THE ESCHATOLOGICAL IMAGINATION



THE ESCHATOLOGICAL IMAGINATION: MEDIATING DAVID FOSTER

WALLACE'S INFINITE JEST

By

JOHN TIMOTHY JACOBS, B.A., B.A. (Hons), M.A.

A Thesis
Submitted to the School of Graduate Studies
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree

Doctor of Philosophy

McMaster University

© Copyright by John Timothy Jacobs, July 2003



Doctor of Philosophy (2003) McMaster University

(English) Hamilton, Ontario

TITLE: The Eschatological Imagination: Mediating David Foster
Wallace’s Infinite Jest

AUTHOR: John Timothy Jacobs, B.A. (University of Calgary), B.A.
(Hons) (McMaster University), M.A. (McMaster
University)

ADVISOR: Professor H. John Ferns

NUMBER OF PAGES: vii, 241

ii



ABSTRACT

There is an inherent risk in studying contemporary fiction. Serious questions form
around issues of an author’s longevity and legacy, a work’s merit and its endurance for
later scholarship, and the varieties of current critical reception and methodology against
the shifts to come. The attendant difficulty of assessing and analyzing a work before an
industry of critical reception has formed also presents challenges. David Foster Wallace’s
Infinite Jest (1996) represents these challenges, and much more; it is at once an
encyclopedic novel of 1079 pages, full of both liberal arts and scientific erudition, and an
encomium to an apocalyptic end of late millennial American culture. The novel is highly
allegorical and operates with three crucial subtexts, in addition to the standard diegetic
narrative. In this study, I present three different, though not mutually exclusive,
interpretations of this novel, a novel that has presented interpretive difficulties to scholars
of contemporary fiction. In Part One, I survey and compare Wallace’s aesthetic with the
radical, yet self-contained, aesthetic of the poet, G.M. Hopkins; Part Two examines the
integral concept of mediation and explores the subtext of the return of the dead
author—the novel operates, in part, as a rejoinder to the death-of-the-author critical
impasse; Part Three is primarily comparative and analyzes Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The

Brothers Karamazov (1880). Wallace has rewritten (or reimagined) Dostoevsky's novel

and translated it into a contemporary context and idiom as a remedy for postmodern

American solipsism.
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“Beware when the great God lets loose a thinker on this planet. Then all things
are at risk”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson (“Circles” 172).
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Introduction

In Parenthesis: Reading David Foster Wallace

“In all the arts, adhering to a school and issuing group manifestoes 11d statements of common
aims is a sign of youthfulness, and to some degree of immaturity; as a painter or writer or other
creative person grows older and acquires more authority, he tends to withdraw from all such
organizations and become simply himself”~Northrop Frye (qtd. in Weber vii).

“Schools’ of fiction are for crank-turners. The founder of a movement is never part of the
p
movement”-David Foster Wallace (McCaffery 144).

“Irony is an important genre for us because so much contemporary literature is ironic in its tone.
What irony appeals to is a sense of normality . . . and it is that sense of normality in the audience
that enables irony to make its point as irony. Without that sense of the normal, irony would
cease to become ironic and become simply a description”-Northrop Frye (“Literature as Therapy”

29).

In his essay “Contemporary American Fiction Through University Press Filters,”
Sanford Pinsker recently reviewed three critical studies of contemporary American
fiction." In this review article Pinsker laments the path taken in recent scholarly literary
studies, particularly within the context of current American fiction as his title suggests,
noting that university presses now tend to produce “sausage-grinder stuff” that

“contextualiz|[es] with a vengeance” (375). All three works treated by Pinsker tend to
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organize a random and ostensibly disparate selection of post-Second World War novels
around the now-common literary-theoretical template of, in Pinsker’s words, “identity
politics” (375)—that is to say, race, class, gender, and queer theory. Although he makes
many sensible points—points that are, perhaps, more applicable to the current state of
academic publishing—Pinsker rather amusingly grinds his axe on these specific critical
works, just as he supposes that these critics’ adherence to and application of current
literary theories to American fiction functions as “axes to grind with regard to their
distinguished predecessors” (379). It is not my intention to join the debate over the
‘culture wars,” or the merits of certain methods of literary analysis of current American
fiction, nor to engage the perennial debate about just what constitutes significant
contemporary fiction, which works merit academic inspection, or of questions of popular-
and high-culture literature.

[ have instead selected one contemporary American novel for critical
examination, David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest (1996). Instead of privileging a
theoretical discourse in this study of American fiction, I have privileged the literary
artifact first and then made selective use of literary-philosophical theories and
perspectives, as warranted and appropriate. It should be noted, then, that the
employment of secondary, theoretical texts in this study often emerges from Wallace’s
own references to these texts and not from a preconceived theoretical model to apply to

Wallace's fiction. This is particularly significant as these points of embarkation lead to a
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more fertile and significant understanding of one of America’s most disturbing, erudite,
and imaginative literary voices. In terms of density and encyclopedic content, Infinite Jest
stands out against the broad relief-map of American fiction and has already been

compared with similar-styled, notable precursors, William Gaddis’s The Recognitions

(1955) and Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), both of which have received

substantial critical treatment in both article and book-length studies. Because Wallace
actively publishes essays in popular forums (though an ‘academic’), and comments in
interviews on the art of fiction, I have, naturally, harmonized his ideas and theories with
his second novel. Because there is still no full-length critical study of Infinite Jest, and
because of its core complexity and the failure of scholars and general readers to come to
even a general consensus on how the novel’s plot resolves itself, the primary aim of the
study is explicative. Fragmented chronology is a major feature of this novel, as Stephen
Burn has meticulously elaborated in his recent reader’s guide o Infinite Jest (2003), and a
year of narrative events is missing from the diegetic narrative (“Year of Glad,” the
narrative present in which the novel opens). Many reviewers, most notably The New
York Times’s Michiko Kakutani, have claimed the novel to be poorly edited and,
borrowing from Henry James, have called it a “loose baggy monster” (Kakutani n.p.);
Wallace has countered by asserting that “it may be a mess, but it’s a very careful mess. A
lot of work went into making it look like that. That might sound like a pathetic lie, but

it’s not” (Donahue n.p.), something that Burn supports in his detailed reading of Infinite
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Jest’s chronological sequence. Because of this chronological lacuna, however, there can
be no definitive consensus on the resolution of Infinite Jest’s piot. So, Wallace has
carefully composed a novel that is both a reader-response theorist’s worst nightmare or
textual cornucopia; each individual reader extends the diegetic narrative after the reading
and extrapolates from the few slender yet crucial clues how the narrative concludes. The
result is a powerful textual resonance, like none other in recent American fiction, and one
of which such a scrupulous artist as Wallace must surely have been aware of. In what
follows, I provide three distinct, though not mutually exclusive, interpretations or
readings of Infinite Jest.

Part One, “American Touchstone: The Idea of Order,” outlines Wallace’s
aesthetic, linking it to one of his greatest though seemingly urlikely influences, the
Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. In the course of this chapter, I further comment
on Wallace’s views toward contemporary art, particularly contemporary American fiction,
and highlight the ways in which Wallace has appropriated Hopkins’s aesthetic and
transformed it into a contemporary visionary model of his own. In this opening chapter, I
discuss the ways in which Infinite Jest is multi-layered with various levels of subtext. One
of its more significant subtexts is that it operates as an aesthetic allegory in which the
narrator obliquely comments on contemporary art and the current proclivity of current
artists, particularly fiction writers, to make their works primarily ironic without grounding

their irony in what Frye calls “a sense of normality” (“Literature” 29). In an interview,
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Wallace calls this an ironic ground-clearing:
irony and cynicism were just what the U.S. hypocrisy of the fifties and
sixties called for. That’s what made the early postmodernists great artists.
The great thing about irony is that it splits things apart, gets us up above
them so we can see the flaws and hypocrisies, and duplicities . . . .
Sarcasm, parody, absurdism and irony are great ways to strip off stuff’s
mask and show the unpleasant reality behind it. The problem is that once
the rules for art are debunked, and once the unpleasant realities the irony
diagnoses are revealed and diagnosed, then what do we do? Irony’s useful
for debunking illusions, but most of the illusior: debunking in the U.S. has
now been done and redone. (McCaffery 147, interviewer’s emphasis)
The ends of irony concern Wallace. In his aesthetic formulation, irony is now unmoored
from any aesthetic constraints (Frye's “normality”), and it is instructive to note the
parallels he defines between the affected forms of cultural ennui and “postmodern irony,”
a “hatred that winks and nudges you and pretends it’s just kidding” (147), and the artistic
production and consumption of this cultural attitude. That is to say, for Wallace, there is
no division between artistic production/consumption and contemporary living; the
millennial arts have, because of commercial art’s co-opting of serious fiction’s strategies,
increasingly become “our guide to inclusion. A how-to” (Jest 694). Wallace works to
remedy what he diagnoses as an extreme millennial American “Romantic glorification of
Weltschmerz” with its affected “world-weariness” and “hip ennui” (694). In this sense,
Wallace proclaims G.M. Hopkins a contemporary American aesthetic “touchstone,” and
uses him as a star to steer by. In doing so, Wallace inevitably commences the very thing

he shuns, a literary school or movement, by providing a radically self-contained and

controlled aesthetic for other contemporary writers to observe:
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The next real literary ‘rebels’ in this country might well emerge as some
weird bunch of antirebels, born oglers who dare somehow to back away
from ironic watching, who have the childish gall actually to endorse and
instantiate single-entendre principles. Who treat of plain old untrendy
human troubles and emotions in U.S. life with reverence and conviction.
Who eschew self-consciousness and hip fatigue. These anti-rebels would
be outdated, of course, before they even started Dead on the page. Too
sincere. Clearly repressed. Backward, quaint, naive, anachronistic.
Maybe that'll be the point. Maybe that's why they’ll be the next real
rebels. Real rebels, as far as I can see, risk disapproval. The old
postmodern insurgents risked the gasp and squeal: shock, disgust, outrage,
censorship, accusations of socialism, anarchism, nihilism. Today’s risks are
different. The new rebels might be artists willing to risk the yawn, the
rolled eyes, the cool smile, the nudged ribs, the parody of gifted ironists.
(“E Unibus Pluram” 81)*

This chapter operates as an essential grounding in Wallace’s aesthetic views, and serves as
an introductory basis to embark upon a more detailed commentary on and understanding
of Infinite Jest in the analyses to come in the succeeding chapters.

Part Two, “Infinite Geist: Lexical Investigation, Mediation, and the Ghost of the
Author,” reads Wallace’s novel in terms of lexical analysis and narrative mediation, both
of which are foundational to the work considered and to Wallace’s conception of the art
of fiction. Because Wallace—it seems more than any other contemporary American
novelist—appropriates aesthetic methods and styles from a legion of sources, the study is
also inevitably comparative at times. [ have employed a tripartite methodology for this
chapter that includes hermeneutics (Hans-Georg Gadamer), phenomenology (Maurice
Merleau-Ponty), and reader-response theory (Wolfgang Iser). I further explore the

relationship between isolated words that operate as densely coded leitmotifs in the novel
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and demonstrate, as in Part One, that Infinite Jest is an elaborate critical-aesthetic
allegory, and that it is structured as a subtle rejoinder to the ‘death of the author’ impasse
in critical theory. Only one other critic has noted the possibility of such a reading, and
that is to be found in Burn’s reader’s guide. Because Burn’s ninety-six-page guide is
primarily intended for an undergraduate audience, as part of Continuum Press’s
‘Continuum Contemporaries,” a series of uniform précis guides to recent fiction, he does
not, however, explore this challenging and exciting area of critical inquiry into Infinite
[est in any detail but instead suggests it for a possible essay and/or discussion question:
Wallace is clearly aware of developments in poststructuralist criticism over
the last few decades. Can the stretches of the novel that detail an author
returning from the grave to explain how his ‘radical realism’ (836) has
been misunderstood, be read as an oblique commentary on Roland
Barthes’s “The Death of the Author’? (79)
Part Three, “The Eschatological Imagination,” argues that Infinite Jest is a subtle

and elaborate rewriting (re-imagining or re-visioning) of Feodor Dostoevsky’s last and

greatest novel, The Brothers Karamazov (1879-1880); in this chapter, I contend that

Wallace has figuratively translated Dostoevsky’s novel into both a contemporary
American idiom and context, while preserving the primary philosophical-thematic
content of Dostoevsky’s original novel, the issues of reason versus faith (or belief) and the
significance of ideological engagement through fiction. Because Infinite Jest operates on
several aesthetic levels, this chapter argues that Wallace subtly probes the question of

whether millennial American art has, at long last, viewed the ends of postmodernist
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literature; I contend not only that Wallace’s novel is eschatological-instead of
‘apocalyptic’-but that his own aesthetic is also richly informed with an eschatological
sensibility partly inherited from Dostoevsky. As a ‘critic’ | have assumed the role of
mediator, and hope that my discussion of Infinite Jest serves three purposes: to encourage
further critical discourse on it; to aid others, like me, who have worked or continue to
work on Wallace’s fiction and essays; and to assist new readers of the novel to arrive at a
fuller appreciation of Wallace's extraordinary achievement. As with all works of literature
there can never be a single and terminal definitive interpretation of a literary artifact, and
these three chapters are intended to be anything but definitive—they represent only the
outcome of several years of close study of Wallace’s works. Finally, the study is partly a
cultural study of American art and its consequences on contemporary life and the isolated
subject; the social roles of communication and the significance and active influence of
fiction on American culture are tangentially discussed through the lens of Wallace’s

fiction.

Wallace’s entry onto the American scene of contemporary-fiction writing began in

1987 with the publication of his first novel, The Broom of the System, originally written

as a senior undergraduate thesis at Amherst College, Massachusetts. Two years later saw
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the publication of his first collection of short fiction, The Girl with Curious Hair (1989),

also the product of academic work, this time from the University of Arizona’s creative-
writing program where he took his M.F.A. (derisively referred to by Wallace as his
“Master of Flatulent Arts” degree) (Bruni n.p.). In Summer 1993, with Infinite Jest still,

in Wallace’s own words, a “quite a bit longer thing in progress” (“Progress” 223), The

Review of Contemporary Fiction featured Wallace (with fellow emerging fiction writers,
William T. Vollmann and Susan Daitch) in its inaugural “Younger Writers Issue,” an
issue for those writers who, wrote editor Larry McCaffery, “des~ite a lifetime of literary
achievement, have received little critical attention,” yet are “promising enough to suggest
they will eventually achieve historical importance” (7). McCaffery’s words have proved
prophetic, although, at the time, Wallace’s literary output could have been said to be
slight with only one novel and one collection of short fiction published.” It is fair to say,
then, that Wallace’s work remained largely unknown until the publication of his massive
second novel, the 1079-page Infinite Jest, which immediately brought him a noteworthy,
if not peculiar, blend of praise from American book critics in publications ranging from

The Atlantic Monthly to The New York Times and an immediate ‘cult following’ on the

Internet and comparisons to similar-style novelists like Thomas Pynchon, William Gass,
William Burroughs, and William Gaddis, among others.? Wallace has since published a

collection of “essays and arguments,” A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again

(1997), which consists of his contributions to various mainstream publications like
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Harper's; a second collection of short fiction, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men (1999);

with a third collection, Oblivion, forthcoming (2004), and has collaborated with Mark

Costello on a critical work, the somewhat dated Signifying Rappers: Rap and Race in the

Urban Present (1990). Testifying to his diverse interests and breadth of scholarly ability,
Wallace has also written a critical biography of the mathematician, Georg Cantor (1845-

1918), entitled Everything and More: Cantor & Zeno & Math & Abstraction & «

(October 2003).
If there is a curious dichotomy between the somewhat plodding critical and more
popular interest in David Foster Wallace, then his work (including his journalistic

contributions to publications like Harper’s and Rolling Stone Magazine) is mediated by

his academic standing. Prior to writing Infinite Jest, Wallace spent time pursuing a
doctorate in Philosophy—or more precisely, “aesthetics” (Costello 235)—at Harvard
University before leaving the program, presumably (although Wallace mentions this
nowhere), to devote himself full-time to writing fiction.” In 1992, he accepted a position
with the Department of English at Illinois State University (Normal) and, as of this year,
commenced the position of Roy E. Disney Chair of Creative Writing at Pomona College
(Claremont, California), a chair endowed through a $1.75 million gift by Roy Edward
Disney, vice chairman of the Disney Corporation and nephew of the late Walt Disney,
which endowment sparked a frenzy of media attention because of Wallace’s satirical

examination of corporations, advertising, and marketing in his fiction, most notably
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Infinite Jest and the short story “Mr Squishy.” In terms of Wallace’s fiction-writing
ability and general erudition there is little doubt that he is of the first rank. He is the

recipient of an O. Henry Award (1989), The Paris Review Prize (1988), a Whiting

Writers” Award (1987), a Lannan Foundation award (1996) and, most recently, the
prestigious John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Fellowship, popularly
known as a ‘genius grant’ (1997). Perhaps one of the reasons for Wallace's appeal as a
compelling literary figure for study in the early twenty-first century is his active
engagement as a public intellectual, literary artist, and academic. For Wallace’s works
tend to center upon a small range of recurring themes, that are continually refined by
him, and that he vigorously works at in the best interests of his readership. As I argue in
Part Two, Wallace is a highly skilled manipulator of textual forms, variously using capital
letters, footnotes and endnotes, interpolated editorial parentheses—"[,]” (Brief 150)—and
punctuation—“. . .”” (Jest 782)—for strategic effect that fragments the text and underscores
the fact of a mediating presence within the text at all times for the reader. It can be said,
then, that this unique author continually lives in parenthesis within his work, always

endeavoring to converse with his readers.
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Notes

1 See Sanford Pinsker, “Contemporary American Fiction Through University

Press Filters,” The Georgia Review 55.2 (2001): 374-381.

2 This passage is excerpted from Wallace’s revised version of this essay reprinted
in his collection of essays, A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again (Boston: Little,
1997): 21-82. For the original version see “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S.
Fiction.” The Review of Contemporary Fiction 13.2 (1993): 151-194.

3 See The Review of Contemporary Fiction 13.2 (1993): 1271f.

4 Academic-critical reception to Wallace was initially cool or distanced, as
McCaffery observed as far back as 1993, until the publication of Tom LeClair’s “The
Prodigious Fiction of Richard Powers, William Vollmann and David Foster Wallace,”
Critique 38.1 (1996): 12-37. The popular reception to Infinite Jest, however, saw the
creation of many ‘fan’-based, Internet web sites as well as a chat-group and list-serv
devoted to Wallace and his works; online indices and readers’ guides also appeared. For
some of the more prominent web pages, see: Tim Ware, “Infinite Jest Online Index,”
<http://www.ironhorse.com/~thamer/dfw.html>; Bob Wake, “Infinite Jest: Reviews,
Articles, and Miscellany,” <http://www.smallbytes.net/~bobkat/jesterlist.html>; Nick
Mantias, “The Howling Fantods,”
<http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/8175/dfw.htm>; No Author, “And But So
What'’s This: A Character Guide to Infinite Jest,”
<http://www.ilstu.edu/~tffeene/ij/characterguide.html>.

[t should also be noted that Wallace’s fiction, especially Infinite Jest, has
generated numerous undergraduate theses devoted to Wallace, some of which are posted
on the Internet either in installments or entirely; see, for example, Toon Theuwis, “The
Quest for Infinite Jest: An Enquiry into the Encyclopedic and Postmodernist Nature of
David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest.” More recently, two unpublished doctoral
dissertations have appeared in which a chapter of each explor.+ Infinite Jest: William
Strecker, “Ecologies of Knowledge: Narrative Ecology in Contemporary American
Fiction,” diss., Ball State U, 2000., and Charles Gregory Ruberto, “Technologies of the
Self: Richard Powers, Neal Stephenson, David Foster Wallace,” diss., Harvard U, 2000.

5 See Mark Costello, “Fighting to Write: A Short Reminiscence of D.F. Wallace,”
The Review of Contemporary Fiction 13.2 (1993): 235-236. Mark Costello, a novelist
himself, was Wallace’s roommate during Wallace’s time at Harvard, and it was also at this
time that the two collaborated on their study of rap music.
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In an email letter to Harvard’s noted philosopher of language and aesthetics,
Stanley Cavell, I inquired if in fact Cavell had supervised Wallace during the novelist’s
time at Harvard. Professor Cavell promptly responded (26 January 2002), writing,
“though I am impressed by what I know of David Foster Wallace’s work . . . I'm sorry to

say that he did not work with me while he was at Harvard.” Cavell goes on to convey a
peculiar anecdote, however: “I was told several years ago by one of my close friends, a
former student of mine, that Wallace came to a seminar of mine once and was offended
by something I said or the way I said it, and never returned. Since I don't regard myself as
careless of other people's feelings, I was pained to learn of my bad behavior, and can only
hope that it was an aberration on my part. [ do not recall the incident.”

6 For more on the Disney endowment see Elisabeth Franck, “Disney Foster
Wallace,” The New York Observer 3 December 2001: 3, or The New York Observer
Online, 24 January 2002, <http://www.observer.com/pages/story.asp?!ID=3938#top>.
Elizabeth Klemm (pseudonym, David Foster Wallace), “Mr Squishy,” Timothy
McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern 5 (2000): 199-248.
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Part One

American Touchstone: The Idea of Order

“Nothing is bad in itself except disorder”-T.E. Hulme (“A Tory Philosophy,” The Collected
Writings of T.E. Hulme 235).

“Is there no order here?”-Bertolt Brecht (The Trial of Lucullus, 5).

“Custom hath made it in him a property of / Easiness”-William Shakespeare (Hamlet, 5.1.67-68).

In the first critical article on David Foster Wallace’s second novel, Infinite Jest
(1996), Tom Le Clair calls the work an “allegory of aesthetic orphanhood” (33).
Wallace’s novel is at once a dense compendium of American neuroses and addictions, an
astute examination of the insatiable American proclivity to the pursuit of
happiness—“happification” (Jest 42)—in an age of infinite stimulative choice, and a latent
aesthetic allegory. For Wallace, the typically American rush toward attaining (and
sustaining) pleasure is a self-destructive habit of mind that has its root in the arts,
particularly the literary arts of millennial America. The postmodern bequest of heavily

ironic and self-conscious fiction has corrupted literature, according to Wallace,

14
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diminishing it from its previous status as a “living transaction between humans,” leaving
literary orphans in its wake (McCaffery 142, 150). The consequence, for Wallace, is that
current fiction regresses into a game that celebrates the author and privileges the artifact
over the reader, terminating any potential transcendent communicative power. Wallace
attributes the aporia between writer and reader to a state of aesthetic rulelessness in
which writers are no longer “using formal innovation in the service of an original vision”
(145). In Infinite Jest, Wallace revives the mimetic tradition of realism—"“little-r” for
Wallace as he negotiates “canonical distinctions” (140)-by defamiliarizing current literary
perceptions and expectations within his artifact. Infinite Jest creates a new space for
American fiction by recalling past practitioners of mimesis and through adherence to
aesthetic rules that recall Gerard Manley Hopkins’s exacting yet prescient aesthetic. In
doing so, Wallace establishes an aesthetic that combines order with originality, and one
that conveys a singular message in an unself-conscious manner. The correspondence
between these two artists surpasses their artistic production; their art symbolically
transforms the mythos of their literature into what Northrop Frye has called a “myth to
live by” (17), in which literature bridges existential loneliness and, in Wallace’s case,
American “lostness” (Miller 2).

Wallace attributes current fiction’s malaise to a culture of irony founded by
American postmodernists like Nabokov, Pynchon, Coover, Barth, and other innovative

writers who “weathered real shock” (McCaffery 135) and inventively exercised irony to
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destabilize their docile society. Their fictions defamiliarized the familiar by making
standard things strange. In the aftermath there has followed a series of “crank turners”
(135) weaned on the same ironic formulae, but operating when the strange is now
normal, the defamiliar all-too familiar: “we need fiction writers to restore strange things’
ineluctable strangeness” (McCaffery 140, interviewer’s emphasis). Fiction’s function is
now “reversed” (140). Irony as a cultural currency has sent us retreating further into the
mind; authorial posturing replaces conviction as “all U.S. irony is based on an implicit ‘1
don’t really mean what I say” premise that “serves an exclusiv¢ly negative function”
(Wallace, “E Unibus” 183). Wallace contends that purposeless irony (for irony’s sake)
paralyzes when it “becomes in and of itself just a mode of social discourse. That is, it’s not
really about causing any sort of change anymore, it’s just sort of a hip, cool way to do it—to
speak and act, to sort of make fun of everything and yourself and being really afraid of
being made fun of” (Wiley 1). In her somewhat prophetic essay, “Spoofing and Schtik
[sic] " (1965), Pauline Kael cautions that “unlike satire, spoofing has no serious objectives
... it has no cleansing power. It’s just a technique of ingratiation: the spoof apologizes for
its existence, assures us that . . . it isn’t aiming for beauty or expressiveness or meaning or
relevance” (85). The result is a fiction that aims only for the ‘wow’ factor, a relentless
reminder that the “author is smart and funny” (“E Unibus” 191). The author becomes
the novel’s ostensible subject, and readers are forced to read such works as flattering their

“erudite postmodern Weltschmerz” for ‘getting’ an author’s references and tricks (191).
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The muddling consequence of this irony vogue is twofold." First, fiction is
increasingly unconcerned about communicating (not didactically, but penetrating
another’s consciousness) with the reader; and, second, because “irony’s singularly
unuseful when it comes to constructing anything to replace the hypocrisies it debunks”
(183), a vacuum remains that fiction writers use as a forum of expression of the “look-at-
me-please-love-me-I-hate-you” type that spurns the reader and celebrates the artifact
instead of attending to its recipient (McCaffery 136). Fiction slips into a state of ruleless
solipsism. In Infinite Jest, halfway house resident Nell Gunther “amuses herself” by
wearing her glass eye “so the pupil and the iris face in and the dead white and tiny
manufacturer’s specifications on the back . . . face out” (363). Gunther’s glass eye
(solipsism) is the novel’s primary metaphor for involuted art that terminates with the
artificer. Art in her time fails to engage her and leaves her, like the novel’s other
characters, “chained in a cage of the self” (777). An example of literary posturing that

Wallace uses in his essay, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction,” is image-

fiction writer Mark Leyner’s My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist (1990). Leyner’s work is

less a novel than it is a collage of familiar popular culture imagery warmed-up in ironic
fashion:

I'm stirring a pitcher of Tanqueray martinis with one hand and sliding a
tray of frozen clams oreganata into the oven with my foot. I've got a dozen
cigarettes going simultaneously in ashtrays all over the apartment. God,
these Methedrine suppositories that Yogi Vithaldas gave me are good! As
[ iron a pair of tennis shorts I dictate a haiku into a tape recorder and then
dash off to snake a clogged drain in the bathroom sink and then do three
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minutes on the speedbag before making an origami praying mantis and
then reading an article in High Fidelity magazine as I stir the cog au vin.
(Leyner 49, “E Unibus” 191)

Leyner’s fiction mimes American materialist culture in a world-weary fashion—something
that television now does, Wallace notes (“E Unibus” 174ff)-but offers nothing in the
intervening gap, and provides readers nothing with which they are not already familiar.
Wallace calls this affliction “cleveritis” (McCaffery 134), and insists that a constant
search for artistic cleverness ultimately ends in an aesthetic stalemate in which the reader
is inundated with the familiar.

Wallace contends that serious fiction needs to counter television’s implicit denial
“that we're lonely” and that its images (and the Internet’s as well) contribute to loneliness
by providing only the “facsimile of a relationship without the work of a relationship”
(136). Fiction’s job, then, is to “aggravate”—even antagonize—a “sense of entrapment and
loneliness and death in people, to move people to countenance it, since any possible
human redemption requires us first to face what’s dreadful, what we want to deny” (136).
In its fullest realization, the novel is more than a verbal joust, and should be a “deep,
significant conversation with another consciousness” in which a “relationship” is forged
that enables the reader to feel “unalone—intellectually, emotionally, [and] spiritually”
(Miller 5). Without confronting our own sense of mortality we cannot begin to live
abundantly, but will instead slip into further solipsism and what Wallace calls

“anhedonia” (Jest 695), an alienating form of analgesia that numbs us from a meaningful
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knowledge of ourselves. For the driven kids of Infinite Jest’s Enfield Tennis Academy, the
“idea that achievement doesn’t automatically confer interior worth is, to them, still, at
this age, an abstraction, rather like the prospect of their own death—‘Caius Is Mortal’ and
soon” (693).” Wallace here echoes the syllogism from Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan
Ilych”: “Caius is a man, men are mortal, therefore Caius is mortal” (Tolstoy 1723). For
Ilych, Caius is a pure abstraction—the ‘other’ faceless persons of the world that die, not
him. Ilych lives a status quo existence, and his only goal is the thoughtless acquisition of
material goods and a decorous life. When sudden disease and his impending death
overtake him, he is shocked into a recognition of his own mortality, one that comes too
late. His wife and daughters dishonestly console him and fail themselves to acknowledge
his deathbed situation. Tolstoy’s novella does precisely what Wallace calls for in
American fiction: it forces readers to face their own mortality. In Infinite Jest, the “lively
arts of the millennial U.S.A.” fail to awaken its characters from their withdrawn state.
Instead, they treat
anhedonia and internal emptiness as hip and cool. It’s maybe the vestiges
of the Romantic glorification of Weltschmerz, which means world-
weariness or hip ennui. Maybe it’s the fact that most of the arts here are
produced by world-weary and sophisticated older people and then
consumed by younger people who not only consume art but study it for
clues on how to be cool, hip—and keep in mind that, for kids and younger
people, to be hip and cool is the same as to be admired and accepted and
included and so Unalone . . .. The U.S. arts are our guide to inclusion. A
how-to. We are shown how to fashion masks of ennui and jaded irony at a
young age . . . And then it’s stuck there, the weary cynicism that saves us

from gooey sentiment and unsophisticated naiveté. Sentiment equals
naiveté on this continent. (Jest 694)
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Television, the Internet, and Passaro’s renaissance in American fiction have produced an
“anaesthesia of form” that dulls the senses as a temporary and unfulfilling “anesthetic
against loneliness” by failing to engage people (McCaffery 136, interviewer’s emphasis).
Wallace notes that “our dread of being trapped inside a self (a psychic self, not just a
physical self) has to do with angst about death, the recognition that I'm going to die, and
die very much alone, and the rest of the world is going to go merrily on without me”
(136). Successful fiction forces a recognition of our mortality by communicating with the
reader. Only then can we begin to live, not through the simulacra of television and the
Internet which purport to take us out of ourselves, but only p:ivide the image of reality,
not the experience, whether an exotic locale or a relationship. Wallace’s aesthetic
requires that fiction disturb our staid existence and propel us into the common
experiences of human life.

Like Wallace, Kenneth Burke argues in his The Philosophy of Literary Form

(1941) that enriched human experience—the “ultimate philosophic vision”—is obtained
only through the “‘dialectical’ approach” of “dramas of conflict” (157), in which we
personally grapple with the troubling aspects of being human and transmit that heritage.
Living, Burke stresses, cannot be accomplished by “going around drama,” but only by
“going through drama” (157, author’s emphasis). Burke argues that as the best of human
thought is distilled there arises the risk of “attenuation” (157). Art is successively

diminished when younger artists, impressed with aesthetic innovations, “attempt to
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‘begin”” where the innovator left off, “as though there could be handed to them, on a
platter, the imaginative grasp of this ultimate period” which the founding artist “earned by
all that had gone before it” (158). Wallace’s conception of the ‘crank turner’ echoes
Burke as today’s literary artists attempt to “‘project’” the “last style” of the innovator
“with efficiency into a mannerism” (158). The difference between the two types of artist
is that today’s writers no longer participate in an aesthetic conflict of their own and,
instead, convey an inherited and diminished aesthetic that berefits neither writer nor
reader: “the only stuff a writer can get from an artistic ancestor is a certain set of aesthetic
values and beliefs, and maybe a set of formal techniques that might—just might—help the
writer chase his own click” (McCaffery 147). The innovator attains a mode of aesthetic
representation forged in the foundry of conflict, of testing thought with (symbolic) action:
“there is a crucial difference between the peace of a warrior who lays down his arms . . .
and the peace of those who are innocent of war (innocence untried being like snow fallen
in the night; let us not praise it for not melting until the sun has been full upon it)”
(Burke 158). Wallace and Burke both contend that emerging artists must make their
own art out of the fragments of the inherited past, adapting it to the conflicts of their
culture. Visionary artists,
out of conflict, evolve projects for atonement, Versdhnung, assuagement.
They hand these on to others. And the heirs must either make these
structures of atonement the basis of a new conflict, or be emptied. Much
of the best in thought is evolved to teach us how to die well; whereupon it

is studied and built upon by those who have never lived well. Either
anesthesia is earned by aesthesia, or it is empty. (158)
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Untried image-conscious fiction becomes a game without rules because it lacks a guiding
ethos; it remains perpetually static as it repeatedly depicts the same cultural phenomena.
It “depict[s] the way a culture’s bound and defined by mediated gratification and image”
(McCaffery 136) but offers nothing as an antidote to redeem cultural deadening. Form is
privileged over function as works are made “involuted in the right ways,” with the
“appropriate intertextual references” that make them “look smart” at the expense of any
meaningful exchange (142). For Wallace, the impasse arises from a disregard of aesthetic
restraints “since everybody can do pretty much whatever they want, without boundaries
to define them or constraints to struggle against, you get this continual avant-garde rush
forward without anyone bothering to speculate on the destination, the goal of the forward
rush” (132). Literature that seeks only to shock ceases after a time to be “progress and
becomes an end in itself” (132). On this aesthetic aimlessness, Wallace remarks:
We've seen that you can break any or all of the rules without getting
laughed out of town, but we've also seen the toxicity that anarchy for its
own sake can yield. It’s often useful to dispense with standard formulas, of
course, but it’s just as often valuable and brave <o see what can be done
within a set of rules—which is why formal poetry’s so much more interesting
to me than free verse. Maybe our touchstone now should be G. M.
Hopkins, who made up his own set of formal constraints and then blew
everyone’s footwear off from inside them. There’s something about free

play within an ordered and disciplined structure that resonates for readers.

And there’s something about complete caprice and flux that's deadening.
(149-50, first emphasis added)

Wallace’s reference to Hopkins is significant as he looks back to the Victorian poet’s

then-radical aesthetics for his own raison d’étre; the directionless aesthetic of
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contemporary fiction invites a look at past aesthetic precedents.

The primary moment of conjunction between the two aesthetics is Wallace’s
admiration for Hopkins’s self-imposed aesthetic boundaries that result in vibrant poetry.’
Hopkins attains his own version of Burke’s “ultimate philosophic vision” by effacing
himself and adhering to rules, thereby writing himself out of depression and
alienation—from God—through the rigors of aesthetic conflict. Hopkins demonstrates the
conflict through his artifact, instead of using it as a method of involution and psychic
withdrawal. In a letter to Robert Bridges on 21 August 1877, Hopkins writes that his
aesthetic—perceived as chaotic in his time—was steeped in moderation to achieve specific
ends:

Only remark, as you say that there is no conceivable licence I should not
be able to justify, that with all my licences, or rather laws, I am stricter
than you and I might say than anybody I know . . .. I may say my apparent
licences are counterbalanced, and more, by my strictness. In fact all
English verse, except Milton’s, almost, offends me as ‘licentious.’
Remember this. (Letters to RB 44-45)
Wallace similarly imposes on himself an aesthetic restraint in Infinite Jest that diminishes
his presence as author and concomitantly ‘speaks’ to the reader’s consciousness.
Wallace’s artifact demonstrates his artistic ideal even as it comments on its own aesthetic
limits. Enfield Tennis Academy’s kids play an annual game of “Eschaton” (Jest 321), a
nuclear-war type of game, played on a netless court—a “rectangular projection of the

planet earth” (333)—with tennis balls and distributed athletic gear for missiles and

nations; players’ parabolic lobs simulate nuclear assault, and damage ratios are tabulated
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by a “gamemaster” (322).* Snow falls during play and a dispute arises over whether it
affects the missiles’ (tennis balls’) trajectories (334). The gamemaster explains that the
snow is “only real-world snow if it’s already in the scenario,” but the children cannot
distinguish between their mediating actions and their self-conscious presence within the
game (334, author’s emphasis). Ultimately, the game reverts into a “worst-case-&-
utterly-decontrolled-Armageddon-type situation” (340) as they launch at each other
instead of the fictional territories. Eschaton is a metaphor for art’s “Armageddon”
(McCaffery 134), the inevitable end of continually involuted self-conscious art. Within
Infinite Jest, Wallace comments on his perception of current fiction through the allegory
of Eschaton and the gamemaster’s reasoning:
Players themselves can’t be valid targets. Playcrs aren’t inside the
goddamn game. Players are part of the apparatus of the game. They're
part of the map. It’s snowing on the players but not on the territory.
They're part of the map, not the cluster-fucking rerritory. You can only
launch against the terricory. Not against the map. It’s like the one
ground-rule boundary that keeps Eschaton from degenerating into chaos.
Eschaton gentlemen is about logic and axiom and mathematical probity
and discipline and verity and order. You do not get points for hitting
anybody real. Only the gear that maps what’s real. (Jest 338, author’s
emphasis)
Players (fiction writers) cannot be targets because they have no place in the game itself;
they are its mediators (conversationalists) and cannot be the game’s (or novel’s) subject.
The not-too-distant American society that Infinite Jest envisions is one in which

its agents are paralytically self-absorbed primarily because of art’s failure. Wallace’s most

telling critique of American art occurs at Molly Notkin's graduation party-held by herself
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for herself-at which the participants are inhibited by self-consciousness and the involuted
artistic expression that surrounds them. A group dances the latest “East Coast anticraze,”
the “Minimal Mambo” (229). Like minimalist fiction that tends to “substitute lists of
external environmental details for the creation of character from within” (Aldridge 145),
the “better dancers” make their “movements” so exaggeratedly
tiny they are evocative and compel watching, their near-static mass
curdled and bent somehow subtly around one beautiful young woman,
quite beautiful, her back undulating minimally in a thin tight blue-and-
white-striped sailorish top as she alludes to a cha-cha with maracas empty

of anything to rattle, watching herself almost dance in the full-length
mirror. (Jest 229)

The dance represents minimalism’s premise that “pretend[s] [that] there is no narrative
consciousness in [the] text”; the dancers movements are vainly affected as if to imply that
there is no self-conscious impetus to their overstated-understated dancing (McCaffery,
author’s emphasis). Their quest to avoid the self-conscious apparatus of motion only calls
attention to themselves as juxtaposed to the animated party that surrounds them. The
central young woman becomes transfixed by her own near-static mirror image which
hangs “between two empry ornate gilt frames [that] Notkin thinks she’s been retroironic
by having the frames themselves framed, in rather less ornate frames” (Jest 229, emphasis
added). The image is an apt one as it describes the terminal destination of self-conscious
art, the self (or writer) framed within frames, “making art out ui the accessories of artistic
presentation” (229). She watches herself with

unselfconscious fascination in the only serviceable mirror . . . This absence
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of shame at the self-obsession . . . . But now, whispered to by a near-
motionless man in an equestrian helmet, she turns abruptly falling away
from her own reflection to explain, not to the man so much as no one in
particular, the whole dancing mass: I was just looking at my ¢ts she says
looking down at herself aren’t they beautiful, and it's moving, there’s
something so heartbreakingly sincere in what she says . . . . The girl raising
her striped arms in triumph or artless thanks for being constructed this
way, these ‘tits,” built by whom and for whom never occurring, artlessly
ecstatic. (230, author’s emphasis)

What is disturbing is that the woman operates in an insular universe of one, and is
incapable of perceiving anything outside herself as subject, resulting in vapid self-worship.
She is trammeled in a cage of the self, and the art of her time only reinforces her
detachment as she reverts into the “womb of solipsism, anhedonia, death in life” (Jest
839).

At the same cocktail party, a medley of voices and snippets of conversation are
interpolated into the narrative’s central action. In a series of unattributed dialogues, one

unnamed character somewhat pretentiously remarks, “de gustibus non est disputandum”

(Iest 232), meaning, ‘there is no disputing about tastes; every person to their taste’—or
more simply, there’s no accounting for taste. In the context of Wallace’s aesthetic
allegory, this otherwise innocuous phrase is pivotal to the novel’s theme that literature
produced without boundaries results in chaotic and solipsistic expression. Although the
phrase has since been adopted into colloquial English and predates Hopkins, it is
interesting to observe that it is also located in his “On the Origin of Beauty: A Platonic

Dialogue” (Journals and Papers 86). It is of little importance whether or not Wallace here
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quotes Hopkins's dialogue—although as a former doctoral candidate in philosophy (in
aesthetics) and Hopkins's admirer, it is likely that he would be familiar with it. What is
essential, however, is that both artists articulate the same aesthetic ideal: that there must
be a rationale or criteria for the evaluation of beauty, and without such, art slips into a
ruleless and purposeless state. Wallace’s contention throughout Infinite Jest is that taste
and artistic judgement are no longer disputable because of a rejection of aesthetic
guidelines to appeal which leads to an overindulgence in self-conscious expression in the
arts for that sake only. Any form of artistic expression is, like the ironist, immune to
criticism, creating an aesthetic void of unprincipled and alienating art—there is no longer a
coherent set of premises for the production, evaluation, and enjoyment of art. In his “On
the Signs of Health and Decay in the Arts,” Hopkins explicitly states that art must have a
standard of evaluation or it becomes a futile enterprise:

it is impossible to apply science so exact to the arts of painting and still less

of poetry as we do to those of music and architecture, but some scientific

basis of aesthetical criticism is absolutely needed; criticism cannot advance

far without it; and at the beginning of any science of aesthetics must stand
the analysis of the nature of Beauty. (Journals and Papers 75)

For Hopkins and Wallace, art transforms and re-orders all that is detestable and grotesque
in the human condition. Hopkins further writes that in “inquiring what are the signs of a
healthy and a decadent Art we must first know what Art ought to be doing and pursuing”
(75). Without knowing how or why we participate and respond to art—or without having

any principles for doing so—art ceases to be art and becomes desultory expression.
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Wallace both diagnoses fiction’s current malady and prescribes an alternative
course. James Incandenza’s last film (“Infinite Jest”) is a “magically entertaining” work
that seeks to overcome solipsistic death. The work is intended to be a form of
communication, a conversation, between the director and his youngest son, Hal, to stop
the teen from becoming a “steadily more and more Aidden boy,” and to “bring him ‘out of
himself” (Infinite 838, 839, author’s emphasis). The film is a 1metaphor for the potentially
meaningful conversation that takes place between an (unself-conscious) author and the
reader that forces an examination of mortality. Toward the end of the novel, Incandenza
(as a wraith) appears to the hospitalized Don Gately and explains his films’ aesthetic
rationale:
I goddamn bloody well made sure that either the whole entertainment was
silent or else if it wasn't silent that you could bloody well hear every single
performer’s voice, no matter how far out on the cinematographic or
narrative periphery they were; and it wasn’t just the self-conscious
overlapping dialogue of a poseur like Schwulst or Altman, i.e. it wasn’t just
the crafted imitation of aural chaos: it was real life’s real egalitarian babble
of figurantless crowds, of the animate world’s real agora, the babble of
crowds every member of which was the central and articulate protagonist
of his own entertainment. (835-36)

Incandenza’s filmic innovation is so ahead of his time that his critics cannot fathom why

the “babble(/babel)” interferes with the supposedly “really meaningful central narrative

conversations,” and they assume that it is “some self-conscious viewer-hostile heavy-art

directorial pose, instead of radical realism” (836, emphasis added). Wallace’s “radical

realism” is a call for a return to mimetic representation (or the “neo-real”) (832) in
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American fiction that “renders real aspects of real experiences that have previously been
excluded from art” (McCaffery 140), which recalls Hopkins’s emphasis on mimesis:
“[beauty] lies in a (not sensuous but purely intellectual) comparison of the representation

in Art with the memory of the true thing (Journals and Papers 75).” That is, effective

(and affective) art must render things as they are, not in the Realist school of literary
representation, but in the real experiences of daily human existence.

Wallace expects the reader to become engaged with his work—as opposed to the
“passive spectation” that television prescribes—by sharing the burden of the writer/reader
relationship: “this process is a relationship between the writer’s consciousness and her
own, and that in order for it to be anything like a real full human relationship, she’s going
to have to put in her share of the linguistic work” (McCaffery 137, 138). Wallace puts a
premium on readerly exertion, which accounts for Infinite Jest’s heft (1079 pages) and
sheer difficulty (388 six-point-font endnotes). The reader is responsible for ordering the
work’s jumbled chronological sequence, often overwhelming array of information and
detail, numerous narratorial perspectives, and unsettling (or defamiliarizing) juxtaposition
of the comic and grotesque. Most significantly, the reader has to fight through the often-
chatty mediating voice to penetrate Infinite Jest’s insight into the thought and
peculiarities of the culture-the reader’s own culture, re-presented.

Many of the notes are purposely unnecessary, and are at times simply gags, like

number 216’s “No clue” (1036) and 192’s “She didn’t literally say shitscorm” (1033,
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author’s emphasis), that force the reader to flip physically to the back in Dunciad fashion.
Whereas some notes are playful, others, like the eight-page nimber 24 (with its own series
of footnotes), yield so much indispensable information that it must be periodically
returned to. The notes are also staggered according to length, with some running several
pages in length; and the difficulty is compounded in simply locating the shorter notes as
they are buried between longer ones. Wallace’s participatory aesthetic is evinced as
readers adopt the narrative and physically reconstitute it as their own. The difference,
however, between Wallace's readers’ frustration and image-fiction’s I-subject type is that
Infinite Jest provides an “accessible payoff” for the reader’s efforts (McCaffery 137).
Readers take valuable information from the notes and come away with the sense that they
have actually participated jointly in the game, instead of being on the receiving end of a
barrage of authorial poses. The reading pattern of moving from text to endnotes mimes
conversational intercourse itself and the back-and-forth shuttling of a tennis
match—surely intentional in a book that has conversation and tennis for its primary
subjects.’

Wallace's insistence on engaging the reader stems from self-abnegation—much like
Hopkins—in which he realizes that once the work is written it no longer serves a purpose
for its creator: “this is the way Barthian and Derridean poststructuralism’s helped me the
most as a fiction writer: once I'm done with the thing, I'm basically dead, and probably

the text’s dead; it becomes simply language, and language lives not just in but tArough the
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reader” (McCaffery 141, interviewer’s emphasis). This is precisely why Wallace contends
that writers have no place inhabiting their artifacts: they are no longer its possessors:
“once the first-person creeps into your agenda you're dead art-wise” (135). Recalling
Burke’s symbolic action, an artifact lives when it is adopted by active readers who
transform it into their own, mythos: “the reader’s own life ‘outside’ the story changes the
story” (141), making it personally and uniquely her/his own as it is re-inscribed, re-
enacted, or re-lived in the mind.

In their study of Hopkins and T.S. Eliot, Kinereth Meyer and Rachel Salmon
determine that the language of these poets both constitutes experience and reports it
(235). That s, the poet’s experience is re-created in the consciousness of readers who
“choose to read” poetry “not only as describing but also as enacting conversion” (235).
Like Wallace, who effaces himself in the production of his art and releases it to his readers
thereafter, Hopkins, too, employed a similar self-negation, suppressing his works, although
he did allow for the future possibility that they “may be published after [his] death”
(Letters to RB 66). And although he closely held on to his works it is clear that Hopkins

was nonetheless driven to share them with others by twice offering The Wreck of the

‘Deutschland’ and “The Loss of the ‘Eurydice’ to the Jesuit journal, The Month (66).

Works like The Wreck of the ‘Deutschland’ and “That Nature Is a Heraclitean Fire and

of the Comfort of the Resurrection” begged by the nature of their topics—a memorial to

Franciscan nuns in The Wreck and a declaration on the human condition in “That
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Nature . . . "—to be released to others. In a letter to Alexander Baillie of 10 September
1864, Hopkins indirectly distills his conception of the purpose of writing when he writes
that the “letter-writer on principle does not make his letter only an answer” (Further
Letters 215, author’s emphasis), which is why he avoided responding to letters
immediately. Instead, he allowed a letter’s contents—another’s inscape—to resonate in his
mind, merging with his own. A work answers questions, “but that is not its main motive”
(215); rather, it is a powerful communicative connection as “two minds jump together
even if it be a leap into the dark” (215). All writing, then, is more than a simple response,
it is also the significant merger of a self with another self’s response to the common
anxieties of human existence, and human “instress,” to use Hopkins’s neologism.
Hopkins further writes that inspired poetry must engage readers by piercing their minds,
filling the “broken sentence” (217) of the existential gap as “all things are upheld by

instress and are meaningless without it” (Journals and Papers 127). Hopkins maintains

that language perpetually breaks down in transmission, and th:t it is the reader’s
responsibility to read and reread, wrestle with difficult material, and finally stamp it on
one’s personal inscape, thereby finishing the work (or act) in an ever-changing inscape,
making it new, vibrant, and distinctive. The process is one of “great, abnormal . . .
mental acuteness,” involving a “stress and action of the brain” as it “strike[s] into [the
reader or writer] unasked” (Further 216).

Hopkins’s chosen rhythm upholds his principle of the reader’s active participation
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in the poetry. Sprung rhythm, with its capacity for “boundless variety” (Further 360)
within defined fields, evinces Hopkins’s concern for the reader’s apprehension; individual
readers necessarily read poetry differently (in placing stresses and deciphering poetic
meaning) and, therefore, make it their own. The reader must fight through the difficult
rhythm, alliteration, assonance, neologisms, and dense, skipping imagery to appreciate
fully a poem. At the head of the manuscript broadsheet for “The Leaden Echo and the
Golden Echo,” Hopkins wrote an editorial note to Bridges in which he questioned
continuing with marking a poem’s stresses for the reader: “I have marked the stronger
stresses, but with a degree of stress so perpetually varying no marking is satisfactory. Do
you think that all had best be left to the reader?” (Manuscripts 232). For Hopkins,
readers must make the poem their own. In “On the Signs of Health and Decay in the
Arts,” Hopkins writes that aesthetic “recovery must be a breaking up, a violence”

(Journals and Papers 79) in which readers must first destroy the poem, breaking it open to

apprehend its buried insight, to attain the poet’s instress, (re)making the
poem-—reconstructing it in the mind. Hopkins’s poetry at once operates in a series of
creative tensions of conservatism and radicalism, the terrible and beautiful (Further 217),
violence and peace, and flux and order. Hopkins’s demands on readers are never
excessive, however. In his quest for realistic expression, he chose (and invented) Sprung
rhythm because it is the “rhythm of natural speech, the least forced, the most rhetorical

and emphatic ot all possible rhythms, combining . . . opposite and . . . incompatible
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excellences, markedness of rhythm . . . and naturalness of expr=ssion” (Letters to RB 46,
emphasis added). Hopkins understood that poetry can only engage a reader when it
inclines toward common speech and emphatic expression in a self-effacing manner. For
Hopkins, poetry that does not have these elements as goals cannot effectively (and
affectively) “touch” the reader (Further 218); otherwise, it regresses into a hollow form of
authorial expression: “want of earnest I take to be the deepest fault a work of art can
have. It does not strike at first, but it withers them in the end” (360, my emphasis).
Hopkins discounts authorial preening and a self-involved style with “archaic diction” as
“Parnassian” (360, 216).

Hopkins disparaged the withering mannerism of the poetry of his time as

», «

“Parnassian”: “that language which genius speaks as fitted to its exaltation, and place
among other genius, but does not sing” (360, emphasis added). Sprung rhythm enabled
Hopkins to fashion poetry that avoided the conformist poetics of his time for, as he writes

in “Health and Decay,” “the old conventionalisms had been abolished, but

conventionalism is not abolished” (Journals and Papers 78). That is, Hopkins recognized

the ever-present and latent danger of resting in conventional literary practice (Wallace’s
‘crank turning’); each poetic attempt must be a sustained effort to keep conventionalism
at bay, to keep it out of one’s art. Many poets of Hopkins’s time were accomplished and
could “see things in [a] Parnassian way and describe them in this Parnassian tongue,

without further effort of inspiration,” falling into the rut of “mannerism” (Further 216).
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Hopkins concedes that the Parnassian poets are gifted, but asserts that they are only
rarely inspired and, thus, remain in a creative stasis. They fell into a pattern of poetic
familiarity and, therefore, only wrote the familiar. Although Hopkins lauded Tennyson’s
genius, he also uses him as an example of a Parnassian poet—an affliction to which all
poets are vulnerable.

Wallace echoes Hopkins’s indictment of the Parnassian style: “there’s something
kind of timelessly vital and sacred about good writing. This thing doesn’t have that much
to do with talent, even glittering talent . . . Talent’s just an instrument. It’s like having a
pen that works instead of one that doesn’t” (McCaffery 148). For both Hopkins and
Wallace, talent is undermined when it is expended on ‘withering’ (for Hopkins) or image-
conscious (for Wallace) artistic endeavors. What is essential to literature’s “sacred”
potential is “art’s heart’s purpose, the agenda of the consciousness behind the text. It’s
got something to do with love. With having the discipline to talk out of the part of
yourself that can love instead of the part that just wants to be loved” (148). Fulfilling art,
for Wallace, requires “a willingness to disclose yourself, open yourself up in spiritual and
emotional ways . . . . To be willing to sort of die in order to move the reader, somehow”
(149). Hopkins attains this unself-conscious authorial sacrifice in a poetics that yearns for
both annihilation and assimilation with God-resulting in a potential redemption for his
readers. His poems are a simultaneous declaration of vulnerability and devotion that

continues to resonate for readers, despite his religious orthodoxy.
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The inspired artist’s effusion “takes you as it were by surprise,” and involves a
genius of meaningful articulation that makes the poet’s “greatness stare into your eyes and
din it into your ears’ (Further 217, emphasis added). Most of Wallace’s and Hopkins'’s
aesthetic relies on intuition as there is no specific formula for creating a “redeeming [and]
remedy-ing” literature (McCaffery 137), but both stress the importance of flux with
constraints, and discipline fused with creative variety. Hopkins calls this intuition
“inspiration,” and Wallace calls it “chasing the click,” a “special sort of buzz, a special
moment that comes sometimes” in creating and consuming literature (138).” Although
removed from Wallace in literary period, genre, nation, and, perhaps, beliefs, Hopkins
continues to be a compelling aesthetic “touchstone” for Wallace as the novelist recognizes
the importance of Hopkins'’s aesthetic achievements and imperative to stay in continual
motion by moving constantly toward the “trumpet crash” (Hopkins, “That Nature” 112)

of the literary “din.”
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Notes

* This chapter originally appeared in different form as “American Touchstone:
The Idea of Order in Gerard Manley Hopkins and David Foster Wallace,” Comparative
Literature Studies 38.3 (2001): 215-231. Copyright (2001) by The Pennsylvania State
University Press. Reproduced by permission of the publisher.

1 In a review article, Vince Passaro enthusiastically praises current short
American fiction as “more various, more successfully experimental, more urbane, funnier,
and more bitingly ironic than that written in the Hemingway tradition” (81, emphasis
added). Instead of discussing fiction’s contemporary function or what specifically is
undermined, Passaro concentrates his attention solely on the “reckless irony” (84), “ironic
play” (84), “hills of irony” (87), and (more) “irony” (88). Significantly, the other attribute
he yokes with this ironic “renaissance” is its “experimental” nature, a manifestation of
what Wallace refers to as the unchecked rush toward the avant-garde (McCaffery 132).
See Vince Passaro, “Unlikely Stories: The Quiet Renaissance of American Short Fiction,”
Harper’s Aug. 1999: 80-89.

2 Even Wallace’s style is somewhat reminiscent of Hopkins’s. Like Hopkins,
Wallace uses punctuation to control his prose’s ‘pace’-Wallace’s term borrowed from his
junior tennis career. Here Wallace uses a steady flow of commas to stunt this sentence’s
pace, forcing the reader to pause at each brief clause. This sentence also happens to be
the novel’s thesis in short. Otherwise, Wallace uses commas sparingly in his text as he
attempts to mime the speed and ferocity of common speech. Other stylistic similarities
between Hopkins and Wallace include neologisms (“glittershit”) (Jest 134), hyphenated
words and alliteration (the sky’s “spilled-fuel shimmer”) (136), and repetition (“one
beautiful woman, quite beautiful . ..”) (229), among others.

3 The author recently requested an interview with Wallace to discuss (primarily)
Hopkins’s work and its relation to the novelist’s creative ideals. Wallace declined the
interview in a letter (David Foster Wallace, letter to author, 28 Mar. 2000), citing his
reason to be that he “like[s] Hopkins too much to talk about him in an interview.” He
then suggested consulting “the scene near the end of Saving Private Ryan where Matt
Damon asks Tom Hanks to tell him about his memory of his [Hanks’s] wife in the garden,
and Hanks declines and says, ‘That one I keep just for me.”” Wallace’s reluctance to
speak formally about Hopkins implies that the poet is particularly significant to his work
and creative enterprise.
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4 Eschaton recalls the card game, “T-E-G-W-A-R” (“The Exciting Game Without
Any Rules”), that “stands for the lawless cruelty that claims . . . Bruce Pearson’s life” in
Mark Harris's Bang the Drum Slowly (1956), where the only object of the game appears
to be the ability to keep a straight face (Harris 19, Limon 164) .

5 Infinite Jest also specifically recalls Stendhal’s The Red and the Black in many
ways. Its most significant similarity, however, is its sharing Stendhal’s emphasis on
realism—the “founder” of “serious realism” for Erich Auerbach (Mimesis 463). Stendhal’s
aesthetic axiom (itself borrowed from Hamlet) that a “novel is a mirror going along a
main road” (80, 371) is echoed by Infinite Jest’s Québécois terrorists who “stretch mirrors
across U.S. highways” (1015). See my “David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest,” The
Explicator 58.3 (2000): 172-175.

6 It should be noted that Wallace was a top-ranked junior tennis player in his
youth and has written several essays on the subject. See his collection of “essays and
arguments,” A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again (Boston: Little, 1997).

7 Wallace borrows the term “click” from Yeats and couspares this intuitive,
aesthetic feeling to the “click of a well-made box” (McCaffery 138). It is worth noting, as
well, that Wallace’s ‘click’ echoes Tennesse Williams’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955),
where the alcoholic Brick chases his own ‘click’ through alcohol: “A click that I get in my
head that makes me peaceful” (81). For Wallace, the click represents a ‘high,’ or as he
says, a “buzz,” obtained through the creation and enjoyment of literature. For a
perceptive discussion of alcohol and the creative spirit, see Lewis Hyde, “Alcohol and
Poetry: John Berryman and the Booze Talking,” American Poetry Review 4.4 (1975): 7-
12.
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Part Two
Infinite Geist: Lexical Investigation, Mediation, and the Ghost of the Author

“In art man encounters himself, spirit meets spirit”"~Hans-Georg Gadamer (Truth and Method

39).

“Let us therefore consider ourselves installed among the multitude of things, living beings,
symbols, instruments, and men, and let us try to form notions that would enable us to
comprehend what happens to us there. Our first truth-which prejudges nothing and cannot be
contested—will be that there is presence, that ‘something’ is there, and that ‘someone’ is
there”-Maurice Merleau-Ponty (The Visible and the Invisible 160).

1. The “Sichation” (Jest 619)

In a recent article on David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, ““An Anguish Become
Thing’: Narrative as Performance in David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” (2000), Frank
Louis Cioffi bravely attempts to articulate the peculiar experience of reading Wallace’s
second novel while simultaneously accounting for its stunning effect upon him as a
reader: “I did not abandon it, though I confess I was tempted to. As I read on, I realized
that this novel was having a curious impact on me, was penetrating my consciousness in a
way that struck me as unusual” (162). It is perhaps at once singular and refreshing that a

literary scholar can now feel liberated enough in a journal article both to comment

39
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critically on a literary artifact and muse on its effects on him as reader. This is by no
means intended as disparaging, for Wallace’s novel, indeed all of his fiction, does provoke
a myriad of shifting emotions and reader responses. Even the process of providing a basic
plot summary of Infinite Jest is a daunting exercise. Cioffi rightly asserts that it “resists
formal description” (163), but then takes two pages to summarize the plot. The still
embryonic critical work on this unique novel is inevitably variegated. In her article on
Infinite Jest, N. Katherine Hayles feels compelled to develop a complex eco-critical
position for ten pages before actually tackling the novel itself, and then proceeds to insert
sporadic synopses as necessary. Erik R. Mortenson, in his comparison of William S.
Burroughs and Wallace, works in the opposite direction, narrowly defining his parameters
of analysis to eight pages (128-135) of this 1079-page novel. Tom LeClair, who wrote the
first critical article on Infinite Jest in 1996, still seems to provide the most cogent account
of the work when he suggests (in comparing it to the “prodigious” works of Wallace’s
fellow novelists, Richard Powers and William T. Vollman) that it “can be most
economically described as synthesizing and extending characteristics of its predecessors”
(31) thereby eluding the plot-summary quagmire.' In discussing the reader’s

entanglement in a text, Wolfgang Iser, in his The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic

Response, asserts that upon finishing a work we “do not at first know what is happening
to us. This is why we often feel the need to talk about books we have read . . . Even

literary critics frequently do no more than seek to translate their entanglement into
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referential language” (131). It is precisely this that critics like Cioffi and the others have
attempted to do in their work on Infinite Jest, to digest what Cioffi has called the
“performative” aspect of Wallace’s work into a concretized understanding of the
temporarily lived experience with that book—for the act of reading is, according to Iser,
certainly an experience of living with and in the text. In what follows I offer a lexical
exempli gratia of how Wallace’s interactive writer-reader linguistic aesthetic operates, and
demonstrate that to bypass Wallace’s lexical strategies, or meta-text, is often to miss
much of his text’s elemental meaning. Wallace’s writing is highly symbolic and employs
much symbolic iconography to underscore his conception of ‘presence’ or mediation
within the text. Examining Infinite Jest’s lexical and symbolic properties also yields a
subtle rejoinder to the ‘death of the author’ standoff in contemporary literary criticism
from the point of view of the ghost of the author. All of which returns to Wallace’s
engagement with a literary solipsism, as he sees it, that is wasting the millennial American

arts.

2. Passivity and Activity

“She has this way that gets to Hal of digging the chocolate yogurt out with the spoon and then
inverting the spoon, turning the spoon over, so that it always enters her mouth upside-down and
her tongue gets to contact the confection immediately, without the raediation of cold spoon, and
for some reason this has always gotten under Hal’s skin” (Jest 702).

In his review of David Markson’s 1988 novel, Wittgenstein's Mistress, Wallace
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argues that “certain novels not only cry out for critical interpretations but actually try to
direct them,” calling this the “INTERPRET-ME phenomenon” (“Empty” 217, 218). 1
take Wallace’s statement as vitally relevant to Infinite Jest, which calls for interpretation
while it directs readers toward prestructured interpretations. There is operating in
Wallace’s fiction a participatory ethos demanded of the reader and, consequently, a
particular way to read and decode his work. That is not to say that there is only one,
definitive critical approach, just that Wallace codes his fiction in a particular fashion, and
that examining the lexical properties and structure leads to specific and significant
meanings. Naturally, there are many other critical alternatives, but I will focus on the
textual apparatus that compels Cioffi to call Wallace a “virtuoso vocabulist . . .
aggressively demonstrating his skill” (168). In his expansive and striking interview with
Larry McCaffery (conducted in 1993 while Infinite Jest was still a work in progress),
Wallace comments that all of his fiction emphasizes the fact of mediated presence in
narratives and that television (and the commercial arts, in general) ease recipients into
“easy cerebral rhythms. It [TV] admits of passive spectation. Encourages it. TV-type
art’s biggest hook is that it’s figured out ways to reward passive spectation” (137,
interviewer’s emphasis).” That is, in the interest of commercial gain and promoting North
American hyperconsumption, television has stunted mediation, the “complete
suppression of narrative consciousness, with its own agenda” (137). Thus, much of

Wallace’s fiction is comprised of a chatty and sometimes hostile mediator and “uneasy”
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(137), unsettling narration with an abundance of film-like flash-cuts; sparse and then
profuse punctuation; dense and long sentences; grand interruptions, interpolations, and
digressions; multiple-frame narration; and a preponderance of footnotes not typically seen
in modern or contemporary fiction (Infinite Jest contains 388 six-point font endnotes).
Wallace allows that his methods are “nothing terribly sophisticated” (137), yet it is his
underlying strategy of forcing readers to penetrate the mediator’s presence and to make
the requisite connections and narrative linking and textual (re)arranging that allows for
linguistic participation. Wallace remarks that his fiction works counter to what TV does,
“it’s trying to prohibit the reader from forgetting that she’s receiving heavily mediated
data, that this process is a relationship between the writer’s consciousness and her own,
and that in order for it to be anything like a real full human relationship, she’s going to
have to put in her share of the linguistic work” (138). Wallace’s literary aesthetic is
heavily Wittgensteinian with his interest in that philosopher’s work on language as
primarily “a function of relationships between persons” (143); ‘serious’ fiction, for
Wallace, is a linguistic exercise in bridging the existential gap between people as a tonic
for loneliness. Wallace is ever mindful that the reader is, as he says, “marooned in her
own skull” and that part of what draws us to literary texts is an enactment of suffering to
overcome the fact that the reader “suffer[s] alone in the world” (127). This experience,
vicarious as it may be, as Wallace remarks, can only be “nourishing, redemptive; we

become less alone inside” (127). The idea of a literary ‘conversation,’” or what Roland
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Barthes calls “entering a dialogue” between writer and reader (148), is central to
Wallace’s aesthetic. In a limited and perhaps reductive sense, however, all narratives can
be said to have an inherent participatory ethos to them; reading is always an active
exercise contrasted with television’s pure, visual passivity. Perhaps, then, readerly
participation or exertion is merely a question of degree and, if so, then Wallace’s fiction

requires the highest degree of active, narrative construction.

3. A Theory of Our Discontent

“It’'ll help your attitude to look for evidence of design” (Jest 113).

From all appearances, Wallace suffers little from Harold Bloom's “anxiety of
influence,” although his fiction is full of shrewd intertextual references and allusions to
authors ranging from Shakespeare to Stendhal, and Julio Cortazar to Don DeLillo.” But,
beyond aesthetic influence, Wallace is also well informed about current literary-
theoretical practices and their implications for his fiction. In his essay “Tense Present:
Democracy, English, and the Wars over Usage,” Wallace displays an acute understanding
of the culture wars and of critical theory, and the politics of language.” Moreover, during
his time at Harvard as a doctoral candidate in philosophy (aesthetics), Wallace wrote a

review article on H.L. Hix’s Morte D’Author: An Autopsy entitled, “Greatly

Exaggerated,” in which he demonstrates a strong familiarity with the long debate between
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textual critics (or “auteurist criticism,” in Sean Burke’s words) (52) and poststructuralists
regarding the death of the author.” Incidentally, Wallace overtly favors neither
theoretical position in this piece, although he leans toward a “pro-life” stance
(“Exaggerated” 143), when he asserts, “for those of us civilians who know in our gut that
writing is an act of communication between one human being and another, the whole
question seems sort of arcane” (144). What is most significant about Wallace’s familiarity
with poststructuralism, however, is his adoption (or reconstitution) of it for his own
fiction. In “Feodor’s Guide,” a review article on the fourth volume of Joseph Frank’s
Dostoevsky biography, Wallace remarks that poststructuralism is simply “fascinating in its
own right” (25), and in his discussion with Larry McCaffery he indicates the importance
of deconstructive erasure for him as a writer: the writer is “dead, and probably the text’s
dead; it becomes simply language, and language lives not just in but through the reader”
(141, interviewer’s emphasis). Wallace’s interest is always the writer/reader paradigm, of
“one gut talking to another gut” (“1458 Words” 41). In the production of his works he
effaces himself (but not the mediator), and thus in the reception of his fiction he is dead,
erased; the literary work is reduced to fixed and inert language, requiring readers to
animate it in their minds as they live it while reading. Intended or not, Wallace’s
aesthetic is most closely aligned with reader-response criticism, particularly the early and
prototypical work of Wolfgang Iser, whose theory occupies the middle ground between

the quarrels of auteurists and poststructuralists.
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Wallace employs, to use Stanley Fish’s phrase, an “affective stylistics” as a
rhetorical strategy in his fiction.® Wallace has remarked that he once had a teacher who
said that “good fiction’s job was to comfort the disturbed and uisturb the comfortable”
(McCaffery 127), and it is precisely this aphorism that informs Wallace’s aesthetic.
Wallace’s motives as a fiction writer tend to focus on two of the primary conditions of
being human: cultural familiarity and existential despair. It is for these reasons that
Wallace makes it part of his mission also to appeal to other fiction writers. For Wallace,
American culture is already familiar with a sense that we inhabit a banal and hedonistic
era:
We'd probably most of us agree that these are dark times, and stupid ones,
but do we need fiction that does nothing but dramatize how dark and
stupid everything is? In dark times, the definition of good art would seem
to be art that locates and applies CPR to those elements of what's human
and magical that still live and glow despite the time’s darkness. Really
good fiction could have as dark a worldview as it wished, but it'd find a
way both to depict this dark world and to illuminate the possibilities for
being alive and human in it. (131, interviewer’s emphasis)

He further remarks that, “if you operate, which most of us do, from the premise that there

are things about the contemporary U.S. that make it distinctively hard to be a real human

being, then maybe half of fiction’s job is to dramatize what it is that makes it tough. The

other half is to dramatize the fact we still are human beings, now” (131, interviewer’s

emphasis). And in regard to American consumerism, Wallace asserts that

we already know U.S. culture is materialistic. This diagnosis can be done
in about two lines. It doesn’t engage anybody. What's engaging and
artistically real is, taking it as axiomatic that the present is grotesquely
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materialistic, how is it that we as human beings still have the capacity for
joy, charity, genuine connections, for stuff that doesn’t have a price? (132,
interviewer’s emphasis)
Dramatizing the human condition, then, with an emphasis on human suffering, charity,
and human relationships, is essential to Wallace’s fiction. Realizing that these aspects of
American culture are rarely, if at all, addressed in ‘serious’ American fiction has
compelled Wallace to an aesthetic that tends away from casual representations of familiar
cultural aspects. Instead, he works to, in Iser’s words, “defamiliarize the familiar” (87):
“fiction’s job is opposite [to] what it used to be-no longer making the strange familiar but

making the familiar strange again. It seems important to find ways of reminding ourselves

that most ‘familiarity’ is mediated and delusive” (McCaffery 141, interviewer’s emphasis).

4. Piercing the Veil

“The reader must first discover for himself the code underlying the text, and this is tantamount to
bringing out the meaning. The process of discovery is itself a linguistic action in so far as it
constitutes the means by which the reader may communicate with the text”-Wolfgang Iser (The
Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response 60).

In The Act of Reading, Iser’s basic contention is that the literary text and reader

constitute two poles of “literary communication,” and, appending a note to his use of the
word ‘response,’ notes that the German word for ‘response’ (Wirkung) has a more

versatile meaning than its English counterpart, that of both ‘effect’ and ‘response’ (ix n.
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1). Thus, the act of reading inherently implies a “dialectical relationship” (x) between the
literary artifact and its readers. This is, perhaps, rudimentary, as Iser himself notes in his
introduction, but my interest in Iser’s reader-response criticism lies in his extension of
what critics have themselves become familiar with—that is, his theory of aesthetic response
goes beyond communication with readers and also involves a transformation within
readers who actively participate in re-creating the text in the imagination (a “dynamic
happening”) (22), and thereby inhabit the work, temporarily living within the text: “the
aesthetic experience leads to a nonaesthetic experience” (23); “it has the character of an
event” (67). Iser argues that each literary text is coded or “prestructured” with a
“repertoire” of “accepted procedures” (its “organizational structure”) (85) for readers to
follow; these are the text’s strategies and readers’ guide (69). The text is “prestructured,”
with its own conditions of “conception and perception,” and thus “constitute[s] an
organization of signifiers which do not serve to designate a signified object, but instead
designate instructions for the production of the signified” (65, author’s emphasis). This
acts as “a kind of self-regulating system” (67), and readers continually participate by
absorbing new and unpredictable events, incorporating them into a dynamic and shifting
whole, modifying them through active progression; the act of reading, then, is a “dynamic
process of self-correction” (67). Readers constantly feed back reactions as they absorb
new data; reading becomes a “continual process of realization . . . and ‘happens’ like an

event . . . an open-ended situation, at one time concrete and yet fluid” (68). In the act of
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reading there is a constant “mutual bombardment,” as Rudolf Arnheim has observed, that
results in a “tension that sets off a series of different actions and interactions” (qtd. in Iser
95). Iser calls this the snow-ball effect (67), for the Argentinian novelist Julio Cortézar it
is an “attack by accumulation” (534), and for Wallace it is “sudden and percussive,”
causing “a kind of explosion of associative connections within the recipient” that he
compares with the “venting of a long-stuck valve” (“Laughing” 23). At all times, then,
readers are provoked into what Iser calls a “synthetizing activity” (119) through image-
building and formulating the text through “gestalt groupings” (120). Iser argues that
readers are suspended between a “total entanglement” in and “latent detachment” from
the text which results in a “dialectic” between “illusion-forming and illusion-breaking”:
“through gestalt-forming, we actually participate in the text, and this means that we are
caught up in the very thing we are producing. This is why we often have the impression,
as we read, that we are living another life” (127). In image-building, gestalt-forming, and
through the various imaginative suspensions, we “leave behind who we are” (127). Iser
rightly argues that textual meaning does not lie in the various expectations and
frustrations: these are “simply the reactions that take place w!::n the gestalten are
disturbed” (128). Instead, we “react to what we ourselves have produced, and it is this
mode of reaction that, in fact, enables us to experience the text as an actual event . . . it is
these that make us animate the meaning of the text as a reality” (128-129). Further,

because the entire process takes place within the imagination, we “cannot escape from it”;
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our participation in and absorption of the text transforms the work into a “presence”
(131). Reading, for Iser, has the “same structure as experience” because it contains
familiar experiences that are transcended through defamiliarization (131).

The aesthetic transaction between text and reader goes further, however, and
achieves its zenith of affect, paradoxically, when readers beco::.2 fully cognizant of the
illusory situation they are bound in, for this is the highest level of textual communication:
the perception of another’s consciousness immanent with the reader’s. Although Iser’s
theory of reading is invaluable—and all the more because he offers it as “a” theory, one of
potentially many—he does not take his analysis beyond the interaction between text and
reader. It is in the final step of the reader’s conscious awareness moving from the aspect
of the text—(re)animated language—to the aspect of a consciousness behind or within the
apparatus of the text that the fullest ramifications of the reader’s transcendence is
achieved and realized. Iser writes that

apprehension of a literary work comes about through the interaction
between the reader’s presence in the text and his habitual experiences,
which are now a past orientation. As such it is not a passive process of
acceptance, but a productive response. This reaction generally transcends
the reader’s previous range of orientation, and so the question arises as to
what actually controls his reaction. It cannot be any prevailing code and it
cannot be his past experience, for both are transcended by the aesthetic
experience. It is at this point that the discrepancies produced by the
reader during the gestalt-forming process take on their true significance.
They have the effect of enabling the reader actually to become aware of

the gestalten he has produced, so that he may detach himself from his own
participation in the text and see himself being guided from without. (133-

134)
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The reader occupies a “strange, halfway position: he is involved, and he watches himself
being involved” (134). Iser raises a crucial point here: that readers attain a near-timeless,
near-ecstatic moment, where they remain in the actual event that is the world of the
textual moment that they temporarily inhabit. What Iser here articulates is the readers’
ultimate penetration of the illusion of the textual apparatus and achievement of an
epiphany—while still engaged in the act of reading, decoding, and reformulating and, most
significantly, they become self-conscious about this process—a sudden realization of
another’s presence—that is to say, the presence of another, similar consciousness. Call it
Wayne Booth’s implied author, the author, speaker, persona, or mediating presence, the
semantic name for this presence is immaterial; all that matters is the reader’s sudden
recognition of another’s (pre-coded) consciousness during the linguistic moment. The
triangulation of reader, text, and writer is broken and, therefore, admits a two-way
relationship between reader and pre-structured authorial consciousness (however we
understand and contest ‘author’). Iser does not take the final leap here and only
acknowledges this transaction to be one of the “transfer of the text into the reader’s
consciousness” (135), however, it clearly seems to be a much stronger perceptive state
extending beyond the present accumulation of language. Sedn Burke, in his Death and

Return of the Author, argues that this textual presence need not necessarily be reduced

to any monologic “author-God” (49) but instead, quoting Bakhtin, insists that authorial

consciousness is a “voice amongst the many which holds together the polyphonic strands
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of the text’s composition, an author who ‘resides within the controlling center constituted
by the intersection of the surfaces’ (48). For Burke, the “renunciation of the author-God
does not do away with the idea of authorship, nor impede the creativity of the author and
the intensity of his engagement with and within his text” (49). The imputation of
writerly consciousness within a text does not compromise the “anti-representational ethos
of a writerly writing” (49).

Readers transcend the text—a complementary shattering of illusion while
paradoxically remaining in the text’s imaginative space—and are doubled (vitally caught in
and living in the textual moment and yet self-consciously observing themselves operating
as such) and finding then a pure transaction with, a penetration of, or merging with,
another’s consciousness. A textual transcendence is achieved although not a

metaphysical one. In Specters of Marx, Jacques Derrida’s discourse on ghosts and

Marx (ism)-a self-termed “hauntology” (51)-~he comments that,

transcendence, the movement of super-, the step beyond (iiber, epekeina),
is made sensuous in that very excess. It renders the non-sensuous
sensuous. One touches there on what one does not touch, one feels there
where one does not feel, one even suffers there where suffering does not
take place, when at least it does not take place where one suffers (which is
also, let us not forget, what is said about phantom limbs, that phenomenon
marked with an X for any phenomenology of perception). (151)

We have, then, at this vital moment pierced the veil of narrator, implied author, and
mediator—pierced the “veil of print” (Bowers 81)—and attained not any literal author-God

but another human being’s consciousness, or that consciousness’s original ideation, that
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which was born in another subject’s mind prior to its infusion—"“prestructur[ing]” (Iser 85)
rather than post-structuring—into the text, but that remains dormant, awaiting re-birth,
(re)animation in the reader’s consciousness. Illusion and the boundaries of the text and
imagination fall away as ropes of sand from the mind; readers attain what Paul Ricoeur
calls the text’s “universal power of unveiling” (193). Instead of fully committing himself
to this peculiar and nearly indescribable phenomenon, Iser quotes Jean Starobinski: “what
we see arising here is a complex reality, in which the difference between subject and
object disappears” (qtd. in Iser 135, author’s emphasis). And because we as readers have
produced an image from the imaginary object, the object that is transformed text, “which
otherwise has no existence of its own,” we are, then, “actually in its presence and it is in
ours” (139). We may be so bold as to contend that we are in the author’s (revivified)

presence.

5. Ghost/Geist

“In a text which purports to be written neither by a subject, nor about subjects, who or what
purp y ] ]

motivates its narrative, stands authority for its claims?”-Sedn Burke (The Death and Return of

the Author 78).

“The ghost, le re-venant, the survivor, appears only by means of figure or fiction, but its
appearance is not nothing, nor is it a mere semblance”—Jacques Derrida (“The Art of Mémoires”
PP g q

64).

After discussing various philosophical texts in search of a rational response to the

problem of the reader as participant in Infinite Jest, Cioffi concludes that his “somewhat
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counterintuitive solution to the paradox is that when reading certain works, such as in
this case Infinite Jest, we are not under the impression or illusion that what is happening
in the text is real; rather, for us it is real, it has become actual” (172). And although I
have argued now at length for the possibility of the reader actually indwelling a literary
text, and believe that this potential exists at all times when reading Wallace’s fiction, 1
finally, however, do not believe this to be the ultimate reason for the profound and urgent
readerly engagement that this text inspires. I would contend almost the opposite, that
although Infinite Jest is captivating like few other novels, it nevertheless succeeds in this
respect because of its sincere presentation of its status as illusory aesthetic object. It does
not revel in the self-conscious play of its own artificiality for its own sake as many
postmodern works doj; rather, it presents itself as extremely improbable while it remains
encyclopedically and vibrantly plausible, immediate, and overwhelming. That is, its
content is only too believable and ‘real,” often disturbingly so, but it calls attention to the
possibility of its being nothing more than a ‘told’ story within its larger status as a novel.
This is paradoxically no metafictional play on Wallace’s part, which brand of fiction’s
inward and terminal regression he calls a “permanent migraine” (McCaffery 142), but
rather a return to more essential narrative construction, what Infinite Jest’s wraith calls
“radical realism” (Jest 836). Metafiction, for Wallace, is only “valuable” in that it “helps
reveal fiction as a mediated experience” and in that it emphasizes the “recursive

component to utterance” (McCaffery 142). Its latent danger, for Wallace, is its potential
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to become “empty and solipsistic” (142). The significant difference between ‘standard’
metafiction and Wallace’s metafiction-like strategies is that the inevitable inward spiral to
the mediator’s consciousness does not remain fixed as an end; 1t rather spirals outward to
the reader as a vibrant linguistic phenomenon: “recursive metafiction worships the
narrative consciousness, makes it the subject of the text” (144, interviewer’s emphasis).
Infinite Jest’s many (intended) mistakes draw attention to the presence of a very fallible
‘presenter,” one that at times seeks effacement and at others wildly surges to the fore.
Infinite Jest is a ghost story told by a ghost; its most significant conceit is that, for all of its
density and ‘realism,” the narrative events are meant to signify nothing beyond the fact of
its own telling.

In his reading of Infinite Jest, Tom LeClair suggests that Wallace himself enters his
narrative as the wraith (32), whose appearance, however, is vorifiably limited to the
hospital-visitation episode (Jest 827-845) but subtly emerges throughout the text.
LeClair’s assertion is founded on the fact that the wraith is “lexically gifted” and
“etymology conscious” (32), just as Wallace certainly is. LeClair further conflates
Wallace-as-wraith because the wraith-who is literally a ghost of one of the deceased
primary characters, the “aprés-garde” (985 n. 24) film-maker, physics and optics genius,
former junior tennis star, and founder of Enfield Tennis Academy, Dr. James Orin
Incandenza, Jr.—as a former artist himself, promulgates similar aesthetic ideals to which

Wallace himself is partial (LeClair 33). While there can be little doubt that the wraith
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possesses many of Wallace’s ideas of necessity the contention rhat the wraith equals
Wallace himself is untenable simply because of the obvious connection of the wraith to
Incandenza, Jr. (Jest 829). This is not to say that I dismiss LeClair’s claim outright;
rather, I agree that Wallace’s ‘presence’ saturates the text. I do contend, however, that
Wallace ‘enters’ his text through the wraith in a more rhetorically subtle manner than
LeClair estimates, and that a simple equation of the wraith with Wallace is a reduction of
Wallace’s aesthetic achievement. The wraith functions as the text’s mediator, the
centering and orienting presence that organizes the entire narrative structure. While the
text is profoundly moving and absorbing there is never a moment when the reader is not
aware of the illusion of narrative although simultaneously immersed in Wallace’s fictive
world. The reason for this is the mediating filter or presence within the text. This
mediating presence is none other than the wraith, and it is only in the hospital with the
gunshot-wounded Gately that he makes his presence acute and palpable, thereafter
receding as the narrative’s inherent consciousness, its narrative periphery, yet always
present.

Sporadically scattered throughout Wallace’s works are the words ‘phantom,’
‘ehost,” ‘wraith,’ ‘specter,’ ‘apparition,” and ‘revenant’ encoded with all of their
etymological meanings and interpretive associations. Often these words are emblematic
as they are specifically linked with certain characters (Incandenza, Jr./wraith,

Hal/revenant, Mario/apparition, and so forth). Wallace’s title alone, borrowed from
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Hamlet’s graveyard scene (5.1.184ff), as every critic has observed, is itself mentioned in
Infinite Jest (1076 n. 337), itself implies the presence of a textual ghost, in signifying the
elder Hamlet. Early in Infinite Jest appears the significant note 38: “ghostly light- and
monster-shadow phenomenon particular to certain mountains; e.g. q.v. Part I of Goethe’s

Faust, the Walpurgisnacht six-toed danceathon on the Harz-Brocken, in which there’s

described a classic ‘Bréckengespenstphiinom.” (Gespenst means specter or wraith.)” (994).
And note 24-Incandenza, Jr.’s filmography—contains the very significant word “mediated”
itself (986), calling attention to precisely who mediates the novel. Frequent emphasis on
the concept of mediation occurs indirectly when attention is drawn to Incandenza, Jr.’s

still-hanging poster of Fritz Lang directing his 1927 film Metropolis (Jest 48, 193, 951,

1078 n. 381), which film no longer exists as originally created and first shown in
Germany-Lang once said to novelist Robert Bloch, “why are you so interested in a film
which no longer exists?”” Metropolis’s essential disappearance recalls Incandenza, Jr.’s
own supposedly lost film “Infinite Jest”; and the presence of the Mediator, a messianic
figure, in Metropolis signifies the importance of mediation itself to Infinite Jest. Because
Incandenza himself was originally an optics genius, Infinite Jest contains numerous
references to light, lenses, reflections and refractions, mirrors, concave and convex forms,
holograms and holographs, optical doubling and illusions. Amplification of Wallace’s

references all return to the idea of a ghost and ghostly mediation: TV-show re-runs haunt

the airwaves (600); a holograph is itself a ghostly image; duplicated TV images are known
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as ghost-images/forms; in lenses and telescopes, secondary images, produced through
defects, acquire a ghostly definition or appearance (OED); Enfield Tennis Academy’s
students suspect that a ghost haunts the campus; in addition to the obsessive use of the
words “ghastly” and “ghostly” throughout. The word ‘figurant’ also appears throughout
the text, and is used particularly by the wraith for mute, peripheral film and TV
characters (Jest 835-836). Even here is a tangential relationship to ghosts. Erich
Auerbach, in his etymological study of the history of the word ‘figura’ (a remote ancestor
of our contemporary ‘figurant’) in ancient sources, observes that ‘figura’ has an associative
meaning of “copy” and occurs in Lucretius’s “doctrine of the structures that peel off things
like membranes and float round in the air,” and is further related to his “Democritean

doctrine of the ‘film images’ (Diels), or eidola”; Auerbach further notes that Lucretius was

the first to introduce ‘figurae’ as “employed in the sense of ‘dream image,” ‘figment of

”

fancy, ‘ghost” (17). Enfield Tennis Academy’s students use Lemon Pledge as “a
phenomenal sunscreen” (Jest 99) which later peels off in “Pledge-husks” (101) and copies
of their several limbs thereby contributing to the overall sensation of a ghost-inhabited
environment. [ do not argue here that Wallace is aware of Aucrbach’s essay, but that the
accumulation of specific words that are all synonymous with ‘ghost’ necessarily creates an
emphasis on the ghost/wraith metaphor in Infinite Jest and, thus, calls for interpretation.

What is significant about these many references is that in order to perceive a ghost image,

there must, in most cases (as in optics and broadcast media, signally in this narrative), be
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some inherent flaw or defect in the originating source. This is perhaps one of the more
signal aspects of Infinite Jest’s narrative construction: that the mediator himself, although
strangely erudite, is also incredibly defective and disturbing. This upholds Wallace’s
redemptive aesthetic, for it is only through the apprehension of defects that any form of
remedying action can occur, whether it pertains to aesthetic pioduction or cultural
malaise. Of fiction’s redemptive possibilities, Wallace remarks that

you're at once allowing the reader to sort of escape self by achieving some
sort of identification with another human psyche—the writer’s, or some
character’s, etc.—and you're also trying to antagonize the reader’s intuition
that she is a self, that she is alone and going to die alone. You're trying
somehow both to deny and affirm that the writer is over here with his
agenda while the reader’s over there with her agenda, distinct. This
paradox is what makes good fiction sort of magical, I think. The paradox
can’t be resolved, but it can somehow be mediated—‘remediated,’ since this
is probably where poststructuralism rears its head for me-by the fact that
language and linguistic intercourse is, in and of itself, redeeming, remedy-
ing. (McCaffery 137, interviewer’s emphasis)

In another interview Wallace remarks that he wanted Infinite Jest “to sound intimate and
conversational, as if somebody was talking right to you. So I think there was a kind of
ghost reader for me all the way along” (QPBR n.p.). Ghost-reader implies ghost-writer.
What I call the ‘wraith-function’ stands for the mediating presence that Wallace infuses
into his novel, for these ghostly clues direct readers to the inescapable fact that they are
the recipients of “heavily mediated data” (McCaffery 138)—in life, the popular media, and
this text—and that their responsibility in this communicative relationship between the
“writer’s consciousness and her own” (138)—is linguistic and requires, if it is to be revived
and actualized, active readers and responses, the readers’ doubles, their ghosts. On

Infinite Jest’s first page are the words, “I am in here” (3). In the immediate context this is



J.T. Jacobs, PhD Thesis, Department of English, McMaster University 60
presumably Hal Incandenza’s thought, although this is not explicitly clear as these words
occupy their own line and are positioned between two of Hal’s interior monologue
accounts of his meeting with the University of Arizona’s administration. They are, in
fact, ‘ghost-words,” thought by Hal but operating on a secondary, meta-level. As the
novel expands and Wallace’s mediation principle is discovered, these words take on an
additional, associative meaning: that the wraith is “in here,” in the text, and is the
mediating presence that confabulates and distills the novel’s contents. In fact, the entire
novel has, just like its latent aesthetic layers—as an allegory of “aesthetic orphanhood,” for
LeClair (33)-a latent contrapuntally linguistic structure, a significant deep-narrative
below the welter of the surface-narrative. This, in part, accounts for the novel’s
complexity and the mediator’s playful, cozening yet hostile presence. An obsolete, variant
form of ‘wraith,’ in fact, is “wrath”; and variants of ‘ghost’ are “fury,” “anger,” “to rage,”
“to terrify,” and, signally, “to wound, tear, pull to pieces” (OED): all of which Infinite
Jest’s wraith performs as he creates, manipulates, and mediates the text; the reader,
however, reconstructs the wounded text. In an aesthetic-allegorical context, the
‘wrath/rage’ meaning extends to Wallace’s own chagrin at the state of the American
millennial arts and that his novel moves through language to “re-medy” or “re-mediate”
(McCaffery 137) the situation; the mediator himself—it is no coincidence that Incandenza,
Jr. is referred to by his three sons only as “Himself,” indicating his abiding textual presence
as both character and wraith/mediator—thus intervenes to produce reconciliation between
the two consciousnesses of writer/author and reader. Even Wallace's choice of the word
‘wraith,” in the main, as opposed to the more familiar ‘ghost’ is itself telling in the context

of authorship and textual presence. ‘Ghost,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary,
p P g

is defined as “the supposed apparition of a dead person,” whereas ‘wraith’ is defined as
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“the spectral appearance of a living person supposed to portend that person’s death”;

Webster’s Dictionary similarly terms a ‘wraith’ an apparition of “a living person in his

exact likeness seen usually just before his death” (emphases added). Infinite Jest
emphasizes the lexical difference between the two words when the mediator interpolates
into Gately’s free indirect discourse, “does wraith mean like a ghost, as in dead?” (833,
author’s emphasis), emphasizing the wraith’s quickened aspect in the text. In her article
“Intertextual Madness in Hamlet: The Ghost’s Fragmented Performativity,” Hilaire
Kallendorf builds on the well-known fact that Shakespeare’s works were intertextually
informed by Daemonologie (1597) by King James I. According to King James, “these
kindes of spirites, when they appeare in the shaddow of a person newlie dead . . . are
called Wraithes” and serve to “discover unto them [the newly dead’s friendes], the will of
the defunct, or what was the way of his slauchter” (qtd. in Kallendorf 77), which further
extends Infinite Jest’s considerable debt to Hamlet but also implies that Incandenza, Jr.
himself was murdered—that the auteur, the ‘author,” was killed in both this novel and the
Novel’s wider theoretical context. ‘Revenant’ too is a logical word choice, however, that
the mediator specifically designates for Hal (Jest 260, 461)—one of the two protagonists,
second son of Incandenza, Jr., and a lexical prodigy himself who recalls entire entries of
the OED from memory (950)—with its meanings of “one who returns from the dead” and
“one who returns to a place.” Both definitions are appropriate for Hal as he is considered
to have fallen “into the womb of solipsism, anhedonia, death in life” (838) by his father,
but presumably emerges from his “death in life” condition, ex-narrative. That is, Hal
returns to his father’s grave with Gately—scrupulously referred to in passing by both
characters, but we must infer that this nevertheless occurs (Jest 17, 934)—to dig up the

master copy of Incandenza, Jr.’s lethally entertaining film “Infinite Jest” (again recalling
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Hamlet'’s graveyard scene) which is interred with Incandenza, Jr., in his microwave-
annihilated head (1030 n. 160). The implication of ‘wraith,” however, is that Infinite
Jest’s textual presence, its mediator, is alive when resuscitated by the reader, and can also
be read as an intertextual nod to the death of the author impasse, where neither account
really matters to readers as they enter a text’s “world of intuiti-n” (Iser 64), but for
textual critics possibly represents the textual ‘jest’ or ‘fetch’ on deconstruction, where the
latter theory of the death of the author, according to Wallace, imposes an “absence rather
than presence” and “involves not the imposition but the erasure of consciousness”
(“Greatly” 140). The wraith, then, serves as a transmission of the author’s embedded
consciousness and allows Wallace to deconstruct deconstruction’s own premises through
his novel, through written language, deconstruction’s own privileged form (or the
“graphocentric model” for M.H. Abrams) (429). Imbuing the wraith with his own
writerly consciousness and establishing it as a character and not-quite character, Wallace
attains a textual presence that transmits his ‘message’ through the exact program that
deconstruction asserts: the complete erasure of authorial presence. As Marjorie Garber

remarks, quoting Freud, in her wide-ranging Shakespeare’s Ghost Writers, “Hamlet is a

play not only informed with the uncanny but also informed aboutit. The Ghost is only
the most explicit marker of uncanniness, the ultimate articulation of ‘uncertainty whether
something is dead or alive” (127, author’s emphasis). An assertion that is just as
applicable to Infinite Jest and that provokes such a speculation in the embodiment of the
wraith. Just as Shakespeare, it is widely held, himself acted the role of the Ghost in
Hamlet (Bloom 387), it is, in a novel replete with Hamlet references, significant that
Wallace himself would also ‘play’ the significant roles of Incandenza, Jr. (King of the

rotten state that is Enfield Tennis Academy) and the wraith, underscoring the duality of
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the author-ghost. For Infinite Jest’s greatest jest is that there is no authorial presence
while it is paradoxically steeped with authorial consciousness. It is no mistake that,
according to Hal, “deconstruct” also happens to be “the one word” that Incandenza, Jr.
“hated more than—" any other word (or theory), readers must infer (Jest 251). All the
while Wallace establishes a connection and permits the reader to penetrate that
consciousness. The textual aporia is filled by the reader, whose presence not even
deconstruction would deny, as Burke observes: “a theory of the author, or of the absence
of the author, cannot withstand the practice of reading, for there is not an absolute cogito
of which individual authors are the subalternant mani-festations, but authors, many
authors, and the differences . . . that exist between authors—within authorship—defy
reduction to any universalizing aesthetic” (191). Hence Iser’s semi-acceptance by both
adherents to the tattered remnants of New Criticism and deconstruction. A further
etymological derivative for ‘ghost’ is also the German geist, or “spirit, spirituality;
intellectuality” (OED). Geist itself has many related forms inicgral to Infinite Jest, such
as geister, an obsolete form of ‘jester.” In this sense, Wallace’s mediating ghost/geist (er)

has the last ‘laugh’ or ‘fetch’ at deconstruction’s expense.

Wallace dedicated his 1989 short story, “Girl With Curious Hair” (Girl 53), to

Norman O. Brown, author of Life Against Death: The Psycholanalytical Meaning of

History and Love’s Body. The gesture is significant as Wallace’s works are informed by

Brown’s unique philosophical-classicist-symbolic meditations. Brown’s own intellectual
development took a radical bent from philology to a spiritual understanding when he

embarked upon a re-reading of Freud’s oeuvre, as he writes in the introduction to Life
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Against Death: “In 1953 I turned to a deep study of Freud, feeung the need to reappraise
the nature and destiny of man” (xi). While reappraising the nature and destiny of
humankind is certainly a remote, if not risible ideal, of critical inquiry in today’s academic
setting, it clearly was not for Brown who developed a symbolical and spiritual yet human-
based epistemology. 1 do not mention Brown's works here to contend for any detailed
correspondence between Brown’s and Wallace’s worldviews but merely intend to
demonstrate Wallace’s emphasis on spiritual understanding, partially inherited from
Brown. Love’s Body is a mesmerizing pastiche of aphorisms culled from a broad range of
classical, biblical, and philosophical writings spliced together with Brown’s interpretations
and formed into what he calls a worldview of “symbolical consciousness,” that is, of what
it means to be a human being in a highly technological age. Of the ghostly relationship

between writer and reader, Brown writes,

Spiritual understanding (geistiges Verstehen) becomes a ghostly operation,
an operation with ghosts (Geisteswissenschaft). The document starts
speaking for itself; the reader starts hearing voices. The subjective
dimension in historical understanding is to animate the dead letter with
the living reader’s blood, his “experience”; and simultaneously let the ghost
of the dead author slide into, become one with, the reader’s soul. It is
necromancy, or shamanism; magical identification with ancestors; instead
of living spirit, to be possessed by the dead. (199)

Wallace’s use of the wraith as an author-proxy to inhabit his text is doubly significant as
he achieves—or attempts to achieve—a spiritual relationship with his readers through his
text, and circumnavigates deconstruction’s theory of the death of the author at once by
instantiating his narrating consciousness through the spiritual agency of the wraith—the
theoretical coeval of the return or resurrection of the dead author. For, as Brown
contends and Wallace demonstrates, the text has the primary power to convey the

presence of consciousness to another consciousness. M.H. Abrams, in a reply to ]. Hillis
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Miller, writes that to experience a text without the presence of an authorial consciousness

is to perceive it as itself already irremediably dead:

His [Miller’s] origin and ground are his graphocentric premises, the closed
chamber of texts for which he invites us to abandon our ordinary realm of
experience in speaking, hearing, reading, and understanding language.
And from such a beginning we move to a foregone conclusion. For
Derrida’s chamber of texts is a sealed echo-chamber in which meanings are
reduced to a ceaseless echolalia, a vertical and lateral reverberation from
sign to sign of ghostly non-presences emanating from no voice, intended by
no one, referring to nothing, bombinating in a void. (431)

Abrams’s remarks on deconstruction recall Nikos Kazantzakis'’s in The Last Temptation,

where the spiritual essence in and of language remains unapprehended to some: “but what
can the letters say! They are the black bars of the prison where the spirit strangles itself
with screaming. Between the letters and the lines, and all around the blank margins, the
spirit circulates freely” (gtd. in Brown 196). The ‘wraith-function’ further undermines
deconstruction by acting itself as a Derridean trace of the authorial self-a ghostly non-
presence (the Derridean sous rature, “under erasure”) to recall Abrams—always already
present in the text, one whose annulled presence through inscription cannot but still call
attention to itself nevertheless as presence—and thus, to use Derrida’s construction, ts

(Grammatology 19), “since the word is inaccurate, it is crossed out. Since it is necessary,

it remains legible” (Spivak xiv). Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak writes, in her preface to the

Grammatology, in discussing Derrida’s concepts of erasure and trace that, in distinction to

Heidegger’s Being, Derrida’s “trace is the mark of the absence of a presence, an always
already absent present, of the lack of origin that is the condition of thought and
experience” (xvii), that the trace effaces itself even as it presents its legibility (xviii). And
she asserts, in a somewhat disingenuous move that anticipates and stifles potential

criticism, that “we must remember this when we wish to attack Derrida . . . on certain
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sorts of straightforward logical grounds” (xviii), which is to imply that the entire
Derridean enterprise is itself founded on a fragile foundation—that is to say, that one must
hold one’s logical criticism in abeyance. Wallace has on occasion doffed the critical cap
to Derrida: “if Derrida and the infamous Deconstructionists have done nothing else,
they’'ve debunked the idea that speech is language’s primary instantiation” (“Tense
Present” 45). And it would seem that his ‘attack’ on Derridean deconstruction through
Infinite Jest tends to operate within the acknowledged confines of deconstruction itself,
an appropriated deconstruction—or trace of deconstruction—one that, for example, asserts
the erasure of the author in deferring—even dying, a scapegoat (sparagmos) author (Frye,
Anatomy 193)—to and for the reader: the author, for Wallace, has “to be willing to sort of
die in order to move the reader” (McCaffery 149). The wraith, then, of necessity as a
‘wraith’ (the embodiment, the return, of a dead being), acts as a cozening device: the
Wallacean contention is that while the author may be dead, his spirit nevertheless may
well return to haunt his former topology, the gaps between the inky bars of the text. As
wraith, then, it is not the author-but the author. To strike out a word, however, to put it
under erasure, does not kill the word’s spirit, its internal geist, but liberates it and allows it
to resonate within readers’ minds. It is akin to the striking of court-testimony, where the
juridical action cannot strike the trace of the annulled commentary from the jurists’
minds where they will, possibly, continue to exert a Heisenbergian influence on the
proceedings. Garber relates Spivak’s preface to the concept of the ghost: “it is this
specifically Derridean [sic] inflection of ‘under erasure,’ ‘sous rature,” that so uncannily
resembles a ghost-resembles, in fact, the Betng of a ghost. “There are more things in
heaven and earth, Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philosophy” (180 n. 57). Spivak

notes that Derrida “uses the word ‘metaphysics’ very simply as shorthand for any science
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of presence” (xxi, emphasis added), but to recall Sedn Burke—the “renunciation of the
author-God does not do away with authorship, nor impede the creativity of the author
and the intensity of his engagement with and within his text” (49)—we can see that it is
itself to abuse the “straightforward logic” that Spivak disparages in making the Derridian
leap from textual immanence to a “science of presence”: to posit the brick of the author is
not necessarily to posit, reductively, an edifice of Western metaphysics and the
transcendental signified. In his reply to Derrida, “Destruktion and Deconstruction,”
Hans-Georg Gadamer writes that there is “no ‘language of metaphysics.” There is only a
metaphysically thought-out coinage of concepts that have been lifted from living speech”
(107). Such reliance on a misleading consensus of a “coinage of concepts” thus
establishes “a fixed conceptual tradition and consequently lead[s] to an alienation from
the living language” (107), for Gadamer. Thus, Wallace uses the wraith-function to act
as a trace, even as absent presence, that nevertheless conveys integral meaning. That
Wallace has the concept of trace in mind in Infinite Jest is signified by Orin Incandenza’s
perspiration impressions in his bed, “white salty outline[s] just slightly off from the week’s
other faint dried outlines” (Jest 43). Deconstruction becomes itself a metaphysics of
language with its own selectively re-appropriated “‘useful’ words” (Spivak xx) themselves
placed under the stamp of erasure, and places any problematic word (for the
deconstructive metaphysic) under erasure: “if he [Derrida] were to attempt a rigorous
definition of metaphysics, the word would no doubt go ‘under erasure” (xxi). What is
operating here is a Platonic excommunication of terms that do not belong in
deconstruction’s lexical-kingdom, which is, as Spivak relishes, the “joyful yet laborious
strategy of rewriting the old language” (xx) and, in an interview, “it seems to me that ‘the

history of metaphysics’ was a had name” (qtd. in Burke 150, interviewer’s emphasis), the
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sanitizing of language for Spivak. To this methodology, we must invoke Sean Burke’s
“transcendental lure,” which is to say that “any determined discourse of the death of man
will find itself ensnared in a similar labyrinth of transcendental presuppositions” (99). To
put a metaphysic under erasure is only to position and presuppose another in its place:
“such indeed is the abyss awaiting any author of the death of man. The subject who
announces the disappearance of subjectivity does so only at the risk of
becoming—inferentially at least—the sole subject, the Last and Absolute subject, left to face
his subjecthood in the face [of] an otherwise subjectless terrain, ever captive to a mirror of
solipsism” (Burke 103). To confront the “death of man” (interchangeable with ‘death of
the author’ for Burke) “either necessitates transcending its tenets or falls prey to its own
thanatography” (103). To call for ‘presence’ in a text is, for some, critically naive, and
Wallace anticipates this by having the author-function reside wholly within the wraith-
function, a figure that is itself a trace (Derridian or otherwise), or a vestige, of the author.®
In an interview with Imre Salusinszky, Derrida once remarked that, “since I've always
been interested in literature—my deepest desire being to write literature, to write
fictions—I've the feeling that philosophy has been a detour for me to come back to
literature. Perhaps I'll never reach this point, but that was my desire even when I was
very young” (qtd. in Burke 170). It is thus with a somewhat sad irony that Burke
concludes his chapter on Derrida with the words of the lamenting author—as prosopopeia

to the dead, Derrida addresses the absent author of himself—of The Post Card and

Mémoires: For Paul deMan respectively: “I have never had anything to write. You are the
only one to understand why it really was necessary that I write exactly the opposite, as
concerns axiomatics, of what I know my desire to be, in other words you: living speech,

presence itself,” and, “I have never known how to tell a story” (qtd. in Burke, 171). The
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irony is that Derrida has never been able to slay his own (ghostly) authorial self in either
his philosophical literary theory (itself creative) or the figurative and self-claimed, self-
imposed death of his youthful, would-be author: the author who was still-born, who
intended to write fictions, but instead ‘spent’ his entire life in either repressing (perhaps
sublimating, even) his authorial self, or killing it; but it has nevertheless returned—or was
never gone. The one author that he could never put under erasure is himself. In this
sense, one may come away with a differing sense than intended by Spivak when she
remarks in her preface that, “Jacques Derrida is also this collection of texts” (ix). Spivak
concludes her preface by similarly putting her own words under erasure when she
remarks, “and all said and done, that is the sort of reader I would hope for. A reader who
would fasten upon my mistranslations, and with that leverage deconstruct Derrida’s text
beyond what Derrida as controlling subject has directed in it” (Ixxxvii). This rhetorical
flourish implies that the preface’s argument be taken as part of a new metaphysic while it
simultaneously attempts to distance itself from the specter of first principles. Spivak’s
final comment is crucial to her overall argument, for not to release the text (Derrida’s and
her own) is to claim an Absolute subjectivity (thus, solipsism) and fall prey to
deconstruction’s own tenets, but to release it is to preserve a trace, allowing it the full
autonomy of play. And either way there is no escaping the fact of intentional inscription,
of authorial direction. For Garber, “a ghost is the concretization of a missing presence,
the sign of what is there by not being there” (129). In this way, Wallace’s wraith signifies

the presence of the returned author in spectral guise.

Ultimately, deconstruction and its significance recede for Wallace, since the
conversation between writer and reader is his primary aesthetic concern, to write prose

that creates the impression in the reader of “a human being actually sitting right there
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talking to him” (Wallace, “Indexical” 23). There is much in the philosophy of Gadamer
that is relevant to Wallace’s purpose. For Gadamer, language is primarily “conversation,”
and to “overcome confusion”—the “strangeness that arises between one human being and
another”—one “must look for the word that can reach another person,” the “language of
the other person,” to “cross over into the language of the other in order to reach the
other” (“Destruktion” 106). For Gadamer and Frank Kermode, in his “Cornelius and
Voltemand: Doubles in Hamlet,” ‘conversation’ is a “habit of 2 community” that is much
“broader” than our contemporary usage currently suggests (Kermode 47): “the action of
consorting or having dealings with others; living together, commerce” (47, OED).
Paraphrasing Lacan, Gadamer contends that the “word not directed to another person is
such an empty word” (106). Gadamer challenges the contemporary concept of the
“language of metaphysics” itself, which he claims “really has no meaning,” for “certainly
what it can mean is not the language in which metaphysics was first developed, namely,
the philosopher’s language of the Greeks” but, rather, means “that certain conceptual
formulations, derived from the original language of metaphysics, have impressed
themselves into the living languages of present-day speech communities” (106). He
further cites correlative examples of such in “scientific and philosophic discourse” and in
the “mathematics-based natural sciences” where the “introduction of terms is purely a
matter of convention, serving to designate states of affairs available to all, and which do
not involve any genuine relation of meaning between these terms introduced into
international use and the peculiarities of national language,” citing the “volt” as removed
from immediate thinking of the scientist, Alessandro Volta (106-107). Gadamer
considers his “dialectic” as referring to the “whole wide-ranging totality of the Western

tradition of metaphysics,” and, thus, considers Derrida’s deconstruction to reside within
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that whole in a totality of philosophical dialectic, which is at once inclusive and
charitable, for although Gadamer departs from Derridian deconstruction, he does,
however, acknowledge Derrida’s work to be a significant component and even concludes
his essay thus: “this conversation should seek its partner everywhere, just because this
partner is other, and especially if the other is completely differcnt. Whoever wants me to
take deconstruction to heart and insists on difference stands at the beginning of a
conversation, not at its end” (113). Thus, Gadamer’s “path” is “from dialectic back to
dialogue, back to conversation” (109), instead of deconstruction’s implosion of the
“background network of meaning-relations lying at the basis of all speech” (109). In
Gadamer's words, “Derrida immerses himself in the mysterious multiplicity lodged in a
word and in the diversity of its meanings, in the indeterminate potential of its
differentiations of meaning” (112). Such a program remains, of necessity, in a solitary
space, a verbal prison that guards against the penetration of meaning into the isolated
examination of individually isolated words. In “Signature Event Context,” Derrida uses
the example of “green is or” as a construction that does not constitute its context in itself
and further asserts that “nothing prevents [its] functioning in 2nother context as

signifying marks,” that “‘green is or’ still signifies an example of agrammaticality” and for

the “possibility of extraction and citational grafting which belongs to the structure of

”»
every mark”:

as writing, that is, as a possibility of functioning cut off, at a certain point,
from its ‘original’ meaning and from its belonging to a saturable and
constraining context. Every sign, linguistic or nonlinguistic, spoken or
written . . . as a small or large unity, can be cited, (put between quotation
marks); thereby it can break with every given context, and engender
infinitely new contexts in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion . . . there are
only contexts without any center of absolute anchoring. (320, author’s
emphasis)
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However, as John Searle argues in his reply to Derrida, “green is or” is not “agrammatical”
as Derrida insists, but is simply incoherent, an isolated phrase that signifies nothing: “the
sequence ‘le vert est ou’ does not MEAN an example of ungrammaticality, it does not
mean anything, rather it IS an example of ungrammaticality . . .. To mention it is not
the same as to use it” (Searle 203, author’s emphasis). To enclose within quotation marks
serves only to draw attention to or place emphasis on the words (or “marks”) themselves,
and does not signify, or if it does, it only signifies incoherence, the attempt toward the
production of meaning or a self-conscious effort toward non-meaning as the phrase has no
context whatsoever, excepting in the addressor’s mind where it can only be deemed either
a linguistic error or an attempt at a private language. The enterprise itself can be
construed as solipsistic because it is only comprehensible to the isolated self, choosing as it
does to remain isolated and as incomprehensible as a private language without its context
anchored in a community’s shared discourse. But, for Gadamer (and Wallace), a “word
exists only in conversation and never exists there as an isolated word but as the totality of
a way of accounting by means of speaking and answering” (“Destruktion” 112). Thus,
Wallace’s lexical strategy in Infinite Jest forces both an immediate investigation of
individual words and a determination of their larger significance in the broad weave of the
entire text. The appearance, then, of the ghost-word (and poststructuralist term)
“BRICOLAGE” in Gately’s consciousness (from the wraith) (Jest 832) implies both the
engineered whole of the text and the readers’ similar assemblage or reconstruction of
words in their own consciousnesses as a linguistic exercise which is the analogue of
conversation. The forced lexical engagement with Infinite Jest, in its essential demand on
the reader to analyze individual words and apply them in a larger context, is the

remedying action of being in conversation, and is what takes lexical investigation beyond
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deconstruction’s torpor and analytic paralysis over the isolated word and further
evacuation of lingering metaphysical impressions or vestiges. And, for Gadamer, “to be in
a conversation . . . means to be beyond oneself, to think with the other and to come back
to oneself as if to another” (“Destruktion” 110). For both Gately and the reader this
becomes, in Gadamer’s words, the “fulfillment of an intention of consciousness” which
“does mean ‘presence.’” It is the declarative voice (voix) assigned to the presence of what

is thought in thinking” (112, author’s emphasis).

Wallace’s novel is an erudite compendium of etymological references where,
again, geist can also be read as ‘spirit’ and, by extension, denores Zeitgeist, “the spirit of
the age”—clearly no mistake in a novel that also seeks to undermine the contemporary
American ‘spirit’ of irony—particularly, for Wallace, as manifested in current fiction. It is
further no coincidence that Incandenza, Jr. (from the Latin incandescere—‘to shine
white’-which adds to his ghostly aspect) is an auteur film-maker, adding emphasis to his
authorial presence. Moreover, Incandenza, Jr. is frequently referred to as an
“appropriation artist” (Jest 23) in terms of his intertextual film-making which explains
both his director-hostile commandeering of the narrative and the novel’s own near-
infinite intertext—he conflates and subsumes all other voices and aesthetic practices in his
monolithic telling. Hal further comments that his father was an “amazingly shitty editor
of his own stuff” (947) which calls attention to the enormity of Infinite Jest, and a
footnote to Incandenza, Jr.’s filmography cites the humorous pseudo-journal article, ““Has
James O. Incandenza Ever Even Once Produced One Genuinely Original or
Unappropriated or Nonderivative Thing?”” (990 n. 24). It is useful to recall here
Wallace’s statement that “certain novels not only cry out for critical interpretations but

actually try to direct them” (“Empty” 217, emphasis added), which is certainly the case
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with Infinite Jest. In their Performance, Culture, and Identity, Elizabeth Fine and Jean

Speer chart intertextuality as

the power of narrators to create meaning and project cultural values
through different renditions of the same traditional ghost story . . . . These
studies provide examples of the process of ‘entextualization” and
‘recontextualization’ in which a performance may be detached from one
social situation (entextualized, decentered) and performed in another
social situation (recontextualized, recentered). (qtd. in Kallendorf 71)

Kallendorf calls this the “echo of a shared discourse” (70), an< it is between Infinite Jest’s
very much alive mediator/wraith and Shakespeare and a legion of other artists, literary

and visual, and between the auteur’s consciousness and the reader’s that a ghostly

discourse is shared.

6. The (Sinistral) Machine in the (Sinister) Ghost

“A very good clue is afforded when a sinistral sign is discovered”-Anonymous (‘Sinistral’ qtd. in

the OED).

“O" (]QE 3) X

In the suspenseful episode in which Don Gately, formc: cat-burglar, drug addict,
and current night staffer, is shot outside the Ennet House drug and alcohol rehabilitation
center, the narrative takes on the quality of reportage. That is, the narrative is told by the
wraith in a conversational tone that is so personal and familiar that the illusion of
‘hearing’ this ghost-story (literally, a story told by a ghost) is, in-deed, arresting. The

strategic use of the German word Brockengespenstphiinom (“breaking into ghost”) in

note 38, as noted above (Jest 994), is even more significant as we observe that gespenst
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resides in the middle of this phrase, just as the wraith is centrally located in the narrative
as both the character Incandenza, Jr. and as the text’s mediator; the wraith ruptures the
text itself, literally breaking it into ghostliness. The wraith’s textual presence itself is
subtle throughout except for the overt hospital episode, but Wallace provides one subtle
clue besides the reader’s recognition that what is received is, i fact, told instead of merely
presented, or shown, in the Jamesian sense. Twenty-seven of the novel’s many
unnumbered chapters and subsections are specifically marked with a circular symbol with
a narrow blackened crescent (O); each symbol, or meniscus, signifies the overt mediating
presence of the wraith in that episode; all other sections are either narrated in the first
person or are otherwise mediated without the denuded presence of the wraith; that is, all
is mediated, the polyphonic voices collated, by the wraith, but the meniscus-symbol
segments signify an immediately told narrative—and the immediacy of presence-rather
than a presented narration.” The narrative is dialogic, yet also complexly monologic in
the sense that the wraith assembles the many voices through his own voice; and the
narrator is also both heterodiegetic and homodiegetic at once, being simultaneously a
(deceased) character and also its narrator. Sedn Burke writes rhat absolute authorial
erasure is impossible (echoing Wayne Booth’s contention that an “author can disguise
himself,” but “can never choose to disappear”) (qtd. in Ricoeur 188), if for nothing else,
because the “author operates as a principle of uncertainty in the text, like the
Heisenbergian scientist whose presence invariably disrupts the scientificity of the
observation” (Burke 190). “Himself”’s narration thus directly influences characters and
manipulates events in such a Heisenbergian fashion—in a “Heisenbergian dimension” (Jest
831)-as his perceptions, reporting/editorializing, and consequences of his actions as

former character cannot be ‘cut out’ of the narrative; they are vitally interlocked.
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Wallace thus creates a character/narrator who is inseparable from the raw events. This is
vital to Wallace’s aesthetic of conjoining writer and readerly consciousnesses. In “Tense
Present,” he remarks that “even in the physical sciences, everyching from quantum
mechanics to Information Theory has shown that an act of observation is itself part of the
phenomenon observed and is analytically inseparable from it” (46). Both the writer’s
consciousness alters the textual phenomenon (via the wraith) and the reader’s
consciousness, the “reader’s own life ‘outside’ the story changes the story” (McCaffery
141). Wallace notes that “you could argue that it affects only ‘her [the reader’s] reaction
to the story’ or ‘her take on the story.” But these things are the story” (141, interviewer’s
emphasis). Wallace’s title to his Harper’s essay even, with the calculated inversion of
‘present tense’ to “tense present,” itself calls attention to the ‘tense presence’ of both
writer’s and reader’s consciousnesses—and Infinite Jest’s mediator/wraith’s peculiar abiding
presence as both (former) character and narrating (tense/hostile) presence, a “double-
voicing” presence (Phelan 60). The wraith is both present ye =till recedes throughout,
miming his sudden appearances and disappearances in the hospital episode. The
signification of these sporadic meniscus symbols is, again, lexical. This clue appears
throughout but in no episode more significantly than the wraith’s appearance to the
hospitalized Gately, where the wraith telepathically transmits one of many narratively
integral words into Gately’s hallucinating mind in caps: “MENISCUS” (Jest 832). Much
of Wallace’s reader’s participatory ethos is derived through lexical investigation—that is,
simply keeping a dictionary nearby, for as Cioffi fittingly observes, “the novel sends even
the relatively well-educated to the dictionary dozens, if not scores of times” and even then
“some words remain elusive” (167-168). Meniscus has seven definitions, two of which are

germane here: “1. a crescent-shaped body; crescent moon (rare); 2. a lens convex on one
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side and concave on the other; properly, the convexo-concave form . . . but often applied
also to the concavo-convex, the two being sometimes distinguished as converging and

diverging meniscus respectively” (OED). Infinite Jest plays on the concave-convex motif

throughout, appearing most memorably in Incandenza, Jr.’s experimental film-making and
with his various, self-invented lenses. Moreover, North America itself is reconfigured and
renamed the Organization of North American States (O.N.A.N.—an intended pun) with
a portion of the north-eastern United States forcefully ceded to Canada; the zone, called

both the “Great Concavity/Grand Convexité” (1032 n. 177) depending on one’s

perspective, is a walled-off dumping ground for American waste.'® Although the first
definition of meniscus clearly corresponds to the text’s sporadic crescent symbols, I am
particularly concerned with the second definition as the wraith, as narrative presence and
as ‘embodied’ literary meniscus, focalizes and presents all textual material, for it is his
presence that brings out the submerged, textual authorial-consciousness (concavity) and
merges it with the reader’s external consciousness (convexity): the two menisci diverge
and converge simultaneously throughout, enacting the lexical equivalent of a

conversation: “and we converse” (Jest 131).

At the risk of dissipating the gunshot episode’s linguistic power, I will nevertheless
summarize it: Gately is forced to protect one of the residents of his half-way house from
three Canadian terrorists. He successfully fights off two of them and suffers a gunshot
wound from the third; while the shooter is rendered temporarily vulnerable from
sustaining ejected cordite powder in his face, the other, watching residents subdue him.
What is crucial is the manner in which the episode is (re)presented, for it is not ‘shown’
pseudo-objectively to the reader using conventional third-person narration, but is simply

told as story. That is, there is an overwhelming sensation of not being imaginatively
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present, or even ‘seeing’ the events as Iser contends the reader can. As the episode
unfolds, the mediator/wraith carefully describes the entire scene, Gately’s physical actions,
and the other residents’ words and actions, who are engaged in parking their cars on the
opposite side of the street according to a municipal bylaw. The wraith’s reportage is itself
filmic and he mimes his own (past) film-making aesthetic of ensuring that “either the
whole entertainment was silent or else if it wasn’t silent that you could bloody well hear
every single performer’s voice” (Jest 835) so that all of the residents’ actions and voices
are accounted for and heard during the telling of Gately’s figk: He further editorializes
and interrupts the scene with remarks like, “it’s not so much that things slow as break
into frames” (608), signifying his film-maker’s perception of the scene, and “all this
appraisal’s taking only seconds; it only takes time to list it” (609), emphasizing the telling
of the event instead of the illusory readerly perception of immediacy, of imaginatively
‘seeing’ the event. As Gately mentally prepares for the fight, he twice suffers from
“Remember-Whenning” (610), fears of the outcome and memories from his criminal past
that, if indulged in, would possibly cause him to flee. After these thoughts, the wraith
twice inserts, “this line of thinking is intolerable” (610, 611), thereafter Gately steels his
resolve for the fight. What is narratologically significant is that the wraith’s very
narration influences Gately’s behavior and implies that these words are inserted into
Gately’s own consciousness just as they are simultaneously for ~he reader, and which also
serves to foreshadow the later hospital scene where the mute and immobile Gately is
subjected to the wraith’s “ghost-words” (832, 922) ‘heard’ in Gately’s “internal brain-

voice” (831). It is perhaps worthwhile mentioning Christine Brooke-Rose’s assertion, in

her study of The Turn of the Screw, that there is “nothing in ghost-lore that forbids

thought-transference” (398 n. 10). The mediator/wraith inserts further ideas and
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thoughts into Gately and the other, surrounding characters, that influence the actual
narrative integrity and continuity. These moments are signally prefaced with the
leitmotif, “it occurs” (610ff), and are repeated later when the wraith manifests himself to
Gately directly in the hospital (827ff). This leitmotif explains why Gately rather suicidally
approaches the terrorists to begin with when he knows he will assuredly be shot and
killed: “it occurs to Gately if you fire with an Item right up to your sighting-eye like that
won't you get a face full of cordite” (610, emphasis added). This passage demonstrates
the interlacing of doubled voices in Wallace’s text: Gately’s free indirect discourse, his
assumed thought (“won’t you get a face full of cordite”), is conjoined with the wraith’s
telling; it is both his thinking and the wraith’s suggestion, with the result that the wraith
both narrates/tells and manipulates the narrative’s circumstances (“divisions collapse,”
interpolates the wraith here) (612) by suggesting to Gately that he can only be shot once
as the terrorist will be incapacitated by the cordite. Gately’s heroism is implied in the fact
of his willingness to, and knowledge that he will, sustain at least one shot in order to
rescue the abhorrent Randy Lenz (‘lens’). Moreover, the wraith goes to great length to
construct Gately as sanguine before and during the fight; he is progressively described as:
“of jolly calm” (610), “almost jolly” (611), “of ferocious good ciieer” (612), “of cheery
competence and sangfroid” (614), as he horrifically beats the Canadian terrorists. Yet
after this mediator-constructed cheerfulness, we are informed in a note that Gately once
killed a man after being sprayed with Mace, “but it was only an accident,” reports the
mediator/wraith—yet Gately is said to have experienced a “red curtain of rage” and to have
turned the victim’s head “180° around on his neck and had the little Mace can all the
way up one nostril” (1078 n. 369). This is but one inconsistency of many, and suggests

that the mediator is partial to Gately, and is bent on redeeming his flaws.
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Yet it is the mediator/wraith himself who bears the inherent flaws, and infuses the
text with them. His Dogberryesque solecisms are many and humorous: “Grand Mall
epilepsy” (278) and “Morris code” (275). At other times, his linguistic solecisms translate
into behavioral solecisms, and are sinister. Like many of Infinite Jest’s characters, he is at
once charming and hideous. We appreciate his technical abilities and brilliance (in
optics, film-making, generalist erudition, and, not least, sophisticated story-telling), yet
are repulsed by his alcoholism (as Incandenza, Jr.), sexism and xenophobia (as the
wraith): halfway-house resident Charlotte Treat is referred to by the wraith as a “clueless”
“poor bitch” (271); Canadians are “fucking Nucksters” or simply, “Nucks” (215); “puke
white Irish are on every corner” (477); a tennis player’s face is depicted as having an
“Eskimoid structure” (267); African Americans are disparaged throughout: a character
“shakes his hand in the complex way of Niggers” (444); Asian Americans are derisively
referred to as “Orientals” and “Chinese,” their walking as “scuttling” (716); Asian
languages are ridiculed as “monkey-language(s],” with regrettable commentary like,
“evolution proved your Orientoid tongues were closer to your primatal languages than
not” (716) and “it was universally well known that your basic Orientoid types carried
their earthly sum-total of personal wealth with them at all times. As in on their person
while they scuttled around” (718). The wraith, however, compensates for his darker
aspect by seeding his story with countless references to left-hand things, and constantly
mentions the words “SINISTRAL” and “sinister” (the former is another ghost-word)
(832). The sinistral/sinister connection works in Infinite Jest on several compatible levels.
‘Sinistral’ means, among other things, “darkly suspicious,” “illegitimate,” and “pertaining
to the left hand or side” (OED). By extension, ‘sinister’ is defined variously as “not

straightforward,” “prejudicial, adverse, unfavorable”; of information, it is “given with
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intent to deceive or mislead”; it connotes both “erring” and “erroneous”; all in addition to
its more conventional meanings of “situated on the left side of the body” and “relating to
the use of the left hand” after its etymological cousin, ‘sinistral’ (OED). Both words’
definitions signify the nature of Infinite Jest’s narration and its mediator: the
mediator/wraith is at times rankly prejudicial, is erroneous, and highly mischievous.

What is most striking, however, is ‘sinister”’s most obscure definition, etymologically
drawn from heraldry: “forming, or situated on, the left half of a shield (regarded from the

bearer’s point of view)” (OED). Infinite Jest is a mise en abyme narrative with the

rumored existence of five “Infinite Jest” films, all of them created by Incandenza, Jr. The
crucial one, “Infinite Jest (V),” is so compelling to watch that it renders its viewers
catatonic, and is searched for by two groups, a Québécois terrorist organization which
plans to copy the film—copies can only be made from the master, however—and
disseminate it throughout the United States to avenge the “territorial reconfiguration”
(1032 n. 177), and a C.I.A.-analogue organization (the O.U.S.—“Office of Unspecified
Services”) (88) out to foil the terrorists’ plot. The film, much like the novel itself, is
singularly entertaining and incurably addictive. Don Gately’s appearance and
circumstances place him within the heraldic tradition, albeit in a millennial American
context: he has a “Prince Valiantish haircut” (277, 477) (with perhaps an intertextual

nod to Prince Valiant’s author, Hal Foster, after Wallace’s middle name, his maternal

grandfather’s surname—F.P. Foster—to whom the novel is dedicated); as a child Gately
plays under the name “Sir Osis of Thuliver” (cirrhosis of the liver—a condition from which
Gately’s alcoholic mother dies) (449); his mother calls him her “good sir knight” (448);
and, in a ‘heroic’ context, note 254 informs the reader that “Gately’s made it an iron

point never again ever to run, once he got straight” (1045 n. £254), which refers to the
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fight scene. Gately’s own body is inscribed with the twentieth-century’s equivalent of
street-heraldic iconography. During a prison term, prior to the novel’s narrated events,
Gately etches a “jailhouse tatt” on his right-hand wrist, a “plain ultraminimal blue square”
(210) which is “canted and has sloppy extra blobs at three of the corners” (211), and on
the inside of his left forearm he has a “sloppy cross” tattooed by his cellmate (210). The
description of the tattoos is oddly sustained, with the blue-square tattoo mentioned three
times in a single paragraph and the cross mentioned but once. But Gately is “right
handed” (211), which raises the question of why he performs the square tattoo with his
left hand instead of rendering a more precise cross—instead of the cellmate’s “sloppy”

version (210)—on his left forearm: attention is twice called to Gately’s sinistral aspect.

Gately’s inverted tattoos are furthermore symbolic of a heraldic “rebatement of honor,”
nine marks reserved to “deface the arms of one found guilty of an offence against the
standards of chivalry” (Franklyn 274). Gately’s offence is cowardice in abandoning his
mother, first, when she is physically abused by Gately’s step-father and, later, when he
abandons her prior to her deat<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>