disciplines outside literary studies as having been
motivated by interest in content rather than form. The social sciences,
Hyvirinen underlined, were especially ignorant of the changes the con-
cept of narratives had undergone since the 1960s and 1970s when for-
malist, structuralist approaches predominated. Drawing on David Her-
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man (1999), he introduced socionarratology and hence asked whether
academia needs a unifying theory of narratives or if it would rather profit
from differentiated concepts to analyse fictional and everyday narratives,
Le. ‘natural’ (FFludernik) vs. ‘unnatural’ narratives. Reluctant to choose
sides, Hyvirinen advocates socionarratology ‘as a project indicating
transportation of narratological ideas, theories, and questions into social
research, and vice versa’.

Presenting research on the effects of extremist narratives and coun-
ternarratives, Anna Morten (University of Cologne) exemplified the ap-
plication of narrative theory in media and communication psychology.
She set out by giving a definition of extremism as politically or religious-
ly motivated propaganda that disseminates one single, ‘true’ ideological
interpretation of societies’ current state. In her research, Morten defines
narratives as stories that are embedded, accepted and transmitted with-
out critical inquiry. Extremist narratives typically create a binary be-
tween ‘us’ and ‘them’, which is furthermore constructed as an opposition
between ‘good” and ‘evil’ to ‘sell’ extremist ideology. Such propaganda is
mainly found on the Internet, especially on YouTube, which constitutes an
attractive distribution channel as it provides easy access, little regulation
and an inexpensive, interactive way of communicating. New media are
also used to disseminate counternarratives, which adopt accepted forms
of audio-visual political communication on the Internet while attempting
to lower the responsiveness to extremism on the content level.

An interesting insight into the use of narratives in the political scienc-
es was provided by Sebastian Jarzebski (University of Duisburg-Essen).
He defined stories as strategic elements that can add dimensions and lay-
ers to research. Consequently, he pointed out epistemological, anthropo-
logical as well as methodological reasons why narratives can successfully
be employed in the political sciences to identify metaphors, configura-
tions and plot patterns. Jarzebski illustrated this through two examples.
First, he explored how the figure of the whistleblower (particularly with
regard to Edward Snowden) is portrayed in different narratives either as
a hero or as a traitor. Second, he took the 2011 UK riots as an example
to show David Cameron’s image of the ‘broken society’ as a narrative
configuration that splits the social system into good and evil. The panel
underscored the importance of a conceptual theory of narratives across
the disciplines.

This discussion was continued in the second panel on media narratives
opened by keynote speaker Diane Negra, Professor of Film Studies and
Screen Cultures, University College Dublin. In her talk ‘Gendering the
Recession’ she analysed narratives produced since the global financial
crisis of 2008. Given her research interests in media studies and gender,
Negra scrutinized fictional and non-fictional narratives in various forms,
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such as TV shows, films, blogs, and books, advocating a holistic under-
standing of media to conceptualize gendered recession narratives in the
broader context of popular culture.

Negra identified two major developments: recession narratives posi-
tion gender equality as a luxury that can no longer be afforded. Moreo-
ver, class tensions are often replaced by gender conflicts when narratives
disproportionately disfavour men, as for example in the film The Company
Men (2010), where men are physically present but subordinate to women.
This conflict is manifested in a ‘recessionary discursive paradigm’, that
pictures men as either absent or with a lack of agency. Manuals like Han-
na Rosin’s The End of Men: And the Rise of Women (2012) or Sheryl Sand-
berg’s Lean-In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead (2013) illustrate this
point, since both champion female self-reliance and self-responsibility as
tools for success. These works position women as powerful, men as feeble
and thus depict a male anxiety of losing status; other examples suggest
that at times of ‘economic uncertainty, traditionalist discourses of gender
and labour’ are triggered again. Here women continue to be mostly ab-
sent in the economic and political scene: popular blogs like The Pioneer
Woman construct female selthood as particularly capable of adapting to
times of crisis, while terms like ‘recessionista’ reduce female identity to
consumerism.

Julia Becker’s (TU Dortmund) and Johanna Schorn’s (University of
Cologne) talks dealt with aspects of participation in 21st-century narra-
tion. Within the framework of cultural studies, Becker in her talk ‘Post-
Passivity: Scrutinizing the Magic Principle’ engaged with live action
role-plays (larp) to highlight larp’s inherent participative force. Refer-
ring to Henry Jenkins” notion of the ‘participatory turn’ (2011), she ar-
gued that forms of participatory narration like fan cultures, Wikipedia,
blogging networks and online games actively contribute to the creation
of culture. Participatory culture thus potentially challenges hegemonic
power relations and increases democratic and community-oriented deci-
sions. Drawing on Markus Gabriel’s notion of a ‘new realism’, she con-
cluded that larp allows its characters to have an immediate impact on the
story and actively to create reality.

Besides TV shows like Glee and Faking It that feature LGBT char-
acters, Schorn also examined the impact of fandom participation in her
talk ‘Tt gets better: 21st Century Coming-Out Narratives’. She suggested
that LGBT characters have often served as a plot device for protagonists,
for example in the role of the so-called ‘gay best friend’. Instead of being
placed at the heart of the narrative, their function was primarily to add
to a TV show’s LGBT sensitivities. Furthermore, lesbian and transgen-
der characters have been mostly non-existent in TV shows and gay and
bisexual characters’ stories have received only little focus. The 21st cen-

3



C21 Literature: Journal of 21st-century Writings | 03_01 | 2014

tury, however, has seen an increasing interest in lesbian and transgender
protagonists, more accurately reflecting postmillennial teenagers lives.
Participatory culture is practised via social media, since close relations
between TV show producers/authors and the audience are established,
allowing for adaptions in storylines. Schorn concluded with the rather
positive outlook that, especially with regard to Faking It, the environ-
ment for LGBTs is ‘getting better’.

Turning to literary narratives of the 21st century, the third panel was
introduced by a keynote entitled ‘A Bridge to Nowhere: Fictions of the
Future in the Twenty-First Century Novel given by Peter Boxall, Pro-
fessor of English, University of Sussex. He posited how the first dec-
ade of the third millennium was marked by a sense of profound change,
which has made the theoretical concepts and narrative figurations gen-
erated in the last century seem increasingly inadequate to approach
the contemporary. Boxall particularly focused on the transformation of
the sense of temporality, which according to him is marked by the sim-
ultaneity of a hitherto unknown speed of change and stasis at the same
time. To illustrate these points Boxall presented his reading of Zadie
Smith’s latest novel N/ (2013) in the light of her 2008 essay “T'wo Paths
for the Novel’, in which she contends that contemporary novelistic writ-
ing returns to a complacent mode of ‘lyrical realism” and demands that
authors venture to take the novel to new experimental terrains in order
for it to remain meaningful. Boxall views N/ as a possible realization of
this aspiration, particularly with regard to its experimental form (shift-
ing voice, multiple points of view, fractured micronarratives) as well as
to how the novel explores the juxtaposition and interconnection of rapid
speed and stasis in the way time is narrated and experienced by the pro-
tagonists. The novel’s narrative mode of historical and regional realism
constantly underpinned by a futurity of Nowhere’ is regarded by Boxall
as indicative of a fictional approach to make sense of a world whose rapid
transformation constitutes an ontological challenge.

David Foster Wallace’s oeuvre, which both theorizes and creatively
imagines the emancipating potential of ethically engaged literature after
postmodernism, was at the centre of Laura Morris’ talk, entitled ‘Post-
Postmodern Politics: David Foster Wallace’s Radical Aesthet[h]ics’. She
read David Foster Wallace in light of Jacques Ranciére’s writing on the
aesthetic politics of literature (Polztics and Aesthetics, 2010; The Emanci-
pated Spectator, 2010). Ranciere in these texts analyses aesthetics and pol-
itics as being structurally intertwined, negotiating what it means to be
a sensible human being. Adapting Ranciére’s notion of the emancipated
spectator, Morris sees a fundamental liberation at the heart of the politics
of Wallace’s literature. His project of fostering critical and independent
thought in his readers is achieved through aesthetic means which Morris
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convincingly illustrated with reference to Wallace’s magnum opus, his
2010 novel Infinite Jest, which in her view takes on a form that prompts
the reader’s own investigation of the complex material presented (foot-
notes, endnotes, footnotes in endnotes, errata) and thus involves them in
the making up of the novelistic reality. He thereby promotes the agency
of his readers, whom he wishes to become emancipated in real life.

With the characterization of the contemporary as a time of change
that we are only just beginning to perceive — let alone conceptualize —
the popularity of science fiction, a genre preoccupied with different time
concepts, change and alternative futures, does not come as much of a
surprise. Thus, the last paper of the workshop day, ‘Allegorical and Am-
biguous: Telling Science Fiction in the 21st Century’ given by Thomas
Wellmann (University of Miinster), turned to two dys/utopian novels
by Adam Roberts: New Model Army (2010) and By Light Alone (2011).
Central to both of these is the change of political and socioeconomic sys-
tems in the 21st century. As the novels suggest, the wide use of informa-
tion technology and the all-pervading reality of the Internet prompt new
forms of configuring the body politic and its organizational modes. In the
soclety depicted in New Model Army, for instance, political decisions are
based on online-voting forms and realized via smartphone apps, which
results in the deterritorialization and synchronization of communities.
Since the novels, which evidently discuss ethical and political challenges
of our times, are neither just dystopias nor clearly utopian, they can be
read as ambivalent allegories of the present, opening ‘a dialogic relation-
ship between several ways of imagining the world [allowing us] to make
sense of the present as the future we live in’.

In the concluding discussion, Dr Julia Hoydis, lecturer in English
Literature and Culture at the University of Cologne and co-editor of
a special issue of the journal Anglistk entitled Focus on Twenty-First
Century Literature’ (forthcoming 2015), delineated common themes
referred to throughout the workshop day that shape fictional and non-
fictional narratives in/for the 21st century. While new technological de-
velopments fundamentally change our concepts of space and time as well
as de/materialized culture, they forge new modes of participation and
commodification. Closely related to this are the changing forms of post/
humanist autonomy, passivity and agency, and their ethical implications.
Also the notions of crisis (e.g. environmental, terrorist, economic, hu-
manist) evoked in several papers prompt new imaginative explorations of
the future as well as of possible coping strategies. Despite the difficulties
entailed in the attempt to grasp the contemporary as ‘eyewitnesses’ lack-
ing temporal and critical distance, the discussion of these issues in the
framework of interdisciplinary 21st-century studies proved to be a very
stimulating one.
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