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INTRODUCTION 

 

Many attempts have been undertaken to define postmodernism. Postmodernism manifests itself 

in different ways in different domains. The term postmodern is predominantly used in two 

ways: on the one hand it can refer to a particular condition humaine, on the other it denotes a 

‘movement’ in (human) sciences, arts and academic branches. Often these two uses are 

muddled, but if one wants to draw a line, the former meaning is related to postmodernity, 

whereas the latter can be linked to postmodernism. I will not attempt to provide a chronological 

account of the rise – and fall? – of postmodernity or postmodernism. Such accounts have 

already been written. Hans Bertens’ The Idea of the Postmodern (1995) provides an extensive 

overview of postmodernism in various art forms; it has proved to be a lucid guide to and survey 

of the history of postmodernism. Seeing as Michael Chabon’s novels, which form the subject 

of this dissertation, are postmodern novels about the postmodern world, I will shed some light 

on both postmodernity and postmodernism, in that order. 

Let us start with a decisive moment in the genesis of postmodernity. I would like to 

briefly focus on one of the defining moments in the theorisation of postmodernity: the ‘debate’ 

between Jean-François Lyotard and Jürgen Habermas. In 1979 Lyotard published La Condition 

Postmoderne: Rapport sur le Savoir, a commissioned study of knowledge in the postmodern 

era.1 The postmodern condition, Lyotard argues, is characterised by its critical stance, its 

incredulity towards metanarratives (1984, p.xxiv). The introduction of metanarratives is 

undoubtedly Lyotard’s biggest contribution to postmodern theory. These metanarratives are 

totalising narratives that are used to provide legitimation to religions and ideologies. A year 

later, when Habermas was awarded the Theodor W. Adorno prize by the city of Frankfurt, he 

gave a lecture, titled ‘Modernity – An Incomplete Project’ (1981),2 countering Lyotard’s 

nihilistic destruction of all metanarratives with a defence of what he dubbed the ‘project of 

Enlightenment’, a metanarrative Habermas is unwilling to give up. The project of 

Enlightenment is the same as the one referred to in the title. As religion and metaphysics lost 

their privileged positions as the metanarratives governing western society, three separate 

domains – science, morality and art – developed and legitimised themselves independently. The 

problems that used to be covered by the all-encompassing umbrella of religion, were now 

treated separately as scientific, ethical and aesthetic questions. This differentiation was 

                                                           
1 From now on I will be referring to the English translation, published in 1984. 
2 The lecture was only published as ‘Modernity versus Postmodernity’ in 1981. 
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accompanied by an unrelenting optimism that the arts and the sciences ‘would promote not only 

the control of natural forces but also understanding of the world and of the self, moral progress, 

the justice of institutions and even the happiness of human beings’ (Habermas, 1981, p.9). As 

the twentieth century dawned, little was left of this optimism. A complete discussion of 

Habermas’ philosophical argumentation would make us stray too far from our goal. Suffice it 

to say that, in spite of its failures, Habermas firmly continues to believe in the potential of the 

project of Enlightenment, and pleads for its completion. 

Both Habermas and Lyotard in fact represent opposing philosophical camps: one 

holding on to the rational, progressive, teleological metanarrative of modernity, the other as 

critical of the modern project as of any other metanarrative. Whichever side you are on, 

postmodernism no longer occupies the dominant position it did in the 1980s. The ideas and 

concepts underlying postmodernism, however, are still very much alive. We live in a 

postmodern era and what is known cannot be unknown. Pandora’s box has been opened and 

this act cannot be undone. Consider, for example, the opening lines of Julian Barnes’s memoir 

Nothing to Be Frightened Of, published in 2008: ‘I don’t believe in God, but I miss Him. That’s 

what I say when the question is put’ (Barnes, 2008, p.3). The religious metanarrative has been 

fatally stained by the project of Enlightenment, but Barnes recognises that it did fulfil an 

essential role in society and no other metanarrative has stepped up to fill the void it left. The 

madman’s outcries in Nietzsche’s The Gay Science that ‘God is dead’ and ‘remains dead’, and 

that we are the killers (2001, p.120) express a very similar message. We, through the project of 

Enlightenment, have burned the religious metanarrative to the ground and replaced it with a 

naïve, optimistic belief in progress and the human potential. The twentieth century and two 

world wars have bankrupted this belief and have resulted in the destruction of the very idea of 

a metanarrative. The tactical retreat, the substitution of one master narrative for another, is no 

longer an option. Master narratives have been replaced by a proliferation of personal agendas 

rather than unifying narratives.  

It comes as no surprise then that in this postmodern world a new type of fiction, 

postmodern fiction, sets out to interact with and capture this postmodern world. The 

experiments of the halcyon days of postmodernism are behind us, but a lot of the ideas and 

techniques deployed in these halcyon days are still used frequently. The objective of this 

dissertation is twofold. On the one hand, I will illustrate that postmodern novels are alive even 

though postmodern literature is (perceived to be) dead. On the other hand, I want to offer a 

book-length study of (a substantial part of) the oeuvre of Michael Chabon, a highly influential 

contemporary American author. The method I have chosen to reach this double objective is 
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simple: each chapter – except for the third one – contains an analysis of one of Michael 

Chabon’s novels focusing on a core concept of postmodern literature. The third chapter does 

not follow suit as it contains an analysis of two novels; Chabon wrote two detective novels – 

The Final Solution (2004) and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007) – and I have chosen to 

deal with them together. The first, second and fourth chapter cover respectively Wonder Boys 

(2008), The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000) and Telegraph Avenue (2012a). I 

have not devoted separate chapters to Chabon’s juvenile novel Summerland, his short story 

collection Werewolves in their Youth (1999), nor his essay bundles Manhood for Amateurs 

(2009) and Maps and Legends (2008). Still, references to the essays and short stories have been 

included when I felt they contributed to my narrative. Because I selected novels with specific 

postmodern characteristics in mind, I have also not included Chabon’s debut The Mysteries of 

Pittsburgh (1988) or his novella Gentlemen of the Road (2007), which first appeared in a 

serialised version in The New York Times Magazine.3  

Each chapter – apart from the first one – is constructed in a similar fashion. I first sketch 

a theoretical framework against which I then read one of Chabon’s novels. The first chapter, a 

discussion of metafiction and intertextuality in Wonder Boys, forms an exception to this rule. 

Wonder Boys is a deceptively complex example of postmodern metafiction and intertextuality, 

which is why I feel a more practical, text-based approach is more suitable. The second chapter 

deals with Chabon’s magnum opus The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay as an 

expression of epistemological and ontological doubt. The third chapter is a postmodern genre 

study of Chabon’s detective novels The Final Solution and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union. 

The former is his postmodern take on the classical detective, the latter on the hard-boiled 

detective. In the last chapter I read Telegraph Avenue mainly from a postmodern political rather 

than poetical perspective, focusing more on the political goal than on the poetical means to 

achieve that goal.  

My choice of postmodern traits and techniques to be traced in Chabon’s works dictates 

to a large extent the theoretical framework I fall back on. I rely to a varying degree on works 

by (in no particular order) Jean-François Lyotard, Hans Bertens, Theo D’haen, Linda Hutcheon, 

Brian McHale, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Jacques Derrida, Fredric Jameson, Yuri 

Tynianov, Tzvetan Todorov, Michael Holquist, Carolyn R. Miller, Hans Robert Jauss, William 

Spanos, Stefano Tani, John G. Cawelti, Matei Calinescu, Daniel Bell and Itamar Even-Zohar. 

                                                           
3 I did not include Moonglow, which appeared in November 2016, as the research work on my dissertation was 
finished. It would, however, be interesting to see if and how this work too can be read from a postmodern 
perspective.  
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There of course remain others I could have ‘used’. In all, I have opted for an intensive and not 

an extensive approach. Rather than analysing a novel from all possible perspectives, I have tried 

to create a compelling narrative detailing the relationship between Michael Chabon’s fiction 

and the politics and poetics of postmodernism. 
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1.  

Metafiction and Intertextuality 

in  

Wonder Boys 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

Michael Chabon’s second novel, Wonder Boys, is arguably his most metafictional work. 

Chabon debuted with The Mysteries of Pittsburgh, a coming-of-age story that put Chabon on 

the map of American literature. Immediately, Chabon began work on a second novel, which 

was to be titled Fountain City. However, he almost crumbled under the pressure of the high 

expectations for this follow-up novel. Therefore, he never finished this project.4 Having worked 

on it for five years, Chabon realised Fountain City was never going to materialise and decided 

to lay aside his 1500 page manuscript. His creative failure with Fountain City lies at the basis 

of Wonder Boys. The following chapter offers a postmodern reading of the novel focusing on 

its metafictional character. The novel’s relationship to genre fiction will also be touched upon 

as this relation is relevant to the chapters to follow.  

Wonder Boys tells the story of Grady Tripp, an aging professor of creative writing at a 

Pennsylvanian college and dried up author, who has run into a rough patch. He is caught in a 

love ‘polygon’ between his third wife, Emma, who has just left him the morning the story opens; 

his mistress, Sara, the university chancellor, who happens to be married to Walter Gaskell, head 

of the English department; and Hannah Green, a student who has a crush on him and happens 

to be sharing a house with him. Professionally things are not going too well either. Apart from 

the odd exception – most notably Hannah Green and James Leer – he despises his students and 

his teaching job does not grant him any satisfaction. Although at times Grady is irritated with 

                                                           
4 Chabon annotated and published four chapters of his manuscript in McSweeney’s (2011) ‘with the intention 
of figuring out, once and for all, what had gone wrong with it. [But a]long the way, [he] began to see that the 
act of annotation promised to offer the opportunity  to recover, not the novel – irrecoverable as ever – but 
traces and fragments of the life [he] had led while writing it’.  
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James Leer for being ‘such a goddamn spook all of the time’ (Chabon, 2008, p.6), Grady is also 

intrigued by the mystery that surrounds James and his stories. On a par with his teaching job, 

Grady’s writing career is also in a rut. He has not published a novel in five years’ time. He has 

been stalling and buying time with his best friend and editor, Terry Crabtree, whose editing 

career depends on Grady’s next novel, Wonder Boys.  

As such there are two novels, then, that carry the same title: Chabon’s and Grady 

Tripp’s. The first is a tangible object, whereas the second one can only be found in the fictional 

reality of the printed page. Both can be considered therapeutic devices; the former to the actual 

author Michael Chabon, the latter to the fictional author Grady Tripp, who happens to resemble 

his creator in more ways than one. As a result, the motto to Chabon’s Wonder Boys, borrowed 

from Joseph Conrad, that he ‘meant to swim till [he] sank’, which is different from wanting to 

drown yourself, can be applied to both.  

The relationship between Michael Chabon and Grady Tripp is problematic. They mirror 

each other and as such the boundaries between fiction and reality are blurred. The novel does 

not go so far as to pose an all-out threat in the form of a metalepsis. Think of J.L. Borges’ stories 

– or, in Dutch literature, L.P. Boon’s De Kapellekensbaan (1956) for example – in which the 

author suddenly appears on the stage, crossing the boundaries of narrative levels.5 Still, 

Chabon’s novel does force the reader to reconsider and redraw the boundaries between reality 

and fiction. From the perspective of the New Critics such a reading can be considered a case of 

intentional fallacy as the protagonist’s dreams, wishes and intentions are to some extent 

identical to the author’s. However, reality and fiction in Wonder Boys are intertwined to such a 

degree that to ignore the close relationship between them would amount to ignoring a large part 

of the metafictional nature of the work in question. Can we use biographical information when 

looking for meaning in a text or should we consider the author to be ‘dead’, as Roland Barthes 

declared him to be?6 In this case, it is hard to disregard the background information on Michael 

Chabon, as this knowledge is key to the central theme of the novel. The problematic relationship 

between author and character, reality and fiction, and the metafictional question what it means 

to be a writer constitute the core of Wonder Boys.  

Derrida, however, successfully reincorporates reality with his famous words that there 

is no outside to the text. It is impossible to steer clear from all reference frames. Derrida comes 

                                                           
5 Especially interesting in this light is the article ‘Boon Postmodern?’ (Theo D’haen, 1994-1995). 
6 I am aware that Barthes did not refer to the literal death of the author, but rather to the useless act of 
reading an ‘author persona’ into the text, to imbue the text with a final meaning, as it were. Barthes’s death of 
the author is thus intricately connected to the birth of the reader. The idea of a single, original, meaningful 
message from author to reader is twisted as the reader receives the power to ‘read’ meaning into a text. 
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to terms with the fact that everything we say about reality is encapsulated in language. No 

matter how good your description of a particular state of affairs, it can never escape the 

boundaries of language. It is a speech act and as such it is part of a text and situated in a context. 

If the factual context is relevant it should be used in the process of ascribing meaning to a text, 

for biographical information is a part of the text’s intertextual web. It is impossible to escape 

language – to cut Wonder Boys loose from its context – because both the novel and its context 

are part of one intertextual web and both receive meaning through this relationship. Grady 

Tripp’s Wonder Boys draws its meaning from Chabon’s Wonder Boys and vice versa. They are 

inextricably bound to each other. Since references to the ‘real’ author’s life are an important 

aspect of the novel – Chabon’s life is a part of Wonder Boys’ intertext – they also have their 

place in our reading of the novel.  

There is, however, a difference – albeit not one that can be easily made – between using 

reality as a frame of reference and abusing biographical information in order to ‘read’ 

psychological motives into the text. The former is an attempt to endow a text with meaning 

drawing on all the reference frames at hand, whereas the latter is an attempt to pinpoint the 

author’s intentions. It is a fine line that divides these two, but then again, a postmodern 

perspective feeds on fine lines, boundaries and grey areas. Trying to arrive at the author’s 

intention is not only an impossible quest, it also is an irrelevant one, for the author does not 

have any ‘exegetic’ or interpretive authority when it comes to reading ‘his’ texts. That power 

resides within the text and its relation to its readers. Essential components of that relationship 

are the context and intertext, and therefore both aspects should be taken into consideration. Of 

course, the entire act of reading a text and looking for meaning is a narrative process – and thus 

a subjective one – and the product of this process can only be narrative knowledge.  

 

 

1.2 Metafiction in Wonder Boys  

 

Wonder Boys is not just an exercise in the screwball comedy genre – I will return to Wonder 

Boys’ relation to genre fiction later on in this chapter – it is an exploration of poetics, of the 

nature of fiction and the act of writing. In what follows I will try to distil and map the many 

voices that Wonder Boys evokes in its quest for answers to these metafictional questions. The 

metafictional character of the book plays on two levels. On the one hand, there are the 

metafictional considerations uttered by the characters. Nearly all characters can be categorised 

as either writers or fervent readers of fiction, and throughout the story they gradually offer their 
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views on the form and function of the novel. These views are embedded and exist only on an 

intradiegetic level. The characters – themselves products of fiction – are discussing the nature 

of fiction. This narrative process of poioumenon frequently occurs in postmodern fiction, a 

notorious example being Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1962). On the other hand, Chabon’s Wonder 

Boys itself is an example of a particular kind of poetics. Chabon’s text deals with 

characterisation, narration, plot progression, generic conventions and intertextuality quite 

differently from Grady Tripp’s novel. Strictly speaking the first metafictional level is a part of 

the second one; Tripp’s characters’ ideas and opinions are of course also part of Chabon’s 

Wonder Boys. But – on an ‘extradiegetic’ level – Chabon’s Wonder Boys is a more direct 

reaction to the metafictional questions it seeks to answer.7 It is difficult to read and discuss these 

texts – the two Wonder Boys’ – without talking about their creators’ intentions, since they 

openly discuss their creators’ ideas about the nature of fiction and writing. Still, whenever we 

refer to metafictional ideas, we are discussing texts in relation to their intertext and context and 

not to their authorial intentions. 

 

 

1.2.1 Intradiegetic Metafiction or Poioumenon 

 

On the first metafictional level, Chabon’s novel summons a wide variety of texts and authors. 

We consider this web of texts intradiegetic because it is embedded into the main narrative. 

Sometimes these embedded texts are restricted to utterances made by characters – making them 

not strictly intradiegetic according to Genette’s definition – but they still constitute a divergence 

from the main narrative. These divergences create a distance between the main narrative and 

the embedded texts and cause metafictional doubt about the creation of narratives. These 

embedded texts are also instances of a specific kind of metafiction, namely poioumenon. 

Wonder Boys is a novel in which characters write – or at least discuss the act of creating – 

novels. 

The most important metafictional doubt is raised by the protagonist, Grady Tripp. He 

has failed to produce his fourth novel not because he is suffering from writer’s block – he does 

                                                           
7 In Genette’s terminology ‘extradiegetic’ refers to narrators on the highest level. We have, however, borrowed 
the term and broadened its meaning. In this context, ‘extradiegetic’ does not refer to the narrator on the 
highest level, but to narration as a whole, including characterisation, plot progression, construction of narrative 
space and time, etc. 
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not believe in that – but because he has too much to write. This over-productive tendency on 

behalf of the protagonist is linked to a particular poetics. 

 
The problem, if anything, was precisely the opposite. I had too much to write: too many fine and miserable 

buildings to construct and streets to name and clock towers to set chiming, too many characters to raise 

up from the dirt like flowers whose petals I peeled down to the intricate frail organs within, too many 

terrible genetic and fiduciary secrets to dig up and bury and dig up again, too many divorces to grant, 

heirs to disinherit, trysts to arrange, letters to misdirect into evil hands, innocent children to slay with 

rheumatic fever, women to leave unfulfilled and hopeless, men to drive to adultery and theft, fires to 

ignite at the hearts of ancient houses. It was about a single family and it stood, as of that morning, at two 

thousand six hundred and eleven pages, each of them revised and rewritten a half dozen times.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.12) 

 

 

Grady is aware of his problem, but he does not want to acknowledge it. For to acknowledge his 

problem is to abandon his book, the book he has invested so much in that he cannot turn back. 

Its imminent failure inevitably boils down to the end of his writing career. Only when people 

he trusts accidently read and comment on his novel is Grady ready to admit defeat. The first 

person to comment on his writings is Hannah Green, who represents the student body. She 

enrolled in Grady’s course because of the writing he had done in the past. But once she realises 

that time has not been kind to her favourite author – time hurries on, while Grady has made no 

progress whatsoever – her attitude towards Grady changes and her crush fades away. 

 
“Well, then it starts – I mean parts of it are still wonderful, amazing, but after a while it just starts – I 

don’t know – it gets all spread out.” 

“Spread out?” 

“Okay, not spread out, then, but jammed too full. Like that thing with the Indian ruins? Okay, first you 

have the Indians come, right, they build the thing, they die out, it falls apart, hundreds of years go by, it 

gets buried, in the fifties some scientist finds it and digs it out, he kills himself – all that goes on and on 

and on, for, like forty pages, and, I don’t know –” She paused, and blinked her eyes, and wondered for a 

moment at the novelty of administering criticism to her teacher. “It doesn’t really seem to have anything 

to do with your characters. I mean, it’s beautiful writing, amazingly beautiful, but … And all that about 

the town cemetery? All the headstones, and their inscriptions, and the bones and bodies underneath them? 

And the part about their different guns in the cabinet in the old house? And the genealogies of their horses? 

And –” She caught herself devolving into simple litany and broke off.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.301-302) 

 

 

Although Hannah wants to spare Grady’s feelings, she cannot but tell that Wonder Boys just 

does not work. The reasons for his failure are not stylistic. His prose is still as good as it ever 

was, but there is something wrong with the plot. Grady’s Wonder Boys is an attempt at a literary 

chronicle of the Wonder family, but it does not work as a family chronicle because it ‘spread[s] 

out’. The novel does not stick to the family’s history, but also includes absurd detours and 

details about the Wonders’ hometown and pretty much every single one of its inhabitants, 

including the horses. Grady has taken realist poetics to extremes. As such, Wonder Boys is an 

attempt to fit life onto the pages of a novel. And in order to do so Grady has chosen an absurdly 
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descriptive mode, parodying the high realist mode of Dostojewski and the likes.8 Hannah only 

voices the doubts Grady has had all along himself. He wanted to bring to life an entire town 

through his writing. This overambitious project resulted in spatial and temporal detours: endless 

descriptions of the headstones in the cemetery, historical reports of Indian civilisations 

predating the main story, and on and on. The more Grady wrote, paradoxically, the more void 

of meaning his story became. If you aim to construct a fictional universe you have to choose 

what to include and what not. It is impossible to report everything; a character does not become 

more alive because the reader is given large quantities of information about him or her. 

Narrative knowledge does not require exhaustiveness. On the contrary, narrative knowledge 

thrives on the premise that every story is narrated from a particular perspective. And the most 

common way to create a particular perspective is to select the information you want to disclose 

to your reader and withhold the information that does not fit the narrative you want to create. 

Grady, however, has chosen to use a descriptive mode. A mode that is associated more with 

neutral, objective – pseudo-scientific – realist literature. Moreover, he has chosen not to select, 

but he forgot that choosing not to choose is a choice in its own right. The infinite suspension of 

selection eventually leads to his creative crisis. It is impossible to fit a life ‘completely’ into a 

novel – let alone an entire town – just as it is impossible to grasp the entirety of reality by 

relying on our cognitive capacities. There is no such thing as ‘the’ world or a ‘true’ history, 

there are always multiple versions.9 Mimesis is doomed to fail. Yet, Grady keeps on trying and 

as such he is in the process of creating a literary object that says something about the very nature 

of fiction. 

Note that when reading the passage above it is impossible to uphold the strict division 

between the levels of metafiction I proposed earlier. Both Hannah and Grady seem to be 

unaware of the comical effect and the almost parodic description of Grady’s novel. Grady’s 

Wonder Boys contains an apparently endless stream of plot twists and diversions that would 

make the average soap opera pale in comparison. This ironic distance – dramatic irony even – 

                                                           
8 Chabon is not the first to parody this high realist mode. Earlier I have already referred to D’haen’s article on 
L.P. Boon, but I would like to specifically stress the parallels between Chabon’s Wonder Boys and L.P.Boon’s De 
Kapellekensbaan. De Kapellekensbaan is an experimental novel that combines different narratives. On the 
extradiegetic level the author’s alter ego – ‘Boontje’ – is working on a novel that he himself describes as ‘a 
puddle, a sea, a chaos: it is a book that tells everything that was to be seen or heard on Chapel Road’ (Boon, 
1956) [free translation].  Just like Wonder Boys, Boontje’s novel tries to bring the realist, mimetic principle to its 
extremes.  
9 This idea of the subjectivity of historiography and biography is wonderfully illustrated in Julian Barnes’ 
Flaubert’s Parrot, which offers multiple conflicting yet ‘true’ portraits of Flaubert. It also narrates how multiple 
museums claim to have the ‘true’ stuffed parrot that sat atop Flaubert’s writing desk, even though there can 
only be one ‘real’ parrot. For a more detailed discussion about the relation between postmodernism and 
historiography, see my chapter on The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. 
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is present throughout the novel and contributes to its playful character. Moreover, the scenes 

and plot twists of Chabon’s Wonder Boys, which are reminiscent of slapstick or screwball 

comedy, mimic Grady’s Wonder Boys and vice versa. 

Hannah Green is not the only one to comment on Wonder Boys. Terry Crabtree also has 

a look at the book during his weekend with Grady. Although he looks at the novel from an 

editor’s perspective, his verdict is similar to Hannah’s. He agrees with her that the novel is ‘a 

mess’, ‘[i]t’s all over the place’ and there are ‘way too many characters’ (Chabon, 2008, p.213). 

Unlike Hannah, however, Crabtree also has stylistic issues with the book. ‘“You’ve got all this 

pseudo-García Márquez stuff, with the phosphorescent baby, the oracular hog, and so on, and I 

don’t think any of that stuff is working too well”’ (Chabon, 2008, p.312). Although Crabtree 

does not explain his problem with Grady’s style in depth making it difficult to comment on his 

objections, he is clearly talking about the magical-realist vein that Gabriel García Márquez is 

known for. And ironically enough, the novel Chabon wrote next, The Amazing Adventures of 

Kavalier & Clay, contains precisely such magical-realist elements.10  

When confronted with the opinions of those he values most, Grady hardly bothers to 

defend himself or his book. He only gives Crabtree the vague advice that he has to read on, 

because ‘it [i.e. Wonder Boys] teaches you how to read it as you go along […], like Ada, you 

know, or Gravity’s Rainbow’ (Chabon, 2008, p.312). It is interesting that Grady chooses 

precisely these two novels as points of reference. Gravity’s Rainbow (1972) is often regarded 

as Thomas Pynchon’s magnum opus. It is known for its complexity as it showcases many 

postmodern narrative techniques and stylistic devices. Its peculiar construction, violations of 

narrative conventions, and language games, and its portrayal of World War II, contribute to its 

status as a postmodern classic. Chabon’s Kavalier & Clay is also set during World War II and 

its aftermath, and uses postmodern techniques that are also present in Gravity’s Rainbow.11 

Ada, or Ardor: A Family Chronicle (1969), is Vladimir Nabokov’s last and arguably his most 

experimental novel. Although it claims to be a family chronicle, it really is not, at least not a 

conventional family chronicle. Ada tells the story of a single family, as does Grady’s Wonder 

Boys, but that is about as close to a family chronicle the novel gets. It is riddled with language 

games and written in a rich prose style, but what is perhaps most peculiar is the fact that Ada is 

                                                           
10 From now on I will simply refer to The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay as Kavalier & Clay.  
11 Kavalier & Clay is not the only Chabon novel that deals with the traumatic events surrounding World War II. 
Both The Yiddish Policemen’s Union and The Final Solution also have to be read against the background of 
twentieth-century Western history.  A number of Chabon’s works have a strong Jewish voice at their basis, but 
this will be discussed in later chapters. 
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set in an alternate reality.12 This alternate reality resembles ours, but differs in some crucial 

aspects. Some ‘historical’ events the novel refers to did not take place in reality and the 

geography of Ada’s universe is also different from ours.13 Note that Chabon’s The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union is construed according to a similar principle. It is set in an alternate universe 

that is similar to ours in everything except that the Jewish people were allowed to settle in 

Alaska after World War II instead of in Israel.  

In Grady’s eyes Ada and Gravity’s Rainbow have set the standard that he too wants to 

attain with his magnum opus, but he is unaware of the ironic gap that opens up when one 

compares Wonder Boys with these postmodern masterpieces. The reader is forced to compare 

Wonder Boys – both Grady’s and Chabon’s – to Nabokov’s and Pynchon’s novels. Through 

this comparison it becomes apparent that both Grady and Chabon are exhausting the 

possibilities of the novel, but where Grady’s attempt fails miserably, Chabon succeeds in 

replenishing the form by exhausting the possibilities of his genre of choice.14 It is not only the 

(anti-)hero’s story that is presented to the reader, central to Chabon’s Wonder Boys are its 

metafictional character and the theme of ‘renewal’; an exhausted literary form is replenished. 

Although Grady is often the victim of dramatic irony, at times he is lucid too, and 

displays his capacity to find poignant phrases. When describing his relationship to Crabtree, for 

example, he is able to cut through their emotional baggage with ease and give a razor-sharp 

psychological and philosophical portrait of their ‘quixotic’ friendship.   

 
All male friendships are essentially quixotic: they last only so long as each man is willing to polish the 

shaving-bowl helmet, climb on his donkey, and ride off after the other in pursuit of illusive glory and 

questionable adventure.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.326) 

 

 

What is remarkable is that through these descriptions, Grady creates an intertextual web that is 

filled with highly metafictional texts. He describes his friendship with Crabtree as ‘quixotic’, 

which is an adjective that derives its meaning from Cervantes’s Don Quixote. The main 

character, Don Quixote, reads so many books of chivalry that he can no longer distinguish 

reality from fiction and becomes a knight-errant himself. He takes his loyal, yet worn-out horse 

                                                           
12 Nabokov claimed to be a synaesthete; his rich prose style is often attributed to this condition.  
13 There is a strong relationship between postmodernism and alternate history fiction. For a more detailed 
discussion see my chapter on Kavalier & Clay, and my chapter on The Final Solution and The Yiddish 
Policemen’s Union. 
14 I am echoing John Barth’s influential essay ‘The Literature of Exhaustion’ (1967) and its successor ‘The 
Literature of Replenishment’(1980). Both essays aim to give a state of affairs in modern literature. They 
describe the – arguably still dominant – modernist tradition as worn down and point towards postmodern 
literature as a possible source of replenishment. 
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Rocinante and uses various kitchen supplies as his armour and weapons. His servant does not 

even have a horse and rides a donkey instead – hence Grady’s reference to a donkey. Regardless 

of the state of his equipment, Don Quixote stays faithful to his newly acquired chivalrous 

identity. Using postmodernism as a hermeneutic device, Don Quixote can be read as a 

postmodern novel avant la lettre, because it reflects on the nature of fiction and enters into a 

dialogue with genre fiction, i.c. chivalric romances.15 Don Quixote is another example of 

Grady’s – and Chabon’s – fascination with works of fiction that have a metafictional level. 

Moreover, this passage shows that Grady is not only capable of producing witty comments, it 

also provides evidence of psychological insight. Unfortunately, Grady does not possess this 

clarity of mind when he is evaluating his own writing. A last point I would like to make about 

the passage above concerns the relationship between Grady’s and Chabon’s Wonder Boys. 

Grady’s remark that his friendship with Terry Crabtree looks like the relation between Don 

Quixote and Sancho Panza affects not only our view of these two characters, but also our view 

of the plot of Chabon’s Wonder Boys. Grady’s comment has an impact on the way we read 

Chabon’s novel as it has a circular plot structure, similar to chivalric romances. Grady becomes 

a Don Quixote who rides out on meaningless quests, but for whom everything works out just 

fine. In the end, he is no knight, nor a writer, yet order is still restored in the fictional universe. 

As I have already mentioned, Grady Tripp is not the only writer-character. The ‘first 

real writer that [Grady] knew’ (Chabon, 2008, p.5) was Albert Vetch, also known as August 

Van Zorn. Albert Vetch was a tenant in Grady’s grandmother’s house, where Grady lived after 

the death of his parents. Grady calls Vetch the first ‘real’ writer he knew, because he had ‘the 

midnight disease’, which Grady tentatively defines as ‘to have the rocking chair and the faithful 

bottle of bourbon and the staring eye, lucid with insomnia even in the daytime’ (Chabon, 2008, 

p.13). August Van Zorn set the standard against which all writers that later crossed Grady’s 

path were measured. Grady’s model writer, then, harks back to the romantic ideal of the poeta 

vates, a visionary writer who relies on instinct and intuition. Van Zorn writes in the gothic mode 

of H.P. Lovecraft, incorporating supernatural themes into his short stories. Again, the 

descriptions of Van Zorn’s fiction display a degree of ironical distance, but more important is 

the threat that Van Zorn’s appearance in Wonder Boys poses to the dichotomy between fiction 

                                                           
15 This is by no means a new strategy. Many critics have used postmodernism to refer to a collection of 
techniques rather than a fixed period, allowing them to read Don Quixote or Tristram Shandy as a postmodern 
text avant la lettre. In their Het postmodernisme in de literatuur (1988) Bertens and D’haen also use 
postmodernism as an interpretative framework or strategy, rather than a defining concept (p.9).  
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and reality. August van Zorn is a fictional author, who was invented by Chabon.16 Chabon has 

written stories and published them under the Van Zorn pseudonym in magazines. In 1997 a 

short story by August Van Zorn, titled ‘In the Black Mill’, appeared in Playboy. The same story 

also featured in Chabon’s short story collection Werewolves in Their Youth. In this edition, the 

story is preceded by a short passage from Wonder Boys in which Grady explains who August 

van Zorn was. ‘In the Black Mill’ is presented as a short story that was found by Chabon and 

included in one of his books. The topos of the found manuscript is common in gothic fiction – 

think for example of The Castle of Otranto (1795) – and it is used to give a text a more realistic 

character, to ascribe an air of credibility to a text.17
 The narrator presents himself as the copyist 

or finder of a manuscript. As such there are two levels to the story: there is the frame story in 

which the author – under the guise of the narrator – claims to have found a story by someone 

else and there is the embedded story. On the level of the embedded story the reader is presented 

with a tale of the supernatural that echoes Lovecraft’s writing. The first ‘real’ writer Grady has 

ever met – and whom he considers an example – is a writer of genre stories. Not merely genre 

stories, but so-called ‘pulp’ horror stories, which is evidence of Grady’s complete disregard of 

the distinction between high and lowbrow literature.18  

Next to Albert Vetch another fictional writer plays a (minor) role in Wonder Boys. If 

Albert Vetch is a model author who has earned Grady’s respect, Q. is the exact opposite. It is 

not that Grady cannot stand Q., he simply does not deem him worthy of his loathing. Q. is 

portrayed as a flat character that lacks self-reflection skills, even though he is a ‘highbrow 

writer’. He is a typical, self-absorbed writer who thinks he can outsmart the people in his 

company through pseudo-witty conversation. Regardless of the fact that Grady’s self-reflection 

only manifests itself in hindsight, he does question his own actions. Q. does not do so, which 

opens up opportunities for dramatic irony. Instances of dramatic irony arising from Q.’s lack of 

self-knowledge can be found throughout the novel. Now, Q. is in town because he is giving a 

lecture, titled ‘The Writer as Doppelgänger’ (Chabon, 2008, p.53). At this point Grady refers 

to Q. as ‘a shy little elf in [a] turtleneck sweater’, but he does not name him. Grady’s disdain 

for Q. is apparent from his description. Moreover, Grady’s need to mention Q.’s turtleneck 

sweater makes it clear that he regards this piece of clothing as symbolic. It characterises or 

                                                           
16 Note that there is a peculiar parallel between the way Grady plagiarised one of Van Zorn’s stories, ‘Sister of 
Darkness’, and the way Chabon plagiarised – or at least copied – Van Zorn’s ‘In the Black Mill’.  
17 Note that Cervantes also presents Don Quixote as a found manuscript; the first nine chapters he pretends to 
be translating an original manuscript by the fictional author Cide Hamete Benengeli.  
18 His disregard is matched by Chabon’s, as I will show in this and the following chapters. Most – if not all – of 
Chabon’s novels revolve around the (ab)use of genre fiction. For a more detailed perspective, see my chapter 
on The Final Solution and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, which focuses on Chabon’s treatment of genre fiction. 
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brands the person who is wearing it as a (pseudo-)intellectual. More important, however, is the 

topic of Q.’s lecture: ‘The Writer as Doppelgänger’. This title already confirms the (pseudo-) 

intellectual image of Q., but Grady expands on Q.’s lecture later on. 

 
[O]ver the course of his life as a writer he – you know the man I mean, but let’s just call him Q. – had 

become his own doppelgänger, a malignant shadow who lived in the mirrors and under the floorboard 

and behind the drapes of his own existence […].  

(Chabon, 2008, p.75-76)  

 

 

Q. describes his life as a writer almost as a case of schizophrenia. He distances himself from 

his doppelgänger – for his doppelgänger is responsible for the mess he has made of his life – 

yet at the same time his doppelgänger is the one that has written Q.’s novels. On the one hand, 

this is an excuse, to avoid responsibility. On the other hand, Grady recognises Q.’s symptoms, 

but rather than associating them with schizophrenia, he associates them with the midnight 

disease, ‘which started as a simple feeling of disconnection from other people, an inability to 

“fit in” by no means unique to writers, a sense of envy and of unbridgeable distance like that 

felt by someone tossing on a restless pillow in a world full of sleepers’. The midnight disease 

starts out that way and quickly aggravates as the writer begins ‘to crave this feeling of apartness, 

to cultivate and even flourish within it’. Until he wakes up one day to discover that he has 

‘become the chief object of [his] own hostile gaze’ (Chabon, 2008, p.76). Although Grady 

clearly does not like Q., they both seem to suffer from the same condition, the midnight disease, 

which makes them more alike than Grady actually wants to admit. For although Q. dresses his 

argument in a (pseudo-)intellectual idiom he also accurately describes what it means to be a 

writer. In fact, Grady’s dislike of Q. may very well be due to their similar characteristics. Both 

are writers that suffer from the ‘midnight disease’ and – recalling Grady’s comparison between 

his own ambitious Wonder Boys, and Ada and Gravity’s Rainbow – Grady is hardly a model of 

modesty either. Continuing this train of thought, we can add Chabon to the line as well.19 He 

too suffers from the same condition and he is not averse to witty, (pseudo-)intellectual banter 

either as he is (ab)using this idiom himself.  

Not only does Q. act like a fraud, the people that surround him – the literary circuit – 

support him in this attitude and behaviour. Grady mocks the literary circles that thrive on this 

idiom. As Grady is driving home he turns on the radio and listens to an interview with Q. ‘about 

                                                           
19 Chabon has talked about his work process in numerous interviews. In 2012 he told The Guardian: “I work at 
night, starting at around 10 o’clock and working until 2 or 3 in the morning. […] It’s always been my tendency: 
working at night just seems quieter and I can focus more easily and the words tends [sic] to come more 
readily.” (Chabon, 2012b) 
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his life and work and personal demons’ (Chabon, 2008, p.327). Grady thinks ‘personal demons’ 

is just a journalistic euphemism for ‘fucked up’, a euphemism that apparently only applies to 

writers. 

 
INTERVIEWER: So then, would you say, perhaps, that it was a kind of, and I know it’s an overused 

phrase, but, a catharsis for you, then, revealing, or discovering, if you like, in your story “The Real Story” 

– to use the word “discover” in its original sense, of course, of “lifting the cover from” – the depths to 

which a man – a man perhaps in some ways very much like you, although naturally not, of course, you – 

in his hopeless and even, I daresay, oddly heroic quest for what he calls “the real story” – will sink? I’m 

referring now to the scene in the Laundromat where he steals the non-prescription antihistamines out of 

the old woman’s handbag. 

Q.: Yes, right. [Embarrassed laugh] Some of those babies pack a real wallop. 

(Chabon, 2008, p.327-328) 

 

 

Grady does not further comment on this interview, making it hard to determine whether he is 

aware of the comical effect of language usage in this scene. The interviewer starts out his 

question in the (pseudo-)intellectual idiom, endlessly rephrasing and expanding it, but in the 

end he just throws it out there by referring to a particularly embarrassing scene in plain terms. 

Q. is caught off guard and does not know how to react. The dramatic irony in this passage works 

on two levels. On the one hand, this passage highlights the strength and weakness of the 

(pseudo-)intellectual – and finally clichéd – idiom to describe ‘reality’ as the readers ironically 

(are forced to) ‘dis-cover’ that the ‘real’ is not as romantic as Q.’s version. On the other hand, 

it is not just the choice of words that gets mocked, the prudence not to fall into the pitfalls of 

the so-called intentional fallacy is taken to extremes. The interviewer, ‘a local arts reporter 

Grady did not particularly admire’, wants to lay bare the truth about Q.’s story – to what extent 

is Q.’s story a piece of fiction? Q.’s embarrassment tells that the story is more autobiographical 

than he wants to admit, let alone on public radio. The ambivalence about the relation between 

fiction and reality is also a central theme in Chabon’s Wonder Boys. On the one hand, from the 

perspective of the New Criticism, points of convergence between an author’s personal life and 

his work cannot be used as factual information. The object of study is the literary text; the 

author himself is ‘dead’. On the other hand, as is the case with Wonder Boys, it is sometimes 

impossible to ban autobiographical data from a literary analysis, as leaving out that information 

denies the very nature of the study object at hand. The relationship between Chabon and Grady 

– and all other writers in Wonder Boys – contains (parts of) the answers to some of the questions 

that are central to the book: ‘What does it mean to be a writer and what is the relation between 

fact and fiction?’ Ultimately of course it is the text that provides us with answers. It does not 

matter whether Michael Chabon believes in the ‘midnight disease,’ it is the text that contains 
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the clues to the answers and Chabon’s personal life is part of Wonder Boys’ intertext.20 To say 

it with Grady Tripp’s words: the writer’s ‘true’ doppelgänger or alter ego is not some – alluding 

to Poe – ‘invisible imp of the perverse who watch[es] you from the shadows, periodically 

appearing, dressed in your clothes and carrying your house keys, to set fire to your life; but 

rather the typical protagonist of your work – Roderick Usher, Eric Waldensee, Francis 

Macomber, Dick Diver – whose narratives at first reflected but in time came to determine your 

life’s very course’ (Chabon, 2008, p.234).  

Another important writing character is Grady’s student and protégé, James Leer. 

According to Grady, James is also suffering from the midnight disease, although Grady does 

not realise this at the beginning. James Leer is a talented student of creative writing, but his 

talent does not make him beloved by his classmates. In the beginning of the story his classmates 

are especially hard on James when they criticise a short story he wrote. Partially because they 

are envious of him, but also because – as a result of the midnight disease – he does not connect 

with other people, except for Hannah Green. The midnight disease is most prominent in James 

Leer in his ability, or need, to conjure up fictional worlds and characters. On the one hand, this 

enables him to produce works of fiction – short stories and a novel, titled Love Parade. On the 

other hand, it makes him a pathological liar who is unable to distinguish fiction from reality. 

James Leer, for example, spins a story about his family history containing elements of abuse 

and incest and both Hannah Green and Grady Tripp buy into James’s lies. James’s talent also 

surfaces when he pitches in on a game Terry and Grady have been playing. Whenever they 

happen upon a funny character, they make up the unfortunate passer-by’s life story. When they 

come into contact with ‘a small man, with delicate cheekbones and an amazing, radiant, 

processed pompadour, a cresting black tidal wave of hair atop his head’ (Chabon, 2008, p.105), 

they name him Vernon Hardapple and make up a tragi-comical biography in which Vernon is 

a has-been jockey. James Leer contributes a tragic side plot about Vernon’s brother Claudel 

who got killed because of Vernon. Note that Grady, Terry and James continue to refer to this 

peculiar character with the name they made up; they choose to let the boundaries between fact 

and fiction fade. 

James Leer’s inability to distinguish between fiction and reality culminates in his 

fascination with the black-and-white era of Hollywood. This period in the history of Hollywood 

                                                           
20 Chabon has acknowledged that he used Chuck Kinder, his old professor of creative writing at the University 
of Pittsburgh, as a model for the protagonist of Wonder Boys. The manuscript to Chuck Kinder ‘s magnum opus, 
Honeymooners: A Cautionary Tale, was at one point reported to be over 3,000 pages in length. This to show 
that not only Chabon’s own life is part of Wonder Boys’ intertext, but also other factual data. 
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also provided the inspiration for his novel, The Love Parade, which in turn inspired him whilst 

he was forging his lies about his family.21 When Grady finds out about the intricate web of lies 

that James has spun, he thinks about James’s motives, about his compulsive need to lie. 

 
I was still having a hard time abandoning my conception of James Leer as the working-class northeastern 

Pennsylvania boy damaged by grief for his dead mother. But I supposed that was only the situation of the 

hero of his Love Parade. How much of what he’d told me about himself would turn out to be the story of 

his novel’s protagonist? 

I looked up at that dark window and thought of how it was said that acute insomniacs often experienced 

a kind of queasy blurring of the lines between dreams and wakefulness, their waking lives taking on some 

of the surprising tedium of a nightmare. Maybe the midnight disease was like that, too. After a while you 

lost the ability to distinguish between your fictional and actual worlds; you confused yourself with your 

characters, and the random happenings of your life with the machinations of a plot. […] Maybe Albert 

Vetch had also come to think of himself as the protagonist of one of his own stories. His solitary 

archaeologists and small-town bibliomanes frequently chose to shoot themselves rather than be devoured 

by the slavering jaws of whatever betentacled terror their unreasonable thirsts set loose upon the world.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.233-234) 

 

 

James Leer took pieces of his own life and turned them into a novel and he took pieces of his 

novel and sold them as his life story. This existential confusion, this blurring of the boundaries 

between reality and fiction is an important symptom of the midnight disease. The character 

invades its creator’s life. The schizophrenic other, the narrator’s doppelgänger is not merely a 

figment of the author’s imagination, but becomes reality. Grady invades Chabon’s life and vice 

versa.  

Similarly, it is impossible to separate James Leer from John Eager, the protagonist of 

his own debut novel The Love Parade. James Leer interwove his personal life with that of his 

fictional protagonist John Eager. The first 150 pages of James’s novel consist of John Eager’s 

reflections on the eighteen years he has spent on this planet. Grady describes these reflections 

as ‘a disturbing and poetic reverie that lingered overlong but at times convincingly on episodes 

of sexual abuse, rape, incest, deer hunting, arson, the usual James Leer brand of mock-tortured 

Catholicism, suicide attempts, and the young hero’s moments of ecstasy in the first row of the 

town’s grand movie house, the Marquis’ (Chabon, 2008, p.248). It is noteworthy that these 

themes are identical to those in the life story that James told the outside world. Grady notes that 

upon reading James’s novel he was unsurprised ‘to see John Eager evolve into a lonely young 

man who told fabulous lies to everyone and nursed a deep devout hatred of himself’ (Chabon, 

2008, p.248). It seems that, although there are other similarities, what connects and inextricably 

binds James Leer to John Eager is the condition they share, namely mythomania.  

                                                           
21 The Love Parade is also a 1929 film directed by Ernst Lubitsch about the fictional queen of Sylvania and her 
marital problems. 
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As we have already discussed above, mythomania is most prominent in James’s 

obsession with Hollywood. This obsession creeps into The Love Parade as it is haunted by 

characters and situations that occurred – or could have occurred – in classic Hollywood films.  

 
[M]ost of The Love Parade seemed to have been crafted out of echoes and fragments and second-hand 

threads. The people spoke, amused themselves, and reacted to one another like people in movies. The 

things that happened were kinds of things that happened in movies. […] It was a fiction produced by 

someone who knew only fictions, The Tempest as written by isolate Miranda, raised on the romances in 

her father’s library.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.250) 

 

 

What Grady is trying to say is that the characters in The Love Parade are not real people, they 

are aware that they are playing charades. But this can hardly be called a vice as the real people 

that crowded Hollywood, the people that inspired James whilst he was writing his book, 

presented themselves to him in the way he describes them. They have the tragic need to 

constantly adopt an identity that is not their own. They feel they have to fake a life, because 

theirs is not interesting enough for the silver screen or the printed page. James Leer is aware of 

this need, to the extent even that he suffers from a similar condition. He becomes his character 

– tragic background and disturbed psyche included.  He is ‘Miranda, raised on the romances in 

her father’s library’ and he is Don Quixote, raised on chivalric novels. 

Of all the Hollywood celebrities of the first half of the twentieth century, James Leer is 

particularly interested in Frank Capra. To such a degree even that James carved Frank Capra’s 

name in his arm. Frank Capra was a Hollywood writer, director and producer who reached the 

height of his popularity during the interbellum with films such as It Happened One Night (1934) 

and Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936), although he is now perhaps best remembered for It’s a 

Wonderful Life (1946). It Happened One Night, one of Capra’s earlier films, is also notable 

because it is one of the first screwball comedies. With this film and his later productions Capra 

successfully helped to create a new genre. It is significant that James Leer chooses Frank Capra 

as his idol as it could be argued that Chabon’s Wonder Boys has borrowed some elements from 

the screwball comedy (cfr. extradiegetic metafiction).  

There are other writing characters in Wonder Boys, but they do not play a prominent 

part in the story. One of these writers is Grady’s old teacher of creative writing. Grady describes 

him as ‘a lean, handsome cowboy writer from an old Central Valley ranching family, who 

revered Faulkner and who in his younger days had published a fat, controversial novel that was 

made into a movie with Robert Mitchum and Mercedes McCambridge’ (Chabon, 2008, p.19). 

This teacher also suffers from the midnight disease, because he was – like Albert Vetch – at the 

same time ‘haunted and oblivious’ (Chabon, 2008, p.19).  
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The midnight disease is a kind of emotional insomnia; at every conscious moment its victim […] feels 

like a person lying in a sweltering bedroom, with the window thrown open, looking up at a sky filled with 

stars and airplanes, listening to the narrative of a rattling blind, an ambulance, a fly trapped in a Coke 

bottle, while all around him the neighbors are soundly sleeping. This is in my opinion why writers – like 

insomniacs – are so accident-prone, so obsessed with the calculus of bad luck and missed opportunities, 

so liable to rumination and a concomitant inability to let go of a subject when urged repeatedly to do so.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.20) 

 

 

Writers – real writers that is – possess a sixth sense they cannot turn off. They cannot stop the 

constant flow of their minds and this sets them apart from their neighbours, the people that 

surround them. They are alienated from society and no matter how hard they try they will never 

fit in. Another writer who did not manage to fit in was John Jose Fahey, a ‘real’ writer Grady 

had known. Like Grady, Fahey got stuck on one of his novels. That is to say, he successfully 

wrote three novels, but several attempts to produce a fourth stranded. Eventually, after losing 

his wife, his job and most of his money, and having gone through several depressions, he 

submitted Eight Solid Light-years of Lead for publication. Fahey, however, did not live to see 

the publication of his novel. He was hit by an armoured car filled with casino takings before his 

book hit the stores. Although one could say it was merely an accident, I want to argue that the 

midnight disease claimed yet another life. Considering their track record, a sad end seems to be 

written in the stars for those who suffer from the midnight disease. 

 

 

1.2.1 Extradiegetic Metafiction 

 

Next to the internal voices that raise metafictional doubt – the so-called poioumenon – Michael 

Chabon’s Wonder Boys deals with the act of creating fiction in its own right. Chabon went 

through the same process of reflection and deliberation as his characters. Perhaps some 

characters voice Chabon’s own doubts about the act of creating fictions. In any case Wonder 

Boys is representative of Chabon’s poetics. In the following paragraphs the narrative patterns 

and techniques of Chabon’s Wonder Boys will be discussed. Some overlap with the previous 

section is inevitable, but it will be restricted to the bare minimum. 

First of all, Wonder Boys is a highly personal story. The story is narrated from the 

perspective of Grady Tripp. He is the narrator and focaliser; everything is seen through his eyes 

and narrated in his voice. To use Genette’s terminology, Grady Tripp is an autodiegetic narrator, 

who mediates the entire fictional universe of the novel and all its inhabitants. Chabon’s usage 

of an autodiegetic narrator makes sense seeing it is a very personal story and this narrator allows 

him to minimise the distance between his life and Grady’s. If Wonder Boys is a highly personal 
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narrative, then the answers it formulates to the metafictional questions it poses are highly 

personal as well. But perhaps the answers to these metafictional questions are inevitably 

personal. This is not to say that Grady’s choices are the same as Chabon’s – they may very well 

be the opposite – but they are placed in juxtaposition, forcing the reader to compare.  

The postmodern preference for micronarratives has also given rise to the idea that every 

narrator can in a way be seen as an unreliable narrator. For every narrator tells ‘his’ story – he 

gives his version of the events or at best a limited number of versions. Grady Tripp is aware of 

his own limitations. When he is talking about Albert Vetch, who was an exemplary writer for 

him, he says he ‘only hope[s] that [he hasn’t] invented him’ (Chabon, 2008, p.5). Grady Tripp 

knows that memories are largely based on narrative knowledge, which is inevitably tainted by 

the perspective of the narrator.22 His memories – his version – of Albert Vetch might not be 

accurate in a scientific way, but they are ‘his’ truth, they are the version that he chooses to 

believe in.23 The narrator also ends with a similar sense of self-reflection, questioning his own 

words. In the final pages of the story, the narrator pictures himself sitting in a bar talking to 

younger writers, who, after their conversation with him, go through his books ‘looking for the 

parts that sound true’ (Chabon, 2008, p.368). The narrator imagines that his audience, the young 

writers, do not look for things that are scientifically true. They do not look for things that 

correlate with reality and can thus be verified or falsified. Rather, they are looking for their own 

‘truth’, which they create themselves. Transposing this idea to Wonder Boys, you could argue 

that the entire story of Wonder Boys is potentially ‘true’. The reader is the one who has to judge 

what is true for him. As a result, there is no universal truth, merely a myriad of personal ‘truths’ 

that shift in the mind of the reader. 

Next to the use of an autodiegetic narrator other noteworthy narrative techniques are 

employed in Wonder Boys. Wonder Boys has a complex intertextual relationship with several 

genres.24 If you take the plot structure into consideration, there are similarities to be found with 

                                                           
22 Lyotard describes at least two kinds of knowledge. On the one hand, there is objective, positivist, scientific 
knowledge. On the other hand, there is narrative knowledge. Although the former has gained a dominant 
position and is actively repressing the latter, they are in fact in a symbiotic relation as they need each other to 
function. 
23 The unreliability of memories is a popular theme in modern Western literature. Take for example Julian 
Barnes’s prize-winning novel The Sense of an Ending (2011). It is an especially popular theme in postmodern 
fiction, but it is also present in modernist novels such as Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916) 
and Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929). This theme is often visible through the presence of an unreliable 
narrator. 
24 The focus of this chapter lies on Wonder Boys as a piece of metafiction, not on Wonder Boys as a piece of 
genre fiction. I am briefly covering a number of genre characteristics that are essential to my discussion of 
metafiction in Wonder Boys. For a more detailed analysis of the function of genre fiction in Chabon’s oeuvre, 
see my chapter on The Final Solution and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union. 
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the screwball comedy, the picaresque novel and the chivalric romance. These genres all have a 

complex history; they have borrowed elements from each other and they have changed 

considerably over time. The circular plot structure of a chivalric romance has been eagerly 

adapted by various genres. The western, for example, shows a lot of similarities with stories of 

chivalry. Similarly, the picaresque novel, the screwball comedy and the chivalric romance have 

a lot in common. In each of these genres the story circles around a hero or heroine that sets off 

on a number of errands. Usually these errands are marked by a large portion of coincidence and 

chaos, but in the end everything works out fine as order is restored. In Wonder Boys at the very 

beginning of the story everything seems to be alright; Grady Tripp has a steady job and 

relationship. However, things go awry very quickly as both his job and his personal life are 

turned upside down. Grady has to complete a number of errands – visit his wife at her family’s 

home, retrieve James Leer, return Marilyn Monroe’s stolen jacket, dispose of the Chancellor’s 

dead dog, settle things with Sarah Gaskell, etc. – before order is restored.  

Next to the plot structure, the characterisation of the protagonist is also ‘generic’. Grady 

Tripp is characterised as the hero, or rather the anti-hero, of the story. He sets out to restore 

order in the fictional universe, but, although his intentions are good, he is definitely a flawed 

character. In this respect Grady is a picaresque protagonist. The word ‘picaresque’ derives from 

the Spanish word pícaro, meaning a rogue or lowborn adventurer. The Encyclopaedia 

Britannica defines a picaresque novel as follows: 

 
Picaresque novel, early form of novel, usually a first-person narrative, relating the adventures of a rogue 

or low-born adventurer (Spanish pícaro) as he drifts from place to place and from one social milieu to 

another in his effort to survive. In its episodic structure the picaresque novel resembles the long, rambling 

romances of medieval chivalry, to which it provided the first realistic counterpart. Unlike the idealistic 

knight-errant hero, however, the picaro is a cynical and amoral rascal who, if given half a chance, would 

rather live by his wits than by honourable work. The picaro wanders about and has adventures among 

people from all social classes and professions, often just barely escaping punishment for his own lying, 

cheating, and stealing. He is a casteless outsider who feels inwardly unrestrained by prevailing social 

codes and mores, and he conforms outwardly to them only when it serves his own ends. The picaro’s 

narrative becomes in effect an ironic or satirical survey of the hypocrisies and corruptions of society, 

while also offering the reader a rich mine of observations concerning people in low or humble walks of 

life.  

(Encyclopaedia Britannica Academic Edition) 

 

 

Note that the Encyclopaedia Britannica also points out the link between the picaresque novel 

and the chivalrous romance. If you compare Wonder Boys to the definition above, you quickly 

realise that the novel ticks most of the boxes. Grady Tripp is a ‘rogue adventurer’ who ‘drifts 

from place to place’. His stance in life is sarcastic if not cynical and he is definitely ‘an amoral 

rascal’, caught between Emily, Sarah and Hannah. He ‘would rather live by his wits than by 

honourable work’ – he became a writer and he does not take his teaching job seriously – and 
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he ‘often just barely escap[es] punishment for his own lying, cheating, and stealing’. Perhaps 

the lying and the stealing is not always by his doing, but he has a knack of getting involved in 

fishy business and of avoiding responsibility and punishment. Grady is ‘a casteless outsider 

who feels inwardly unrestrained by prevailing social codes and mores’. Grady’s story is ‘in 

effect an ironic or satirical survey of the hypocrisies and corruptions of society, while also 

offering the reader a rich mine of observations concerning people in low or humble walks of 

life’. Grady does come across all walks of life – from the academic elite to a typical bar crowd 

of ‘lively’ characters, such as Vernon Hardapple. His story casts the literary network in a 

different daylight, and what is more, it also sheds light upon the act of producing fiction. As 

such, it is not merely an ‘ironic or satirical survey’ of society, but also of the text at hand. It 

reflects both on the actual literary circles and the fictional universe, i.e. the nature and the act 

of creating fiction. Wonder Boys borrows the narrative pattern of the picaresque novel to 

achieve this specific metafictional effect.  

At the same time and to a similar effect Wonder Boys is an example of a so-called 

campus novel. This genre has spawned some literary research and criticism in the last few 

decades as the genre itself continues to grow.25 Campus novels are set at a college or university 

and the most important characters are in one way or another involved in the academic 

community. Most of the time the protagonist is an incompetent college professor who openly 

disdains his vain and pretentious superiors. Common themes and motifs are amongst others the 

absurdity and despair of campus life, ideological – poetical? – rivalry and sexual escapades, 

that usually end badly (Scott, 2004). The campus novel often adapts a dark satirical tone to lay 

bare all the vices and shortcomings of the academic elite. Although this is by no means a 

complete survey of the academic novel, it is clear that Wonder Boys is an example of a campus 

novel. The question then remains how these generic conventions contribute to the meaning of 

the novel. In other words, why does the novel adopt this genre? What is its particular effect? 

Robert F. Scott (2004) – quoting Adrien Mourby – asks himself a similar question. Why does 

campus fiction enjoy a broader appeal than those novels concerned with recounting the daily 

lives of other professionals? Elaine Showalter (2005) thinks the answer is to be found in the 

reader, the target audience. On the one hand campus novels are read by insiders, a niche market 

of readers, on the other hand there are the outsiders who read it for entertainment. The genre 

boomed in the second half of the twentieth century, because the former group of readers 

                                                           
25 For a brief history of the campus novel see Jeffrey J. Williams’s ‘The Rise of the Academic Novel’ and Elaine 
Showalter’s Faculty Towers: The Academic Novel and its Discontents. 
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expanded drastically. Although the booming of universities is a fact, this reasoning still does 

not completely explain the apparent success of the narrative form.  

The campus novel can be read as a piece of fiction set in a microcosm, as a slice of life 

on a more manageable scale. Williams (2012) seems to concur with this view as he places the 

contemporary campus novel in relation to other narrative forms such as the Bildungsroman, 

‘the midlife crisis novel, the marriage novel, and the professional-work novel’. In other words, 

‘the academic novel ha[s] stepped out of the confines of genre fiction by cross-pollinating with 

mainstream literary modes’ (Williams, 2012, p.562). In the case of Wonder Boys, however, I 

am not convinced that it sets out to lift the campus novel out of the pits of genre fiction. 

Chabon’s oeuvre is richly suffused with a postmodern playful attitude, especially when it 

concerns genre conventions. From this perspective, genre fiction is not a lower form of literature 

that can only be parodied or quoted by ‘serious’ fiction. On the contrary, genre fiction is placed 

in juxtaposition to so-called highbrow literature, not only to level the playing ground between 

high and low literature, but also because genres thrive on conventions.26 These conventions 

inevitably invoke expectations in the reader, which makes them an easy target for postmodern 

(ab)use. However, I do agree with Williams that the campus novel has become ‘a prime theatre 

of middle-class experience’ (Williams, 2012, p.562). It is not a literary form that springs from 

academic circles and is read solely by academic circles. On the contrary, the campus novel has 

a number of narrative traits that enable it to achieve particular effects, such as a satirical tone 

or a satirical portrait of society.  

Scott concludes his article by remarking that there are, in fact, many answers to the 

question why the campus novel is so popular, as the genre exhibits a wide range of variations 

and every campus novel uses the genre to create a particular effect. Williams offers a brief 

history of the genre that exhibits this variety of campus novels and he argues that the campus 

novel has permutated (Williams, 2012, p.569). The campus novel has blended with mainstream 

literature and as a result it is now further removed from its original position as a niche genre. 

This trend of blending genres with mainstream literature is acknowledged by Williams, Scott 

and Showalter. They do, however, analyse this blend differently. The campus novel has 

definitely gained ground during the second half of the twentieth century, as more campus novels 

were produced by major players of English literature, and this rapid growth can be linked to 

                                                           
26 The erasure of the boundaries between high and low art is both a characteristic of postmodern art and a 
‘political’ act. For a discussion of this political act, see my chapter on Telegraph Avenue. 
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genre blending. However, Showalter sees this blending as the beginning of the end for the 

campus novel, whereas both Williams and Scott discuss this as a form of permutation.  

Williams distinguishes between a number of strands in the contemporary campus novel 

(Williams, 2012, p.569-576). Each of these strands ‘represents a response to a particular cultural 

situation and amalgamates a mainstream genre’ (569). Wonder Boys belongs to a strand, 

‘perhaps the dominant one, [that] turns on the mid-life crisis of a professor, reassessing his job 

and life’ (571). These strands clearly show how the campus novel has evolved or permutated. 

 
Showalter sees this as a sign of the decline of the academic novel, whereas I see it precisely as its 

ascension: academe is no longer a marginal place and academic fiction is no longer strange or quirky but 

common, effortlessly merging with mainstream culture. This evolution also indicates the tendency of 

contemporary literary fiction to absorb formerly low or coterie genres, such as science fiction or noir as 

well as academic fiction, knitting them into the fabric of the literary.  

(Williams, 2012, p.573)  

 

 

Williams is right when he acknowledges a tendency of contemporary literary fiction to absorb 

formerly low genres. Moreover, in a footnote, he places this blending of high and low culture 

in a longer tradition. ‘Early narratives absorbed, for example, fabliaux’ (Williams, 2012, 

p.587).27 Although the blending of genres is not so peculiar, the attempts to undo the difference 

between highbrow literature and lowbrow genres is characteristic of postmodern fiction. It is 

true that low genres can evolve into high ones, and vice versa, but the extensive play with 

generic conventions and the mixing of high and low culture on such a large scale is to my 

knowledge unique in that it dominated a large segment of cultural life in the second half of the 

twentieth century.28 The importance of intertextuality and genre blending, of metafiction and 

language games, for post-World War II American fiction should not be underestimated. Chabon 

is not unique in English-language literature. Other writers, for instance Margaret Atwood, 

Cormac McCarthy and Jonathan Lethem, can also be situated on the boundaries between high 

and low culture. But, although their work often incorporates a rich referential and intertextual 

framework, these writers do not follow in the footsteps of a literary tradition. Their (ab)use of 

genre characteristics and their insistence on the erasure of the boundaries between high and low 

art, make them stand out from the literary tradition. Granted there are literary traditions that 

                                                           
27 The dynamics of genre theory as it is described here, was first introduced by Russian Formalists such as 
Mikhail Bakhtin and Yuri Tynianov (Duff, 2003). 
28 I am deliberately using the term ‘cultural life’ as this intertextual playing with genre conventions is not 
restricted to literature. Before similar literary concepts were introduced, the idea of double-coding had already 
been launched by Charles Jencks in architecture. Jencks argued that buildings should display a self-awareness 
of their ‘coded’ nature. Seeing it is impossible to avoid conventions, the only thing left to do, is to (ab)use 
them. 
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rely on intertextuality, but postmodern literature is unique in its vigorous deconstruction of the 

boundaries between high and low culture. As I will show in the chapters to come, Chabon is an 

excellent representative of this postmodern, avant-garde strand of fiction that by definition does 

not subscribe to the literary tradition. Nearly all of his novels incorporate and deconstruct one 

or more (low) genres: the ratiocinative detective in The Final Solution, the hard-boiled detective 

and alternate history science fiction in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, the comic book and the 

historical novel in The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay, and the picaresque novel, the 

chivalric romance, the screwball comedy and the campus novel in Wonder Boys. These genres 

themselves are of course part of an American literary tradition – American literature teems with 

campus novels for example – but Chabon’s (ab)use of the campus novel makes it hard to 

categorise it as ‘just’ a campus novel. 

Why then did Chabon use aspects of the campus novel in Wonder Boys? I believe 

Wonder Boys has adopted the narrative strategies of the campus novel to strengthen its satirical 

tone. In fact, it combines elements from several genres that have a satirical focus in common. 

Together, these genres have evolved into a machine with a particular effect, in this case to 

criticise something, someone, an entire milieu or way of life even through satire. As we have 

already discussed above, the picaresque novel offers a satirical portrait of society. Similarly, 

the campus novel sets out to mock the academic circles it focuses upon. Moreover, it does not 

only mock academic life, but also the literary milieu and the idiom it uses. 

Finally, as I have already mentioned above, Wonder Boys bears a relationship to the 

screwball comedy. There are a number of intertextual references and language games that point 

in this direction, most prominently perhaps James Leer’s fascination with Frank Capra, a major 

figure in the development of the genre. What is more important, however, is the fact that 

Wonder Boys borrows a lot of narrative elements from the screwball comedy.29  

One of the key ingredients of the screwball comedy is humour.30 The objective of a 

comedy is after all to entertain and induce laughter. It is difficult to trace the humorous elements 

that Wonder Boys borrows from the screwball comedy without resorting to a philosophical 

discourse on the nature of humour. There are many theories that have tried to explain why 

certain things make us laugh. Comparing all those theories exceeds the purpose of this analysis; 

                                                           
29 Jane Greer’s article ‘A Proper Dash of Spice: Screwball Comedy and the Production of Code’ offers an analysis 
of screwball humour in the light of early twentieth century censorship.   
30 I am aware that screwball comedy is actually a subgenre of comedy, a genre with a rich history dating back to 
Ancient Greek theatre, and that there is a plethora of definitions of comedy. However, an overview of the 
genesis of the screwball comedy falls beyond the scope of this chapter. I am merely interested in the screwball 
comedy characteristics that are (ab)used in Wonder Boys. 
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our focus is on Wonder Boys. Therefore, we will restrict ourselves to one particularly persistent 

theory that is also applicable to the screwball comedy, namely the incongruity theory.31 The 

incongruity theory is based upon the idea that two elements that are inherently incompatible are 

juxtaposed. The comic duo Laurel and Hardy is a famous example of visual incongruity; a very 

large man next to a very thin man. Wonder Boys also employs visual incongruity. The scenes 

with the tuba and the dead dog, stuffed in Grady’s trunk, can be seen as examples of visual 

humour, bordering on slapstick. Overall, however, Wonder Boys is less concerned with visual 

humour and more with verbal humour or wit. A number of the examples that we have already 

discussed in terms of (dramatic) irony can also be labelled as witty. Characters often seem to 

be talking in witty one-liners, and scenes have a tendency to end on poignant phrases, often 

closing the curtain on a scene in the middle of a dialogue. Halfway through the novel, as Grady 

and James are on their way to Grady’s soon to be ex-family-in-law, they talk about Emily’s 

family, who happen to be Jewish. 

 
“Passover,” he said, after a moment. “That’s the one where you don’t get to eat any bread.” 

 “That’s the one.” 

 “What about doughnuts?” 

 “They’re out, too, I’d imagine.” 

 […] 

 “Doesn’t sound like much of a holiday,” he said. 

 (Chabon, 2008, p.166) 

 

 

Besides offering comic relief, this tendency to end scenes with catchy phrases adds a cinematic 

dimension to the story.32 Wit is often combined with other types of humour. Near the end of the 

novel, for example, Grady Tripp gets into his car. This scene ends on the following line: ‘Then, 

trying to refrain from any sudden movements that might alarm the tuba, I crept out of the car, 

mounted my donkey, and set off on the crooked road after Terry Crabtree’ (Chabon, 2008, 

p.329). Not only does Grady make a witty, ironic allusion to Don Quixote – implicitly 

comparing himself to the rogue knight’s companion, Sancho Panza – he also throws in a bit of 

slapstick, as the image of Grady wrestling with the tuba lodges in the reader’s mind. The plot 

of Wonder Boys is riddled with humour and irony, which can be traced back to the comedy, i.c. 

the screwball comedy. Next to the various comical techniques, there are at least two more points 

of convergence between Wonder Boys and the screwball comedy.  

                                                           
31 A long list of philosophers have theorised about incongruity theory. Schopenhauer, Hegel and Kant are all 
advocates of some form of incongruity theory. 
32 For more information about the ‘cinematic’ side of Chabon’s novels, see my chapter on Telegraph Avenue. 
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First, there is the semi-circular plot structure. It is not fully circular because the 

beginning and end are not the same. Grady Tripp ends up with Sarah Gaskell, rather than with 

Emily. However, the relative stability at the beginning of the novel is restored in the end. 

Second, the confusion and disorder in the middle derives – at least partially – from the tension 

between two strong characters; one male, one female. This gender conflict is the motor behind 

the screwball comedy. Think of Ellie Andrews and Peter Warne in It Happened One Night or 

Susan Vance and David Huxley in Bringing up Baby (1938). Often this gender conflict 

reinforces other axiological, binary oppositions. One of the characters is poor, for example, 

whereas the other is wealthy. And this class difference adds yet another level to the conflict. 

Two strong-willed characters, both representatives of their respective sex, meet and do not get 

along. Consequently, the conflict between the two main characters becomes a battle of the 

sexes. The main part of the plot is concerned with the struggle between these two characters. In 

the end, however, opposites have a tendency to attract, and the main characters end up in each 

other’s arms – the conflict is reconciled. This gender conflict usually manifests itself through 

verbal humour and wit. The screwball comedy, originally a film genre, which was in turn often 

inspired by popular romance novels, derives its distinctive character from the Zeitgeist of the 

era it blossomed in. Screwball comedies were very popular in the interbellum, an era when 

censorship was implemented on a large scale – think of the Hays code – and when a large 

portion of the American population was struggling due to the Great Depression. The screwball 

comedy proved to be the ideal remedy for the bitterness of the moviegoers’ lives. They could 

escape their own (often) grim reality and indulge in their love-hate relation with the rich and 

the upper class. Those days, however, are long gone and Wonder Boys is not a reaction to the 

shackles of censorship. The incorporation of screwball elements does, however, further blur the 

boundaries between narrative levels. James Leer’s screwball-inspired novel and his fictional 

universes are mirrored in Grady’s ‘real’ life, making the reader more aware that he or she is 

confronted with a literary construct. Moreover, the incorporation of screwball elements has a 

narrative function in that it drives the plot. Grady Tripp is drifting through his life without a 

clue who he is as a man, as a partner, as a friend or as a writer. In short, he is the ideal target 

for ‘screwball comedy’ (ab)use. He is a picaresque hero, but he is also a screwball-hero, 

colliding with the women around him, creating gender tension, and driving the plot in the 

process. In the meantime, he evolves into a ‘real’ man, or should I say character, and – to quote 

Shakespeare’s screwball comedy avant la lettre – All’s Well That Ends Well; the happy-end 

restores order in the fictional universe.  
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1.3 Conclusion 

 

Michael Chabon’s Wonder Boys is deceivingly complex. At first glance it is a comedy that tells 

the story of a writer whose life has derailed and of his attempts to get back on track. This 

description suits Wonder Boys very well, but this is only one aspect of the book. We have 

concentrated on the double layer of metafiction that is key to a better understanding of Chabon’s 

oeuvre and its relation to postmodernism. On the one hand, Wonder Boys is crowded by 

characters that produce fiction and each of these characters has its own ideas about what fiction 

should look like and what function it should fulfil. On the other hand, Wonder Boys itself is a 

finished product. Although it could be argued that a novel is never finished, as each reader 

contributes to the creation of meaning, Wonder Boys is an example of a particular kind of 

poetics. In postmodern tradition, Wonder Boys asks more questions than it answers, but it is 

remarkable how many pieces of the puzzle the reader gets. The reader does not only have access 

to the characters’ opinions about fiction, he or she can also look for clues, answers even, by 

analysing the choices Chabon made in the process of writing Wonder Boys. It is clear that 

traditional, realist poetics does not work anymore; Grady Tripp has literally exhausted its 

literary techniques. Wonder Boys is the result of a different choice. It adopts an eclectic policy 

towards literary genres and techniques, and thus succeeds in replenishing the literary form of 

the novel. The result is a postmodern novel that can and should be read on multiple levels. It 

looks to entertain its readers – and borrows techniques from many literary traditions to do so – 

yet at the same time it aims to create a metafictional dialogue.   
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2.  

The Relation between Words and Worlds 

in  

The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

In The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay Michael Chabon explores the limits of the 

material and art form of his choice. What is the potential of language and literature? In what 

follows I read Chabon’s novel as a critique of the (historical) novel. First, though, I will sketch 

the theoretical background to my reading of Chabon’s novel. This theoretical overview will 

deal with epistemological topics, such as the limits of language and literature, but its main focus 

is on the ontological definition of postmodernism.  

 

 

2.2 Theoretical Framework 

 

2.2.1 Epistemological Limits  

  

2.2.1.1 The Limits of Language 

 

The relation between fact and fiction, world and word, has stirred debate throughout the ages. 

Not until Ferdinand de Saussure laid the foundations of structuralism, however, did the 

distinction between language on the one hand and objects or concepts on the other, take centre 

stage in the social and human sciences. Of course, this basic distinction between an object and 

its representation predates De Saussure. Immanuel Kant claimed that ‘das Ding an sich ist ein 

unbekanntes’, George Berkeley’s dictum ‘esse est percipi’ illustrates his empiricist, immaterial 

philosophy, and Plato in his famous allegory of the cave already juxtaposed our material world 

with the world of Ideas. It is not my purpose, however, to follow the traces of this distinction 
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through the history of philosophy. Suffice it to say that it was through De Saussure’s writings 

and lectures in linguistics that the dichotomy between object and sign was firmly introduced in 

the contemporary human sciences; hence the use of the term ‘linguistic turn’. 

As a result of the philosophical distinction between object and representation, 

Saussurean linguistics distinguished between the signifier and the signified, respectively the 

linguistic sign and the concept or object that is referred to, a dichotomy which has been 

subjected to heavy criticism and modification ever since. One point of criticism concerns the 

absence of an (external) referent in this binary structure. However, the Saussurean system does 

not exclude the existence of this referent. It merely implies that this referent is not easily 

accessible. This idea is closely related to the postmodern problematisation of knowledge. 

Derrida’s famous pronouncement that there is nothing outside of the text and Wittgenstein’s 

language games similarly assert that language does not and cannot but fall back on an infinite 

game of referral as it tries to produce meaning. This is what Linda Hutcheon refers to as ‘the 

bracketing of the referent’ (Hutcheon, 1988, p.149). The real world exists, but it cannot be 

accessed through language. So, Derrida turned the inevitability of reference into a cat and 

mouse game. The meaning of a word is never determined by its relation to an external referent; 

instead, its meaning is based on différance, the infinite, contrastive referral – or better deferral 

– to other textual items. ‘[E]verything became a system where the central signified, the original 

or the transcendental signified, is never absolutely present outside a system of differences. The 

absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain and the interplay of signification ad 

infinitum’ (Derrida in Natoli and Hutcheon, 1993, p.225).  

Lévi-Strauss’s attitude towards his field of study illustrates a similar problem. Facing a 

failing system of interpretation, there are two options. On the one hand, you can try to 

systematically and rigorously question the system and the concepts it relies on. This means to 

break down the system and to take, what Derrida calls, the step ‘outside of philosophy’. For the 

domain of language this is, however, not possible as every attempt to get rid of the system 

inevitably relies on the very system it seeks to destroy. The bond between signifier and signified 

is problematic, but ultimately the system cannot be by-passed. On the other hand, you can try 

to stick with the concepts at hand, whilst exposing their limits (Derrida in Natoli and Hutcheon, 

1993, p.230).  

To illustrate this alternative Derrida uses Lévi-Strauss’s concept of the ‘bricoleur’, who 

borrows concepts that are available to him, who takes the instruments and tools at his disposal, 

but does not hesitate to combine or transform them, or apply them in other contexts. Applying 

this idea to language and literature, to the linguist and the literary scientist, you can say that the 
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‘bricoleur’ is aware of the fallibility of the tools he has, but he will not hesitate to use them, 

albeit with care and with a specific purpose in mind.  

Like Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard drew attention to the postmodern problematisation 

of language and quickly centralised the postmodern debate around epistemological questions. 

In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984) Lyotard drew on the writings of 

Wittgenstein and concepts taken from pragmatics to develop his epistemological theory.33 

Lyotard distinguishes between different kinds of knowledge, such as scientific, ethical, 

aesthetic and narrative knowledge. Each type of knowledge relies on one or more language 

games, a concept that was initially developed by Wittgenstein to describe communicative 

situations in terms of games with specific sets of rules. Every utterance or speech act – every 

linguistic representation of reality – is part of a language game. Lyotard’s analysis of the 

epistemological revolution that started with the enlightenment is based upon the fragmentation 

of what he refers to as métarécits, grand narratives or metanarratives. These grand narratives 

are totalising narratives that are used to provide legitimation to religions and ideologies. In the 

postmodern era, these grand narratives are no longer viable as they are fragmented and 

dispersed in clouds of micronarratives, which Lyotard consequently likens to Wittgenstein’s 

language games. Lyotard’s fragmentation of knowledge marks what Fredric Jameson has called 

the ‘crisis of representation’ (Jameson in Lyotard, 1984, p.viii). The modes of representation 

that are available to us are no longer used to reproduce reality. Whether they fail to do so or do 

not aim to do so is irrelevant, the fact remains that there is no one-on-one relationship between 

language and an outside referent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 La Condition Postmoderne had already appeared in 1979, but the English translation was published in 1984. 
Following the publication of The Postmodern Condition (1984), a lively discussion between Lyotard and Jürgen 
Habermas made waves in human sciences and philosophical circles. Habermas believed in the project of 
enlightenment, which he argued, had not yet been completed. Lyotard on the other hand felt that the era of 
enlightenment had been surpassed. 
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2.2.1.2 The Limits of Literature 

 

If the nature of the relation between language and epistemology is problematic, does the same 

then hold for linguistic constructions on a larger level? If a word cannot capture a detail of 

reality, can a novel then capture an entire slice of reality?  

Next to Derrida and Lyotard, various other postmodern theoreticians and novelists have 

looked for answers to these questions. One of them is Jean Baudrillard. Although Baudrillard 

worked in semiotics – like Derrida – his theories almost always carry some political charge, 

and it is the latter for which he is probably most credited today (cfr. my chapter on Telegraph 

Avenue). His take on the concept of ‘simulacra’ has turned out to be especially productive. 

Simulacra are signs insofar that they represent – or pretend to represent – a reality. Over the 

course of time, however, this originally mimetic function got blurred and was abandoned which 

resulted in pure ‘simulation’, a state in which an image no longer bears a relation to reality. The 

image is no longer dependant on reality as it has gained so much power that it can exist on its 

own. Novels function as simulacra in that they attempt to portray a reality. Just like other 

simulacra, however, novels do not have to offer an accurate portrait of reality – as the poetics 

of realism prescribes – rather they can distort reality or (re)create an entirely different one. 

Taking Derrida’s and Lyotard’s doubts about the possibilities of language into account, it is 

questionable if a novel is capable of offering a ‘faithful representation’ of a or of ‘our’ reality. 

Nevertheless, some fields of study remain reluctant to accept the non-mimetic nature of 

language. Take for example the field of history. Hayden White’s Metahistory: The Historical 

Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (1973) remains controversial to this day. 

Metahistory draws a parallel between literary and historiographical writing, showing that both 

text types rely on similar language games. ‘[B]oth history and fiction are discourses, that both 

constitute the system of signification by which we make sense of the past. In other words, the 

meaning and shape are not in the events, but in the systems which make those past “events” into 

present historical facts’ (Hutcheon, 1988, p.89).  

Historians and philosophers often distinguish between a number of epistemological 

levels. On the first level, there are the events as they really happened at a given point in time. 

These events can only present themselves to us through documents, which constitute the second 

level. All source materials that have a direct link to the events – official documents, eyewitness 

reports, contracts etc. – are called documents. On the third level, there are historiographic texts. 

Although these levels have often been blurred by postmodern theorists, writers and historians, 

their more traditionally oriented counterparts still uphold a rigorous distinction. Approaching 
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historiography from this postmodern point of view I would like to make two remarks. First, 

documents are linguistic constructs and thus they inevitably have to be interpreted. Although 

historians often rank source materials according to their relative position to the historical event 

– an eyewitness report is considered more reliable than a second-hand narration – it is not 

always acknowledged that even the most reliable documents require interpretation and are thus 

subjective. Second, as a direct result from this division of epistemological levels, the criterion 

of validation is – at least partially – replaced by signification. The main question by which a 

historical work or a document should be judged is not whether it ‘truly’ represents an event, but 

whether the representation succeeds in conveying a plausible interpretation of past events. In 

Hutcheon’s words, both history and fiction ‘derive their force more from verisimilitude than 

from any objective truth; they are both identified as linguistic constructs, highly 

conventionalized in their narrative forms, and not at all transparent either in terms of language 

or structure; and they appear to be equally intertextual, deploying the texts of the past within 

their own complex textuality’ (Hutcheon, 1988, p.91). 

From denying the access to objective truth through fiction or history, it is only a small 

leap to Baudrillard’s simulacra. If representations do not have an entirely mimetic nature and 

they are distortions rather than reproductions, the possibility also exists that there are 

(re)presentations without a referent. Moreover, if objective truth cannot be obtained through 

historiography, the inevitable result is a multitude of ‘truths’. For if the monolithic view of 

history is shattered, the field lies wide open for contrasting views and narratives. ‘[T]here are 

only truths in the plural, and never one Truth; and there is rarely falseness per se, just others’ 

truths’ (Hutcheon, 1988, p.109). The obvious question then is whose ‘truth’ have we been 

reading and learning, teaching and writing, and thus constructing? Up until the twentieth 

century history was largely constructed by and consisted of the history of DWEM’s, or Dead 

White European Males. It was this group that had power and literally wrote its history whilst 

obfuscating the ‘others’ truths’. Michel Foucault went to great lengths to show that language 

and history essentially are tools that are imbued with power. And whenever power is in play, 

there are those who wield power and those who are oppressed. Foucault used the concept of the 

‘Other’ to refer to those who were oppressed, but his most influential idea is the fact that power 

is inevitably intertwined with language and all of us – both the empowered and the powerless 

– use language and thus, be it consciously or subconsciously, distribute power.34 A number of 

                                                           
34 The Other is a philosophical concept with a rich history, but it has been taken from its context and 
implemented in other human sciences. One notable example is Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) in which he 
discusses the Orient as the negative, or the Other, of western culture. 
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criteria can separate the ‘Others’, usually the minority, but always the powerless, from those 

who are in power. ‘Otherness’ can be constituted by gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, or 

political orientation and ideology, but no matter what lies at the basis of the ‘Others’’ exclusion, 

their history is traditionally ignored or even blotted out.  

Although the deconstruction of the unified concept of history raised interest in the 

‘Others’ histories’, this new tendency in historiography and fiction was not unanimously 

applauded. Fredric Jameson, a left-wing critic of postmodernism, saw simulacra as symptoms 

of late capitalism (1991). The endless reproduction of reality caused signs to drift from their 

origins until they were so far removed from the reality they represented that they existed 

independently and became more ‘true’ than their referent. In fact, Jameson objects to the 

postmodern fragmentation of ‘Truth’ into ‘truths’. He does so at least partially because he 

himself subscribes to a master narrative, namely that of neo-Marxism.35 Moreover, Jameson 

analyses postmodernism as a movement that has its roots in history. He tries to create a master 

narrative and in doing so he tries to embed postmodernism in – his materialistic version of – 

history. From this perspective postmodernism is both a logical consequence of the past and a 

cause for future change. Jameson sees postmodernism as the cultural dominant, a symptom of 

the disease that is late capitalism. From a postmodern point of view, however, Jameson’s 

attempt to create a master narrative should be distrusted. Lyotard defined postmodernity as 

incredulity towards metanarratives (1984, p.xxiv), such as the metanarrative used by Jameson 

to legitimate his neo-Marxism. Jameson in his turn, however, refuted the postmodern denial of 

a rational, dialectical method. Postmodernism does not consider itself as merely the antithesis 

to modernism that will eventually lead to a synthesis as it is characterised by an a priori refusal 

of all metanarratives, including the cultural dialectic one.  

Hutcheon disagrees with Jameson’s claim that postmodernism is a relativistic attack on 

modernism. A crystallised form of their dispute can be traced in their discussion of E.L. 

Doctorow’s Ragtime. This novel offers an intriguing portrait of America at the turn of the 

century. Many historical figures appear – some play a crucial part, others make just a brief 

appearance – next to fictional characters that have no link to history. Jameson describes the 

characters of Ragtime as being ‘incommensurable and, as it were, of incomparable substance, 

like oil and water – Houdini being a historical figure, Tateh a fictional one, and Coalhouse an 

                                                           
35 In my chapter on Telegraph Avenue and the politics of postmodernism I discuss Jameson’s political position 
in more detail. 
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intertextual one’ [emphasis not mine] (Jameson, 1991, p.22).36 This incommensurability, 

Jameson concludes, causes Ragtime to resist interpretation, which is characteristic of the crisis 

in historicity that we have landed in. In this current crisis of historicity, the historical novel has 

been transformed. All historical novels used to start from a historical referent and knowledge 

of the past. And, of course, these historical novels – to use Jameson’s terminology – ‘mobilised’ 

historical knowledge and created a dialectic between previous knowledge and what is expressed 

in the historical novel itself. At first sight, Ragtime (1975) sets out to do the same, but it quickly 

becomes clear that its poetic programme is quite different. Historical novels used (to be forced) 

to take some liberties with their subject. In Doctorow’s historiographic fiction, however, 

liberties seem to be the starting point. ‘The historical novel can no longer set out to represent 

the historical past; it can only “represent” our ideas and stereotypes about that past (which 

thereby becomes “pop history”)’ (Jameson, 1991, p.24). The subject of Ragtime is not the 

historical past, but the representation of that past. Postmodernism has unmasked the historical 

novel by showing that it is not – and cannot – be mimetic in nature. Hutcheon acknowledges 

this crisis in historicity, but she rejects Jameson’s negative perspective. Jameson laments the 

loss of genuine historicity, whereas Hutcheon applauds this renewed critical stance towards the 

act of representation. Regardless of their evaluation of the phenomenon their acknowledgement 

stands.37 

 

 

2.2.2 Ontological limits 

 

The questions we have discussed up until now are largely concerned with epistemology and 

language philosophy rather than ontology. It could be argued, however, that some of the most 

important postmodern concepts are situated on an ontological rather than an epistemological 

level.  

First of all, the concept ‘ontology’ has to be defined. I will follow Brian McHale, who 

borrows Thomas Pavel’s words when giving a working definition of ontology. An ontology is 

                                                           
36 This last character, Coalhouse Walker, derives its identity at least in part from an intertextual relation to von 

Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas (1810). 
37 In his The Jamesonian Unconscious: The Aesthetics of Marxist Theory (1995) Clint Burnham even suggests 
that there is no dispute as Hutcheon misinterpreted Jameson’s writings. Although Jameson is no advocate of 
postmodern historiography in se, he does consider this a phase in historiography that may lead to a richer 
concept of historiography. Note that Hutcheon herself signals that she thinks her disagreement with Jameson is 
to some extent a matter of terminology, rather than philosophy (Hutcheon, 1988, p.112). 
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‘a theoretical description of a universe’ (McHale, 1987, p.27). This is obviously the core 

business of fiction, as fiction implicitly offers hypothetical descriptions of one or more 

universes, and, as can be deduced from Pavel’s formulation, this universe does not have to be 

our universe, but merely a universe. Fiction is concerned with possible worlds and each of these 

worlds has its own ontology. Moreover, fictional characters can themselves conceive of 

ontologies, creating a hierarchy of ontologies; a fictional world within a fictional world. Eco 

(1984) refers to these lower order ontologies as subworlds, whereas Pavel (1980) prefers the 

term narrative domains. To complicate things even further, it could be argued that our reality is 

composed of a complex network of ontologies much like the ontological web found in works 

of fiction. For in reality there also are multiple ontologies that, in Pavel’s terminology, form a 

complex ontological landscape. The borders between these ontologies – both real and fictional 

– are not written in stone. This lack of sharp distinctions between worlds leads McHale to 

conclude that the ontological boundaries are ‘semipermeable membranes’. Subjects and objects 

can pass from one ontology to another, or change their ontological status. There are, for 

example, the processes of mythification and demythification, respectively the acquisition and 

the loss of a mythical status vis-à-vis a profane status. 

Next to the transfer of entities through the semipermeable ontological membrane, it is 

possible that entities exist in more than one world. According to Eco, there is almost always a 

degree of overlap between two or more fictional ontologies or between real and fictional 

ontologies, because it is impossible to describe a world exhaustively. The most efficient textual 

strategy, therefore, is to rely on what is readily available to both author and reader. Thus, 

McHale concludes, it is possible that an entity exists in more than one world at the same time. 

McHale uses Eco’s concept of ‘transworld identities’ to refer to these borrowed entities. 

 
If an entity in one world differs from its ‘prototype’ in another world only in accidental properties, not in 

essentials, and if there is a one-to-one correspondence between the prototype and its other-world variant, 

then the two entities can be considered identical even though they exist in distinct worlds.  

(McHale, 1987, p.35) 

 

 

If, however, these entities look similar, but in fact differ in essentials they are called 

‘homonyms’. It is not difficult to imagine that this theoretical distinction cannot so easily be 

put into praxis. Moreover, in the light of Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra, it might be difficult 

– or even impossible – to tell replica from prototype. Taking the theory of simulacra to its 

logical conclusion, the question is not to what extent the replica differs from the prototype, but 

how does the prototype differ from the replica. 
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McHale points out that postmodernist fiction shares a preference for dual ontologies 

with science-fiction; ‘on one side our world of the normal and everyday, on the other side the 

next-door world of the paranormal or supernatural, running between them the contested 

boundary separating the two worlds’ (1987, p.73). Moreover, McHale makes a compelling case 

for an ontological revision of Todorov’s classic definition of fantastic fiction, to which 

postmodernist fiction is also indebted (74-75). Todorov defined the fantastic as an ambiguous 

state between the uncanny, in which the supernatural could eventually be explained by relying 

on the laws of nature, and the marvellous, in which the supernatural could not be explained and 

was accepted as being precisely that, supernatural. Todorov’s definition of the fantastic can be 

paraphrased in terms of ‘epistemological uncertainty’; for the reader it is impossible to know 

whether or not the supernatural can be explained and it is this ambiguity or uncertainty that is 

decisive. McHale does not accept this epistemologically based definition as it excludes a lot of 

core postmodernist texts which do bear resemblance to the fantastic. Therefore, McHale tries 

to revise or update Todorov’s definition. For a period of time, the uncertainty that governed 

fantastic texts was epistemological in nature. However, in contemporary literature and literary 

criticism the representational capacities of language and literature have been under attack to 

such an extent that it has become questionable whether language and literature can represent 

reality. If these representational tools are broken it becomes impossible to uphold 

epistemological uncertainty as the decisive criterion. The fantastic thus has to be redefined in 

terms of ontological uncertainty. ‘The fantastic, by this analysis, can still be seen as a zone of 

hesitation, a frontier – not, however, a frontier between the uncanny and the marvellous, but 

between this world and the world next door’ (McHale, 1987, p.75).  

Postmodernist fantastic fiction seeks to highlight the seams, where one world ends and 

another begins. There are various techniques that postmodern texts use to achieve this effect, 

but they all evoke resistance to the crossing of ontological boundaries. This resistance can be 

situated in the characters or in the readers. For if the characters fail to notice the ontological 

conflict, the reader’s awareness cannot but be heightened even more (McHale, 1987, p.76-79). 
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2.3 An Analysis of The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay 

 

2.3.1 The Limits of Language and Literature 

 

What to make then of Chabon’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Amazing Adventures of 

Kavalier & Clay?38 The novel tells the story of Josef Kavalier, the eldest son in a Jewish family. 

He grew up in Prague, where he was trained as an escape artist by the renowned Ausbrecher 

Bernard Kornblum and schooled as an artist at the academy, quickly developing a gift for 

drawing. Josef reaches adolescence more or less at the same time World War II breaks out and 

Prague is occupied by Nazi-Germany. Jews are relocated to ghettos and before long their 

situation deteriorates drastically. It is impossible for the whole family to escape the atrocities 

that await them; all their hope resides in getting Josef to a safe place, somewhere far away. 

Although his family’s attempt to bribe officials fails, Josef succeeds in escaping with the help 

of his teacher Kornblum, who involves his student in an escape trick he was commissioned to 

develop by the Jewish community of Prague to get the city’s Golem to a safe location. Hidden 

in a coffin underneath the Golem of Prague, which is disguised as a giant’s corpse, Josef escapes 

the city. Having travelled the world, he finally reaches New York, where, together with his 

cousin Sammy Clay, he becomes the creative force behind The Escapist and other successful 

comic book titles, and starts a turbulent relationship with Rosa Saks. After his arrival in New 

York, Josef works day and night trying to help his family escape from Europe, but he ultimately 

fails as the ship transporting his brother across the Atlantic is sunk by a German torpedo. 

Overcome by grief Josef enlists in the army and disappears from the face of the earth, not 

knowing that Rosa is expecting their child. He is detailed to an Alaskan outpost where he fights 

his little war. When the war is over he returns to New York, where he finds that his best friend 

Sam has taken on Josef’s role and married Rosa in order to cover up his own repressed 

homosexuality. The story ends with Josef assuming his rightful place as a father to his child 

and husband to Rosa, as Sam leaves New York looking for a lost love.  

Kavalier & Clay’s epic scope spans three decades and two continents, offering a 

peculiar view of the second half of the twentieth century: from pre-World War II Prague, over 

the bustling, creative comic book scene in New York and an American outpost in Alaska during 

the war, to the suburban American Dream of the fifties and sixties. The novel supports an 

                                                           
38 From here on referred to as Kavalier & Clay. 
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extremely varied cast, similar to E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime, including mythical, historical and 

fictional characters. But what to call it?  

Although Kavalier & Clay certainly is no straightforward traditional novel, it does self-

consciously label itself as ‘a novel’ on its title page. Yet already on that very same page it 

contradicts itself, for the title page is not typical of a novel; the stylistic typography and lay-out 

are reminiscent of 1950’s comic books. Every chapter is preceded by an identically styled title 

page carrying that chapter’s title. It is clear that, although Kavalier & Clay differs too much 

from the comic book medium to warrant this label, it does share some themes, motives and 

narrative patterns with the genre. As in the majority of adventure comic books the plot of 

Kavalier & Clay revolves around two main characters, the hero and his sidekick, who are 

involved in an epic battle against evil. Both comic books and Kavalier & Clay have a preference 

for the fantastic. As a result, the hero and his sidekick are endowed with supernatural powers.39 

Despite these many similarities, however, it is clear that Kavalier & Clay is a novel, not a comic 

book or a graphic novel. Yet if we are to call it a novel, what kind of novel is it? A number of 

generic labels suit Kavalier & Clay. It is – as I will show in the next section – a fantastical novel, 

but it is also to some extent a historical novel as it offers a narrative that includes real events, 

places and people of the twentieth century. The novel does, however, take considerable liberties 

in its treatment of these historical facts. The question then is where to draw the line between 

fiction and historiography.  

From a postmodern point of view it remains to be seen whether such a line is to be 

drawn. Hutcheon, although still using the terms historiography and fiction, also – and more 

frequently – resorts to the concept of historiographic metafiction. Historiography, or the writing 

of history, is always the linguistic result of a subjective narrativisation or totalisation, yet unlike 

fiction it pretends not to be one.40 Once you acknowledge that both historiography and literature 

are essentially narrative, it becomes difficult to distinguish between a novel that represents a 

piece of history and a historiographic text. Hutcheon uses historiographic metafiction as a 

common denominator for works of fiction that are defined by the self-conscious fashion in 

which they portray history; texts that expose the totalising process that is present in any and 

every narrativisation of the past. Seeing it is difficult – sometimes impossible – to draw the line 

between historical fiction and historiography, I believe her definition of historiographic 

metafiction can be broadened to cover both works of fiction and historiographic texts. 

                                                           
39 Cfr. infra: for illustrations of the protagonists’ ‘creative’ powers that enable them to transcend their world.  
40 Linda Hutcheon offers a good definition and explanation of (de-)totalisation in postmodern literature and 
historiography (Hutcheon, 1989, p.62). 
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Hutcheon’s concept of historiographic metafiction offers an interesting perspective on 

Kavalier & Clay, which represents a substantial slice of twentieth-century history, whilst 

forcing the reader to consider the metafictional complications of representations of the past. 

One strategy to cajole the reader into a metafictional aporia is to deliberately lift the suspension 

of disbelief by manipulating paratextual traits. The footnotes in the novel, for example, force 

the reader to step out of his or her linear reading of the text, creating a distance between the 

storyline and the commentary in the footnote.41 Another strategy is to create what Jameson 

called ‘incommensurable characters’ (1991, p.22). Take, for example, the scene in which Joe 

and Sammy attend a party in New York, a party thrown by Longman Harkoo, né Siegfried 

Saks,42 father to Rosa Luxemburg Saks.43 Other notable guests include Raymond Scott, Loren 

MacIver, Peter Blume, Edwin Dickinson, José Ferrer and Uta Hagen, and Salvador Dalí. At the 

party Joe saves Dalí, who has chosen to wear a diving suit to a dinner party, from suffocating. 

Dalí actually was in New York at the time of the World Fair in 1939, but it is unknown whether 

he attended Longman Harkoo’s party, though not inconceivable.44 A diving helmet incident 

involving Dalí did actually happen in London at the International Surrealist Exhibition in 1936, 

but it is unlikely – though not impossible – that something similar occurred in New York.45 

This single scene combines real historical figures – or at least their fictional representation – 

with fictional characters and puts them on the same level. These are just two of the many 

strategies that effectively undermine the reader’s immersion in the story.46 The reader is 

destabilised as he is made aware that he is reading a totalising linguistic construction. 

The representation of history is a major topic in Kavalier & Clay. It is, however, not 

merely a matter of poetics, but also of politics. Denying traditional historiography implies the 

rejection of the traditional historiographic perspective. Postmodern historiography has to adopt 

other perspectives and it is exactly their ‘otherness’ that defines these new perspectives; they 

                                                           
41 The use of footnotes has another function. For this other function see the next section. 
42 I cannot find any record of a well-known art dealer named Siegfried Saks living in New York at that time. 
There was and still is a wealthy Jewish enclave in New York that included a number of Saks or Sachs families. 
Think for example of the founders of the eponymous department store on Fifth Avenue or the bank Goldman 
Sachs. The character of Longman Harkoo may also be inspired by the actor Andrew Siegfried Sachs. 
43 I cannot find any record of Rosa Luxemburg Saks, but there is an obvious association with the feminist and 
revolutionary socialist Rosa Luxemburg. 
44 Dali created the ‘Dream of Venus’ pavilion for the 1939 World Fair in Queens. 
45 Dali gave a lecture at the International Surrealist Exhibition in a diving helmet to reinforce the idea that he 
set out to dive into the human subconscious. However, while he was delivering his lecture, he got stuck and 
nearly suffocated. 
46 These strategies are, of course, not new. They can also be found in postmodern texts by authors such as Italo 
Calvino and Jorge Luis Borges. 
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are defined through their contrastive position in relation to the dominant point of view. Such 

observations lie at the basis of Foucault’s analysis of society in terms of power.  

In the case of Kavalier & Clay the ‘otherness’ can be brought back to two dimensions: 

Yiddishkayt, or Jewishness, and comic book literature. The former constitutes the text’s 

cultural/religious identity, whereas the latter defines the poetical stance taken by the text. These 

two dimensions are more intertwined than the dichotomy I have just proposed suggests, as there 

is a strong bond between Jewishness and the birth of the comic book genre. As Sammy puts it: 

 
They’re all Jewish, superheroes. Superman, you don’t think he’s Jewish? Coming over from the old 

country, changing his name like that. Clark Kent, only a Jew would pick a name like that for himself. 

(Chabon, 2000, p.585) 

 
 

The creators of some of the first and most important comic book series were Jews, whose Jewish 

identity is reflected in their creations. Superman, for example, was created by Jerry Siegel and 

Joe Shuster.47 It tells the story and adventures of Kal-El, an alien with superhuman powers from 

the planet Krypton, who was sent to earth by his father just before his home planet was 

destroyed. Kal-El is named Clark Kent by his foster parents. As such, Kal-El possesses a double 

identity. On the one hand, he is a costumed superhero – the first of his kind. On the other hand, 

he is a journalist with a spectacularly normal life. It is not difficult to relate the character of 

Superman to the image of the wandering Jew and the theme of perpetual alienation.48 Banished 

from his mother country, the wandering Jew keeps searching for a place to call home. He is a 

member of the chosen people, who have been greatly tested so that they may prove their 

worthiness. Similarly, Kal-El’s home planet Krypton has been destroyed and he is shipped off 

to an unknown world. Whereas Kal-El’s Superman identity reflects Jewish images and themes 

of mythical proportion, Clark Kent leads the life of the average American. 

The ‘otherness’ or ex-centric identity of Superman is largely achieved by creating a non-

realistic universe in which the balance is redressed. In ‘Magical Realism and Postmodernism’ 

(1995) Theo D’haen already perceived that magical realism is often used to denote a particular 

strain of postmodernism (1995, p.194). He argues that the magical realist variety of 

postmodernism functions to break out of the ‘centre’. Other movements, such as modernism, 

thought of themselves as critical or subversive, but ultimately failed as the discourse they issued 

from their ‘privileged centre’ appeared suspect to those in the margin. The postmodern turn 

                                                           
47 The plot of Kavalier & Clay borrowed some elements of the real biographies of Siegel and Shuster. Like Siegel 
and Shuster, Kavalier and Clay are conned and do not get the recognition and earnings they deserve. 
48 Note that Kal-El even sounds Jewish. Although the name Kal-El does not carry much meaning in Hebrew, the 
suffix ‘el’, meaning God, is often added to Jewish names. 
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towards magical realism – and in this case alternate history fiction, but also science fiction – 

implies the creation of alternate universes, in which the playing field is levelled and the wrongs 

of reality are put right. In the next section I will show that the magical realist business of creating 

multiple alternate universes is closely linked to fantastic literature and that postmodernism adds 

an ontological problematic to the modernist epistemological crisis. 

 

 

2.3.2 The Limits of the Universe 

 

In previous sections I have shown that postmodern literature cuts through the epistemological 

problematisation that dominated modernism, and combines an epistemological with an 

ontological critique.49 The two dimensions of ‘otherness’ we have been discussing largely 

coincide with two different ontologies: the Jewish universe and the comic book universe of the 

Escapist. In addition to these two ontologies, at least two others have to be taken into account. 

First, there is the real universe of the reader. Second, there is the fictional ‘reality’ of the novel, 

which is to a large extent, but not quite, identical to the reader’s reality.  

Before going into the four ontologies of Kavalier & Clay let us briefly return to 

McHale’s definition of the fantastic. In what follows I will deal with Kavalier & Clay as an 

example of the fantastic. I will take McHale’s revision of Todorov’s definition of the concept 

as a starting point, but it will become clear that McHale’s definition has to be revised and 

expanded. McHale turned Todorov’s epistemological ambiguity into an ontological ambiguity; 

the reader is not left wondering which representation, but which universe to choose. As we have 

mentioned above, there are at least four ontologies in Kavalier & Clay that have to be taken 

into account: the reader’s ontology, the fictional ‘real’ ontology, the Jewish/religious ontology 

and the comic book ontology. The fictional ‘real’ ontology mimics the reader’s ontology, 

making it resemble our ‘normal’ universe. This ontology has to play by the rules of historical 

fiction, that is, it aspires to verisimilitude. Therefore, this ontology can only contain ‘realemes’ 

– semioticised persons, events, objects etc. – that could occur in historical fiction.  

McHale lists three constraints that ‘govern the insertion of historical realemes’, but two 

of them can be combined (1987, p.86-88). First, realemes and Weltanschauungen in historical 

fiction cannot contradict the ‘official’ historical record. ‘Another way of formulating this 

                                                           
49 For the theoretical analysis of postmodernism as an ontological crisis I am largely indebted to McHale’s 
Postmodernist Fiction (1987). 
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constraint would be to say that the freedom to improvise actions and properties of historical 

figures is limited to the ‘dark areas’ of history, that is, to those aspects about which the ‘official’ 

record has nothing to report’ (87). Although McHale recognises that calling upon the ‘official’ 

record of history is a ‘question-begging formulation’, he ultimately still relies on the reader’s 

intuition about what is accepted as a historical fact. This does not answer any questions, it 

merely shifts them. The question is no longer what the historical facts are, but whose facts they 

are. In the light of Foucault’s critique of a unified history, it is undesirable to base a theoretical 

concept on a unified, even ‘official’, record of history. Therefore, the ‘official’ record in the 

formulation of the first constraint should be replaced by ‘any historical record or recollection’. 

Otherwise, all minorities would be literally and figuratively banned to the ‘dark’ areas of 

history. The second constraint states that ‘the logic and physics of the fictional world must be 

compatible with those of reality’ (88). 

The fictional ‘real’ ontology of Kavalier & Clay sticks to these constraints; it does not 

contradict the reader’s reality, but it does fill in the blanks ad libitum. Moreover, seeing as the 

fictional ‘real’ is only separated from the other ontologies by a semipermeable membrane, the 

fictional ‘real’ ontology is a target for mythification. Characters and objects with a transworld 

identity can be subject to mythification as long as the text either carefully selects information 

from the ‘official’ record of history – highlighting extraordinary, yet real events, characteristics, 

accomplishments etc. – or resorts to the ‘dark’ areas of history. Respective examples are 

Houdini’s escape tricks, which were really performed, and Dalí’s appearance at the New York 

party, which might have happened. These real or possible people, places or events are thus 

mythified. Using these strategies of selection and exploitation of dark areas the verisimilitude 

of the fictional ‘real’ ontology is undermined.  

This fictional ‘real’ ontology is the ontology of Sam Klayman, Rosa Luxemburg Saks 

and many others. It comprises the world ‘normal’ characters live in and believe in. It is the 

basic, realistic ontology that seems plausible to the reader as it mimics his or her ontology. The 

fictional ‘real’ ontology is, however, penetrated by at least two other ontologies, namely the 

Jewish ontology and the comic book ontology, and the point of intersection of these three 

ontologies is the character of Josef Kavalier. Josef, or Joe, is the only character that has a part 

in all three ontologies. He is part of the fictional ‘real’ as he fights the Nazis and marries Rosa; 

he is part of the Jewish ontology as he gets involved in the mission to transport the Golem to a 

secure location; and he is the co-creator of the comic book ontologies surrounding the characters 

the Escapist and Luna Moth. 
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The Jewish ontology describes a world that differs from ours in that it contains magical 

elements, the most prominent example in Kavalier & Clay being the Golem of Prague. The 

Golem is a mythical creature made of mud that is brought to life by a rabbi. It is the Jewish 

equivalent of a theme that is key to any religion and as old as mankind itself, namely the creation 

of life and the manipulation of death. In Jewish religion it is believed that a number of powerful 

rabbis were capable of creating a Golem through enchantments and prayer.50 This theme 

conflicts with the atheistic and a-mythical character of our contemporary and the fictional ‘real’ 

ontology. In Lyotard’s words, the status of discursive and narrative knowledge – the primary 

mode of capturing and conveying knowledge – is in decline in favour of objective, scientific 

knowledge, which is ranked higher in the social epistemological hierarchy. Within the Jewish 

ontology of Kavalier & Clay, however, a different epistemological hierarchy applies.  

 
Every universe, our own included, begins in conversation. Every golem in the history of the world, from 

Rabbi Hanina’s delectable goat to the river-clay Frankenstein of Rabbi Juddah Loew ben Bezalel, was 

summoned into existence through language […]  

(Chabon, 2000, p.119) 

  

 

It is clear that narrative and discourse play an important role in Kavalier & Clay. The Golem is 

not merely a metaphor for creation, the act of breathing life into something, be it a pile of clay 

or a string of words, but it also is an actual character. As such, the Golem itself has been brought 

to life through the power of the word and enters the fictional ‘real’. 

In Kavalier & Clay the Golem, though no longer alive, is transported from Prague to an 

American suburb and its security is a matter of life and death. Initially, the Golem is only present 

through the story of Josef’s childhood.51 At the end of the novel, however, Rosa and Sam are 

baffled when a box filled with mud ends up on their doorstep. This ontological breach is 

problematic as up to that point Golems had no part in their ontology. Seeing the fictional ‘real’ 

resembles the reader’s ontology, this transgression is difficult to process for the reader. To 

problematise this event even further it is not the anthropomorphic Golem that turns up on Rosa 

and Sam’s doorstep, but rather, a box of mud, with stickers from all over the world. Shortly 

thereafter, Josef, whose fate is intimately linked with that of the Golem, reappears in Rosa and 

Sam’s life. In McHale’s terminology, the reappearance of the Golem creates an ontological 

                                                           
50 The Golem of Prague was created by rabbi Loew and two disciples. They went to the banks of the Moldau 
River, fashioned a golem on the river’s clay bank, followed a ‘prescribed ritual’ and then ‘the rabbi placed a 
piece of paper containing the words Adonai Emet – “the Lord is Truth” – under the creature’s tongue’. Rabbi 
Loew named the Golem Joseph (Yossele) (Berger, 2010, p.83). 
51 There is another link between the Golem and Josef Kavalier. The Golem that was brought to life by rabbi 
Loew in order to protect the city was called Josef.  
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flicker as every attempt at interpretation hesitates between two or more ontologies. Moreover, 

by entering the fictional ‘real’ ontology, the Golem is demythified; it loses its mythical status, 

blurring the boundary between the fictional ‘real’ and the Jewish ontology even further. 

It is also remarkable that Josef’s life story – like Superman’s – is modelled after the 

motive of the wandering Jew. Forced to leave his family behind, Josef leaves his home and 

travels the world all the while trying to be reunited with his family and trying to find a new 

place to call home. It is almost as if Josef Kavalier has been torn from his world and placed in 

another, which leads me to propose that the different ontologies can be linked to specific 

settings.52 In neo-structuralist fashion the ontological boundaries of the novel are reflected in a 

dichotomy between old Europe and modern America. Old Europe is a place where the religious, 

the magic and the mythical are valued more than the scientific, where ethical, aesthetic and 

narrative knowledge are epistemologically superior. It is the ‘other-world’. Modern America 

on the other hand is a place that is characterised by its similarity with the contemporary reader’s 

mode of thought. It is a selection of the fictional ‘real’ universe. Josef Kavalier has travelled 

from old Europe to modern America, where he became Joe Kavalier, almost as if adopting an 

alter ego. Besides this dichotomy there are other ex-centric places, which are imbued with 

magical qualities, such as the Empire State Building, the Rathole and Tannen’s magic shop. 

These re-interpretations of the locus amoenus can be found in every universe of Kavalier & 

Clay.  

Besides being infiltrated by the Jewish ontology, the fictional ‘real’ is also penetrated 

by the comic book ontology.53 Sam Clay and Joe Kavalier work together to create a comic book 

universe. The status of this universe is ambiguous. On the one hand, it could be argued that this 

universe is subordinate to the fictional ‘real’, as it is created by characters of the fictional ‘real’ 

universe. In Eco’s terminology this would mean that the Escapist’s universe is a subworld. On 

the other hand, the story of the Escapist is presented in separate chapters that are not directly 

linked to the fictional ‘real’, making it possible that the Escapist’s universe is juxtaposed to the 

fictional ‘real’. Disregarding the hierarchical position of the comic book ontology, it is clear 

that – similar to the Jewish ontology – it is characterised by an ‘other-worldly’ attitude towards 

the magical. Unlike the Jewish ontology, however, the comic book universe is created by the 

                                                           
52 The spatial conceptualisation of an other-world is sometimes referred to in postmodern fiction as the Zone.  
53 I am referring to the comic book ontology as if it is a monolythic ontology. In reality, however, the comic 
book universe is made up out of a myriad of universes that overlap and intersect, but are ultimately 
independent. In order to simplify things and because our discussion is mainly centred around one universe of 
the comic book ontology, namely that of the Escapist, I sometimes may refer to the Escapist’s universe as the 
comic book universe. 
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characters. This does not have to mean that they have created it from scratch, they had all kinds 

of sources to borrow from. Note that, as we have mentioned above, Eco thought that there is 

always a degree of overlap. By copying, transforming and manipulating other ontologies 

Kavalier and Clay create their own ontology. In a way, they fit Lévi-Strauss’s description of 

the ‘bricoleur’.   

One of the most important characters to populate the comic book universe is Tom 

Mayflower. The character of Tom Mayflower and his alter ego, the Escapist, a champion of the 

free world who comes ‘to the aid of those who languish in tyranny’s chains’ (Chabon, 2000, 

p.12), is initially based on Josef’s teacher Bernard Kornblum, who exists in the fictional ‘real’; 

the real escape artist Harry Houdini, who has a transworld identity; and to some extent Josef 

Kavalier himself.54 In a way, Joe Kavalier is the Escapist, as the Escapist’s persona is made up 

of what Sam refers to as ‘wishful figments, […] what some little kid wishes he could do’ 

[emphasis not mine] (145).55 The Escapist is a projection of Josef’s desire to free the oppressed, 

and more specifically his family. He wishes to do this so badly that he risks losing track of the 

ontological boundaries.  

 
Over the course of the last week, in the guise of the Escapist, Master of Elusion, Joe had flown to Europe 

[…] [I]n a transcendent moment in the history of wishful figments, the Escapist had captured Adolf Hitler 

and dragged him before a world tribunal. […] The war was over; a universal era of peace was declared, 

the imprisoned and persecuted peoples of Europe – among them, implicitly and passionately, the Kavalier 

family of Prague – were free. 

(Chabon, 2000, p.165-166) 

 

 

When he looks up from his desk he feels ‘contented and hopeful’, and the odour he smells is 

‘the smell of victory’. At that point Joe is mixing the fictional ‘real’ with his own creation. Joe 

battles the Nazis by creating a parallel universe in which a war is being waged between 

representatives of the League of the Golden Key and the Iron Chain, two ancient secret 

organisations that have been battling each other throughout history. The war between the Allies 

and the Axis that is being fought in the fictional ‘real’ is mimicked, transformed and 

incorporated in the comic book universe. Such a strategy is by no means restricted to this novel 

or this author.56 It can also be detected in the works of other postmodern authors, most notably 

Thomas Pynchon. In The Crying of Lot 49 (2007), for example, history is reinterpreted in terms 

of a conflict between two rival mail distribution companies, ‘Thurn und Taxis’, which really 

                                                           
54 The name Tom Mayflower stresses his emblematic ‘American’ character, as the ship, the Mayflower, 
famously transported the Pilgrim Fathers from England to America. 
55 Note that Josef is also literally an ‘escapist’ as he managed to escape from Nazism. 
56 McHale refers to this postmodern phenomenon as the creation of a ‘secret history’ (1987, p.91). 
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existed, and ‘Tristero’, which Pynchon invented. The objective of this strategy is to create 

epistemological and ontological doubt. Epistemological because it makes readers reconsider 

the notion of history and historiography, ontological because readers have to choose between 

what they thought was true and what is now presented to them as true. There is an ontological 

flicker between two contrasting ontologies. 

At first, the parallels between the fictional ‘real’ and the Escapist’s reality are ‘thinly 

veiled’ – for example, the Escapist is fighting the Razis in Europe – but this veil is quickly 

dropped, an act which is received only lukewarmly by Anapol, Joe and Sammy’s publisher – 

‘We’re calling them Germans now?’ (Chabon, 2000, p.170). Joe pushes political aspiration so 

far as to create a comic book cover portraying the Escapist hitting Hitler in the face. 

This dropping of the veil is symbolic because it shows the motivation of everybody 

involved in the act of creation. For Anapol, whose motivation is first and foremost economic, 

the Escapist’s world has to appeal to a broad audience and thus eschew controversy. For Sam 

and especially Joe, the politics outweigh the economics. It is their way to participate in the war. 

They have created characters that possess the power to defeat evil, a power they do not have 

themselves. Or do they? The episodes of the Escapist that are created by Joe and Sam function 

as propaganda. In other words, the Escapist enables them to influence two universes in one go. 

The idea of comics as propaganda is, however, not an invention of the fictional ‘real’, existing 

as it has, and does, in the reader’s reality.57  The publication of the cover of the Escapist hitting 

Hitler is an event that has been borrowed and transformed from the reader’s reality, for the very 

first cover of Captain America, which was created by Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, two other 

Jewish cartoonists, depicted their hero beating up Hitler (Strömberg, 2010, p.42-43).58,59 Again, 

this is an example of the crossing of ontological boundaries by using events that took place in 

the reader’s universe and creating a copy in the fictional ‘real’.60 

                                                           
57 In 2013 the British Library displayed an exhibition about propaganda, titled Propaganda: Power and 
Persuasion, which included a generous section about comic art. Also interesting is Fredrik Strömberg’s graphic 
history, titled Comic Art Propaganda (2010).  
58 A myriad of examples could be given of realemes that were borrowed from the reader’s universe and 
incorporated in Kavalier & Clay. One other notable example is the publication of Fredric Wertham’s The 
Seduction of the Innocent (1954) and the subsequent Senate hearing (see Strömberg, 2010, p.90-91). Both 
events occurred both in the reader’s and the fictional ‘real’ universe. In the fictional ‘real’, however, this 
realeme is mixed with fictional elements as Sam Clay’s testimony never took place in the reader’s universe 
(Chabon, 2000, p.613-616). Moreover, it is ironic that Sam Clay does not have to account for his real 
homosexuality, but has to motivate the alleged homosexual relationship between the comic book characters 
he created. 
59 Note that even though Captain America was the first, many other comic book heroes, such as Batman and 
Superman, took on Hitler as well.  
60 When creating the relationship between Sam and Joe, Chabon did not only draw inspiration from Joe Simon 
and Jack Kirby, but also from Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, the creators of Superman. 
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Kavalier and Clay are, however, quickly forced to choose: either they abandon their 

commitment to a political comic book universe, an act for which they would be handsomely 

rewarded, or they lose their jobs and thus the opportunity to create The Escapist’s universe 

altogether. The money that Joe would earn would finance his brother’s escape attempt. Together 

with their editor, George Deasey, they find a way out of their conundrum, but if they had not, 

they would have been fired, because Joe is unable to ‘lay off’ the Germans.  

 
And that was the problem, Joe thought. Giving in to Anapol and Ashkenazy would mean admitting that 

everything he had done until now had been, in Deasey’s phrase, powerless and useless. […] No, he 

thought. Regardless of what Deasey says, I believe in the power of my imagination. [… ] “Yes, god damn 

it, I want the money,” Joe said. “But I can’t stop fighting now.”  

(Chabon, 2000, p.286) 

 

 

If Deasey had not helped them, Joe would sooner have quit his job than succumb to Anapol and 

Ashkenazy, even if it would have procured him the money he needed to get his brother out of 

Prague. Joe does not want to give in, because the universe he has created has grown to such an 

extent that it rivals the fictional ‘real’. The ontological flicker has become so strong that it 

determines the actions undertaken by characters in the fictional ‘real’.  

It does not take long, however, for Joe himself to start questioning the political use of 

his comic book war.  

 
[T]he sad futility of the struggle […] seemed to have begun to overtake the ingenuity of his pen. Month 

after month, the Escapist ground the armies of evil into paste, and yet here they were in the spring of 1941 

and Adolf Hitler’s empire was more extensive than Bonaparte’s. […] Though Joe kept fighting, Rosa 

could see that his heart had gone out of mayhem.  

(Chabon, 2000, p.318) 

 

 

The Escapist’s power does not influence the fictional ‘real’ to such an extent that it enables Joe 

to end the fictional ‘real’ war at once.61 So, Joe directs his attention to the poetics of the comic 

book universe, rather than the politics. He becomes concerned with the representational nature 

– an aspect of epistemology and of course a major aspect of postmodernism – of the subworlds 

he has created. Joe Kavalier’s poetics can be divided in at least three stadia: conventional linear 

poetics, surrealist poetics and modernist poetics. 

                                                           
61 Marc Singer (2008) discusses this ‘admission of defeat’ in terms of a shift ‘from metaphoric condensation to 
metonymic displacement; the Escapist’s violent crusade against Hitler and various Hitler stand-ins is “if not a 
genuine war, then a tolerable substitute” (167) for Joe’s desire to free his family and battle their oppressors. 
Joe’s exultation in his fictional victories soon turns to “shame and frustration,” however, as he realizes “The 
Escapist was an impossible champion, ludicrous and above all imaginary” (168; emphasis in original). The 
displacement of the real war onto its fictional analogue becomes insufficient, unsatisfying, and futile’ (319). 
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Josef Kavalier relied on conventional, linear poetics for his politically oriented Escapist 

comics, but gradually turned to the surrealist poetics à la Winsor McKay, to which he was 

introduced by Rosa’s father, as his political aspirations faded. 

 
Suddenly the standard three tiers of quadrangular panels became a prison from which he had to escape. 

They hampered his efforts to convey the dislocated and non-Euclidian dream spaces in which Luna Moth 

fought. He sliced up his panels, stretched and distorted them, cut them into wedges and strips. He 

experimented with benday dots, cross-hatching, woodcut effects, and even crude collage.  

(Chabon, 2000, p.319) 

 

 

Joe’s turn to surrealism is inspired by the critique that realism cannot capture reality. The 

conventions have to be broken and a new language has to be created, a language that has the 

power of expression. In his depiction of Luna Moth’s universe – centred on Luna Moth, a comic 

book heroine based on Rosa – Joe develops a surrealist style. It is not until he watches Orson 

Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941), though, that Joe realises that he has not yet fully laid bare the 

genre’s potential. 

 
It was not just a matter, he told Sammy, of somehow adapting the bag of cinematic tricks so boldly 

displayed in the movie – extreme close-ups, odd angles, quirky arrangements of foreground and 

background; Joe and a few others had been dabbling with this sort of thing for some time. It was that 

Citizen Kane represented, more than any other movie Joe had ever seen, the total blending of narration 

and image that was – didn’t Sammy see it? – the fundamental principle of comic book storytelling, and 

the irreducible nut of their partnership.  

(Chabon, 2000, p.362) 

 

 

Joe wants to create a ‘total blend of narration and image’. And when he finally has a shot at 

achieving this through a project Sam and Joe have titled Kane Street, he completely abandons 

the political aspects of the Escapist (Chabon, 2000, p.366). Joe had already let go of the 

conventional comic book poetics with the creation of Luna Moth, but he only creates a complete 

blend of narration and image, of content and form, in Kane Street. The purest form of this kind 

of blend, however, is probably Joe’s The Golem!. This graphic novel tells the ‘long and 

hallucinatory tale of a wayward, unnatural child, Josef Golem, that sacrificed itself to save and 

redeem the little lamplit world, whose safety had been entrusted to it’ (577). Through The 

Golem! Joe grants himself a transworld identity; he creates yet another fictional universe, but 

this time he is at the centre of it, he himself is the unfortunate hero. Equally noteworthy is the 

form of Joe’s The Golem!. 

 
There were no balloons in any of the panels, no words at all except for those that appeared as part of the 

artwork itself […] and the two words The Golem! […]  

(Chabon, 2000, p.578) 

 

 



52 
 

The Golem! is not narrated through language, but through the sole use of images. Besides the 

absence of words, little information is shared about the pictorial language that Joe develops. 

We do know, however, that the end product is startling. Joe has crafted a tool that is so apt at 

telling a story that he is afraid to share his own, painful life story. ‘[T]he more convincingly he 

demonstrated the power of the comic book as a vehicle of personal expression – the less 

willingness he felt to show it to other people, to expose what had become the secret record of 

his mourning, of his guilt and retribution’ (579). 

The project that Josef Kavalier undertakes with The Golem! is similar to Michael 

Chabon’s Kavalier & Clay in that Chabon’s novel also is a blend of content and form, and that 

both texts show an understanding and exploration of the limits of their material. Both Josef’s 

autobiographical graphic novel and Chabon’s text contain elaborate metalevels. The Golem! 

and Kavalier & Clay are as much works of art about the business of creating worlds, both real 

and fictional, and about language and its limits, as they tell the story of Joe, Sam and so many 

others. Or, in Marc Singer’s words, ‘because the Golem is itself a work of art imbued with life, 

it provides a metacommentary on art and hypostasis – that is, it hypostasizes art’s power to 

hypostasize concepts into concrete, animate, human forms’ (2008, p.286). 

The different ontological and epistemological levels of Kavalier & Clay are so 

intricately intertwined that form and content are indistinguishable; politics and poetics form a 

coherent unity. To get an idea of the dazzling complexity and obfuscation of the ontological 

landscape one only needs to consider the entity of the Golem. The Golem – metaphor, creation 

and character at the same time – occurs in every universe. He is transported from old Prague to 

modern America, from the religious to the fictional ‘real’ – and thus demythified – from where 

he is yet again transformed to fit into another subworld, that of Joe’s graphic novel. In this last 

universe, however, the Golem appears in the person of a little boy, who is a (re)mythified copy 

of the young Josef Kavalier. This dizzying complexity proves one last difference between The 

Golem! and Kavalier & Clay; whereas The Golem! ultimately succeeds in mustering a suitable 

language to narrate experiences and events, Kavalier & Clay has to work with the imperfect 

tools at hand. 
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2.4 Conclusion 

 

The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay is a novel that sets out to explore the boundaries 

of language and of the novel. What can a novel portray or express? Is it capable of representing 

history? And what are the possibilities of the fantastic novel? Chabon’s novel does – as 

postmodern texts often do – ask more questions than it answers. Kavalier & Clay succeeds in 

showing that all novels are essentially totalisations. It reveals that all narratives employ 

totalising techniques. Therefore, the term historiographic metafiction suits the novel well. It 

casts the past in a compelling narrative that never aspires to ‘Truth’. On the contrary, Kavalier 

& Clay incorporates an extensive metalevel that destabilises every attempt on behalf of the 

reader to interpret it as a totalising narrative.   

Kavalier & Clay not only questions the boundaries of language and literature, but also 

those of our universe and our view or description of that universe, thereby disrupting the 

suspension of disbelief even more. I have shown that the ontologies that constitute the 

ontological landscape of Kavalier & Clay cannot easily be distinguished from each other. They 

interact and create ontological ambiguities that cause the novel to resist interpretation. 

Therefore, Kavalier & Clay is a fantastic novel, that hesitates between different ontologies.  

Especially the combination of mythification and demythification causes ontological 

doubt as ‘the world as we know it’ is negated. The laws governing one universe are applied in 

another and the existence of people and the occurrence of events are manipulated. Yet it is 

impossible to put one’s finger on the exact transgression as these destabilising techniques 

operate in the ‘dark areas’ of the collective consciousness of the past. This ontological 

ambiguity is cleverly exploited to express what is perhaps the main theme of the novel, namely 

escapism. This is to suspend, even if it is only for a short period of time, your belief and 

disbelief; to let go of what you believe and to believe what you did not deem possible.  

Kavalier & Clay ‘escapes’ the boundaries of language, literature and our universe. 

Through the narrative of the Escapist’s origin, the true nature of the book is revealed. The core 

of the novel is shaped by an essential metafictional theme, namely escapism, which is at the 

same time the ‘real’ theme in Josef’s ‘real’ life within the ‘reality’ of the text’s ‘real’ ontology. 

This sense of escapism is further strengthened by the incorporation of a Jewish and a comic 

book ontology. By mixing these ontologies the novel takes a stand in the ongoing 

epistemological conflict. It ‘promotes’ ontologies that prefer narrative over scientific 

knowledge by creating fundamental ontological doubt. And this ontological doubt is directly 
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opposed to the reader’s empiricist, objective and scientifically oriented world, which values 

truth more than beauty and moral good.   

Finally, the ontologies in Kavalier & Clay are so intrinsically connected that they form 

a polyphony much like the polyphonic relation in an intertextual web. A text derives part of its 

meaning from its relation to other texts. Julia Kristeva used the concept intertextuality for the 

web of texts a given text refers to. I would like to introduce the concept of the 

‘intercosmological web’ to refer to the whole complex of relations between ontologies for those 

texts that receive a part of their meaning from their relation to other ontologies. 
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3.  

Genre in  

The Final Solution and 

The Yiddish Policemen’s Union 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter I showed how postmodern novels can combine epistemological with 

ontological doubt in order to explore their boundaries.62 Along the same lines, this chapter 

focuses on the postmodern fascination with and (ab)use of genre fiction.  

In the first part of this chapter I will confront different approaches to and ideas about 

genre studies. As I stipulated in the introduction to this dissertation, my method is intensive 

rather than extensive, eclectic rather than exhaustive. Roughly speaking, I have selected genre 

concepts from two movements. On the one hand, I have opted for a number of structuralist and 

Russian formalist views on the matter, as there is a strong bond between genre and 

structuralism. Similar to the study of depth structures in Saussurean linguistics, a number of 

literary researchers (Propp, Eco, Todorov, Cawelti etc.) developed an interest in literary 

structures. Their preference for genre studies is a direct result of their interest in depth 

structures. On the other hand, both modernist and postmodernist writers and critics have shown 

an interest in genre studies. This modernist/postmodernist fascination with the concept of genre 

centres on poststructuralist topics such as deconstruction, intertextuality and the stratification 

of high and low literature.  

In the second, more practically oriented, part I will show how Michael Chabon’s 

detective novels The Final Solution (2004), a classic detective novella, and The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union (2007), a hard-boiled detective novel, exemplify this peculiar alliance 

between genre and postmodernism.  

 

                                                           
62 I am still using the term ‘ontology’ the same way I did in the previous chapter, namely as a theoretical 
description of a universe. 
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3.2 Theoretical Framework 

 

3.2.1 Genre Theories 

 

The concept of genre has a complex history. It has meant different things to different people 

over time and today there is still no consensus about a definition of genre, nor about its 

functions.  

First of all, the term is not limited to the domain of literary studies. It can be applied in 

a wide range of domains. In ‘The Law of Genre’ (1980), Jacques Derrida establishes a basic 

dichotomy between natural and non-natural genres, respectively associated with physis and 

nomos. Biological genres and gender classification are examples of natural genres; they are 

inherent to the system. Non-natural genres, such as literary genres, are imposed on the subject.  

Todorov makes a similar distinction between genre and specimen. The concept of genre, 

Todorov claims, is borrowed from the natural sciences and can be related to the term specimen. 

There is, however, a 'qualitative difference' between the terms genre and specimen, depending 

on ‘whether they are applied to natural beings or to works of the mind’ (Todorov, 1973, p.5). 

 
[In nature] the appearance of a new example does not necessarily modify the characteristics of the species; 

consequently, the properties of the new example are for the most part entirely deducible from the pattern 

of the species. […] 

Here [i.e. the realm of art and of science] evolution operates with an altogether different rhythm; every 

work alters the sum of possible works, each new example alters the species.  

(Todorov, 1975, p.5-6) 

 

 

In the natural sciences, the characteristics of the species are not necessarily modified if an 

anomalous example occurs and, as a result, the occurrence of an anomalous example does not 

inevitably lead to a modification of the species. If a short-necked giraffe was born into this 

world, it would not have an effect on its species. In literature, i.e. the realm of art, every member 

of its species, every work of art, has an impact and plays a role in the formation of a genre. 

Every publication marks a potential revolution that may alter the genre. The key difference is 

the rhythm; literature evolves much quicker than nature. Moreover, the former is a human 

product, whereas the latter is not, although it is prone to human influence. I find it difficult to 

judge whether this different pace can account for a different concept of genre – can one 

anomalous novel really change a genre? Regardless of whether this difference between genre 

and specimen can be explained by the evolutionary pace of the domains in which the concepts 

operate, Todorov clearly sees genre as a dynamic concept. 
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Both meanings of genre – natural and non-natural – can be found in the Oxford English 

Dictionary. Etymologically, genre has its roots in the Latin word genus.63 Originally genus was 

used to denote ‘a class or kind of things which includes a number of subordinate kinds (called 

species) as sharing in certain common attributes’. At a later stage, more specific meanings were 

developed in specific domains, for example in the sciences, in music and in sociology. Besides 

the Latin word, the words gender and genre came into practice. The first carried more or less 

the same meaning as its Latin equivalent, until it underwent semantic specification in recent 

times. The latter clearly originates from the French; one only has to consider its morphological 

and phonological structure to come to that conclusion.64 Northrop Frye already remarked that 

the word ‘stuck out in an English sentence as the unpronounceable and alien thing it is’ (1957, 

p.13). According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word genre can be used for ‘a particular 

style or category of works of art; especially a literary work characterised by a particular form, 

style, or purpose’. Semantically speaking the words genus, gender and genre have one element 

in common: they are all types of categorisation. In literary studies the loan word genre has 

gained a firm footing. The criteria on which this categorisation is based depend both on the 

domain and on the researcher. The OED’s definition remains rather vague about the precise 

criteria that determine genre. I consider this terminological indeterminacy a strength rather than 

a weakness. For it allows genre to cover, for example, both the novel and the detective story. 

Both are genres of a different kind; they are categorisations of a different order.  

In Adventure, Mystery and Romance (1976) John G. Cawelti introduces the distinction 

between formula fiction and genre fiction. Or rather than introducing these concepts – seeing 

as both have existed for a long time – Cawelti tries to create terminological clarity. ‘In general, 

a literary formula is a structure of narrative or dramatic conventions employed in a great number 

of individual works’ (1976, p.5). A formula ‘is a means of generalizing the characteristics of 

large groups of individual works from certain combinations of cultural materials and archetypal 

story patterns. It is useful primarily as a means of making historical and cultural inferences 

about the collective fantasies shared by large groups of people and of identifying differences in 

these fantasies from one culture or period to another’ (7). Note that what Cawelti refers to as 

formula fiction many consider to be genre fiction, and Cawelti is in fact aware that there is 

bound to be a good deal of confusion as both terms are ‘occasionally used to designate the same 

                                                           
63 The Latin word genus is related to the Greek γένος, which carries the same meaning. Both words go back on 

the Aryan root *gen, meaning to beget, to produce, to be born. Note that the Germanic stem kin is related to 

the Aryan *gen.  
64 Note that the French word genre is derived from the same Latin stem as gender. 
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thing’ (6). Therefore, he suggests that we use formula fiction when we are ‘interested in 

constructing effective generalizations about large groups of literary works for the purpose of 

tracing historical trends or relating literary production to other cultural patterns’ and genre 

fiction when we are looking for ‘a means of defining and evaluating the unique qualities of 

individual works’, when we want to look at the generic classification as ‘a set of artistic 

limitations and potentials’, and not just a generalized description of a number of individual 

works (7). In Cawelti’s terminology genre and formula denote the same thing, but they represent 

two different perspectives: when focusing on the collective – the structuralist tradition – he uses 

the term formula; when focusing on the individual work – the poststructuralist, 

deconstructionalist tradition – he uses genre. Note that Cawelti’s use of the term genre implies 

an aesthetic approach to literary structures. The implication is that a ‘good piece of genre 

fiction’, according to the majority of the literary critics, succeeds in working around the genre’s 

artistic limitations and even manages to turn these limitations into opportunities. Although this 

aesthetic commendation or condemnation of genre may be relevant to literary criticism, I 

believe it is a question of (personal) poetics whether you view genre conventions as limitations 

or potentials. Is a postmodern detective story better or worse than one of A.C. Doyle’s genre 

stories, simply because it is written and/or read from a different poetical perspective? I also 

want to point out that, even though I just referred to genre and formula being two perspectives, 

Cawelti considers them to be ‘two phases or aspects of a complex process of literary analysis’. 

He gives both terms an additional semantic layer by adding a diachronic, evolutionary 

component. Normally speaking, a group of texts has to be recognised as a formula, before it 

can be (ab)used as a genre. As I mentioned above, formulas are akin to archetypes in that they 

express (latent) social and cultural values, they are useful to make ‘historical and cultural 

inferences about the collective fantasies shared by large groups of people’ and to identify 

‘differences in these fantasies from one culture or period to another’ (7). Formulas are not only 

akin to cultural archetypes, they also seem to be grand narratives in disguise, seeing as they 

provide legitimation to cultural and social values. Formulas provide insight into and explain 

how a society psychologically functions. They provide confirmation and legitimation of certain 

values. The detective formula, for example, is a legitimising narrative that promotes rational 

thinking. Recalling Lyotard’s definition of postmodernism, it is unsurprising that postmodern 

fiction tries to expose formula fiction. 

A number of Russian Formalists studied the workings and the evolution of the literary 

system extensively. One of them is the influential literary critic and theorist Yuri Tynianov, 
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who wrote several essays supporting a dynamic genre concept.65 Internally, a genre may alter 

its structure by deleting or borrowing elements, by expanding or reducing the role of particular 

literary characteristics, etc. but it is never a creation ex nihilo. ‘The main concept for literary 

evolution is the mutation of systems’ (Tynianov, 2003, p.67). Tynianov distinguishes a number 

of variables that control both the internal and the external struggle of genres.66 The first two 

variables are form and function. In some cases they will evolve together; in others, however, 

they can evolve separately. For example, some critics consider the hard-boiled detective hero a 

mutation of the western hero. The form has changed, but the function is the same. A third 

variable is that of orientation.  

 
Orientation is not only the dominant of the work (or genre) which functionally colors the subordinate 

factors, it is also the function of the work (or the genre) in relation to the extraliterary speech series which 

is closest to it.  

(Duff, 2003, p.566) 

 

 

Duff discusses this double character of the concept in terms of internal and external orientation. 

Internal orientation stands for the dominant, that is, the defining function of a work or genre.67 

The dominant determines how all subordinate elements function and have to be interpreted in 

relation to this dominant. The external orientation of a text is the text’s speech function, its 

relation to mores. A fourth variable is status. Concerning status, Even-Zohar’s theory provides 

interesting insights. In his article ‘Polysystem Theory’ (1979) Even-Zohar distinguishes a 

double dichotomy: canonised vs. non-canonised strata and primary vs. secondary types. To 

explain the first dichotomy Even-Zohar refers to Shklovsky: 

 

Shklovsky […] was perhaps the first to notice that in literature the inequality between the various strata 

is a matter of socio-cultural differences. Certain properties thus become canonised, while others remain 

non-canonized. […] Canonicity as suggested by Shklovsky had nothing to do with value judgment of the 

texts located on the various strata, and is no euphemism for “good” vs. “bad” literature.  

(Even-Zohar, 1979, p.294-295) 

 

 

The status of a genre is defined by its ‘cultural prestige or canonicity’ (Duff, 1962, p.556). The 

status of a genre does not automatically bring forth value judgment; but ‘the “people-in-culture” 

                                                           
65 See amongst others ‘The Literary Fact’ (2000), ‘On Literary Evolution’ (1978) and ‘The Ode as an Oratorical 
Genre’ (2003). 
66 See ‘Maximal Tensions and Minimal Conditions: Tynianov as Genre Theorist’ (1962) for a more detailed 
discussion of Tynianov’s variables. 
67 The dominant is a concept in literary theory that was used in Russian Formalism. Every text can be seen as a 
combination of formal elements and techniques and it is essential that not all elements and techniques are on 
the same ‘level’. Some are viewed as ‘more essential’, i.e. dominant, than others. The dominant is the focusing 
component of a text. However, the balance is constantly shifting: the dominant can get automatised and 
pushed aside, whilst other elements are foregrounded and take its place. 
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do link status to value judgment in order to accept the one and reject the other’ (Even-Zohar, 

1979, p.295). Every system has a stratification and the literary system is no exception. Within 

literature some genres belong in the centre, while others are pushed to the periphery. Again, 

this is not a petrified picture. The literary system changes as genres mutate. ‘As a rule, the centre 

of the whole polysystem is identical to the most prestigious canonized system’ (Even-Zohar, 

1979, p.296). Note that Even-Zohar is talking about a polysystem such as the literary system. 

The application of the same concept to separate genres results in a different outcome. The centre 

of a genre is taken up by the most stereotypical representatives, but these do not necessarily 

have to be the most prestigious ones. If the genre in question is not prestigious, then chances 

are slim that literary works central to said genre will have some standing. For example, in the 

romance genre Mills & Boon has become a standard; however, since romance (currently) is not 

a prestigious genre, Mills & Boon is not seen as a prestigious publishing company. More 

importantly, many critics deem the quality of a work inversely proportional to the level of 

stereotypicality it displays. A transgression of genre boundaries is usually applauded, whereas 

standardised formula fiction is met with horror rather than appraisal.68 This brings us to the 

second dichotomy: primary vs. secondary types. 

 
When a repertory […] is established and all derivative models pertaining to it […] are constructed in full 

accordance with what it makes available, we are faced with a conservative system. Every individual 

product of the system will be highly predictable, and any deviation will be considered outrageous. 

Products of the conservative system I label “secondary”. On the other hand, the augmentation and 

restructuring of a repertory by the introduction of new elements, as a result of which each product is less 

predictable, are expressions of an innovative system. The models it offers are of the “primary” type: the 

pre-condition for their functioning is the discontinuity of established models.  

(Even-Zohar, 1979, p.298-299) 

 

 

In the context of genre studies – again, Even-Zohar’s theory was intended to operate on a larger 

scale – stereotypical formula fiction can be considered secondary, whereas more innovatory 

works of art that seek to break the boundaries of the genre can be labelled primary. This 

labelling of primary vs. secondary types is – just like the dichotomy canonised vs. non-

canonised – a fluctuating matter rather than a fixed, monolithic system. ‘[C]hange occurs when 

a primary model takes over the center of a polysystem’ (299). The struggle between primary 

and secondary types is vital for any system.69 If there is no competition, a system will not change 

and as a result it will petrify. Regarding this double dichotomy I would like to make two 

remarks. First, even though ‘canonised vs. non-canonised’ is not the same as ‘primary vs. 

                                                           
68 From here on forward, I am using formula fiction in the more traditional sense of ‘highly conventional 
(popular) genre fiction’, not in the definition offered by Cawelti (cfr. supra). 
69 An earlier version of this idea can be found in Tynianov’s ‘The Literary Fact’ (2000). 
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secondary’, there is a correlation between both pairs. The canon is usually thought of as 

conservative and should thus be labelled secondary. Primary works of art are usually only 

canonised when their revolutionary character has become commonplace. It is clear, however, 

that this idea only holds in a purely synchronic situation. As the canon is (potentially) revised 

with the appearance of every book primary works can become secondary. Second, Shklovsky’s 

concept of ostranenie or ‘defamiliarisation’ supports the idea that the struggle between primary 

and secondary works of art is the motor of the literary system. Joanna Russ has concretised this 

abstract idea in her article ‘The Wearing Out of Genre Materials’ (1971), in which she discusses 

the lifespan of generic elements in terms of three stages: Innocence, Plausibility and Decadence. 

‘Innocence is the simple and naive stage in the evolution of a genre construct’ (Russ, 1971, 

p.48). At this stage a genuine novelty is introduced, or an old narrative element is dug up and 

re-introduced. ‘[O]nce the idea itself stops enrapturing you, the next step is to make it plausible’ 

(49). A genre enters the second stage of Plausibility, also dubbed Realism, once the novelty has 

worn off. The attention shifts from merely introducing something new to representing it in the 

most plausible or realistic way. The final stage in the evolution of generic elements is that of 

Decadence. ‘[T]here are several ways in which a genre construct may become decadent’ (49): 

 
(1) Stories may become petrified into collections of rituals, with all freshness and conviction gone.  

(2) Stories may become part of a stylized convention – not to be confused with complete petrifaction. In 

a petrified genre, the details are more important than the whole, […] while stylized fiction retains the 

sense of an aesthetic whole and a subordination of parts to some sort of aesthetic order. […] Possibly 

stylization is just a way-station on the journey toward petrifaction. […] 

(3) What were the big scenes or frissons of whole stories may be shrunk, elided, compressed, or added to 

– that is, until only the original wish/scene is left as a metaphoric element among other metaphoric 

elements.  

(Russ, 1971, p.49-50) 

 

 

Russ exemplifies this generic cycle of life by means of three science fiction stories, each of 

which clearly stands for a stage in the evolution of the narrative element they exhibit, i.c. the 

plot turn of robots against their creators. This genre evolution is essentially an application of 

the formalist idea of ‘de-automisation’ or defamiliarisation. Generic elements that are worn out 

or that have been exhausted are easy targets for defamiliarisation. Russ – like the Russian 

Formalists – considers the evolution of genres a strictly literary affair. Even-Zohar, however, 

argues that systems do not operate in a vacuum, they are intertwined and they interact.  

Thomas O. Beebee (1994) not only studied the evolution of genres, but also the 

evolution of genre studies. He distinguishes between ‘four stages of generic criticism – genre 

as rules, genre as species, genre as patterns of textual features, and genre as reader conventions 

– [that] correspond to the four positions in the great debate about the location of textual 
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meaning: in authorial intention, in the work’s historical or literary context, in the text itself, or 

in the reader’ (3). Although Beebee refers to these four positions as stages it seems that his 

categorisation is not limited to a diachronic point of view, since all of them can be found in 

some form in contemporary literary studies and literary criticism. It is true, however, that these 

positions were prominent in different periods; focusing on reader conventions is a fairly recent 

perspective on genre, whereas the view of genres as patterns of textual features can be traced 

back to the heyday of structuralism and formalism. Moreover, from a contemporary perspective 

the connections between ‘stage[s] of generic criticism’ and ‘position[s] in the great debate about 

the location of textual meaning’ are made too readily. It is, for example, unclear why the 

normative perspective of genre as rules should be linked with authorial intentions. The generic 

conventions that are present in a text can also be considered rules by its readers, whilst the 

author may have quite a different view on the matter. There is a normative aspect to genre 

insofar that conventions can be seen as rules, but this normative judgement cannot solely be 

linked to the creator of a text. Another example of an awkward connection is to be found in the 

stage ‘genre as patterns of textual features’. The blinkered view of a text as the result of a series 

of linguistic devices cannot simply be transposed to genre studies. Even most Russian 

Formalists, who tried to show that novels are assemblages of functional devices, regarded genre 

as a concept that requires a diachronic perspective, a concept that presupposes a historical point-

of-view.  

Although Beebee may be presenting a rather one-sided, simplistic image, he does 

identify a number of interesting perspectives on genre. I would argue that each of these 

perspectives still bears relevance for today’s discussion. I have already shed some light on the 

idea of genre as a pattern of textual features and of genre as a species. Now I would like to turn 

to the other two perspectives that Beebee lists – genres as rules and genres as reader 

conventions. 

First, genre is based on convention. Conventions can be seen either as facts or as 

norms.70 In the former case conventions are part of reality. Generic conventions are inherent to 

texts and in this view genres are a posteriori observations on behalf of the reader. In the latter 

case generic conventions are seen as a set of rules that must be followed. If the former is 

                                                           
70 Jürgen Habermas’s Between Facts and Norms (1996) apprehends a similar perspective, but it deals with 
social conventions rather than literary ones. Habermas argues that Western society and philosophy is 
characterised by the internal tension between theoretical and practical reason. Theoretical reason is concerned 
with matters of fact and explanation, whereas practical reason deals with norms and the question what one 
should do or is ought to do. Habermas proposes a third kind of reason to resolve the tension between practical 
and theoretical reason, namely communicative reason. 
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associated with a posteriori observations then the latter can be linked up with a priori 

conventions that have to be taken into account by the author. In this light Beebee’s link between 

the normative character of genre and authorial intention makes sense. Derrida refers to this 

normative character of genre as a line of demarcation that should not be crossed. ‘As soon as 

the word “genre” is sounded, as soon as it is heard, as soon as one attempts to conceive it, a 

limit is drawn. And when a limit is established, norms and interdictions are not far behind […]’ 

(1980, p.56). One could add: ‘As soon as norms and interdictions are established, transgressions 

are not far behind’. This is what Genette meant when he wrote that ‘[l]iterary discourse is 

produced and developed according to structures it can transgress only because it finds them, 

even today, in the field of its language and style’ (Genette in Todorov, 1973, p.8). Or, in the 

words of Todorov: ‘For there to be a transgression, a norm must be apparent’ (1973, p.8). I will 

come back to this normative aspect of generic rules when discussing parody. 

Second, a text needs a reader in order to mean anything and this reader has to be able to 

call upon specific knowledge of (amongst other things) genre in order to understand or decode 

a text. This attention to the act of enunciation, which was largely ignored by Russian Formalism, 

is a relatively recent trend in literary theory. Especially in reader-response theory – building on 

the work of Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss – the reader played a crucial role in the 

hermeneutical process. (I will get back to Jauss’s theory in the next section.) Next to reader-

response theory, Carolyn R. Miller – after Mikhail Bakhtin – also looked at genres in a broader 

context. All too often genres are used solely as a means of literary classification. Bakthin 

pointed out that there are genres of everyday speech, which are largely neglected in genre 

studies. Bakhtin used the term speech genres to refer to these ‘neglected genres’. A speech 

genre implies a communicative act or an act of enunciation; a sender tries to convey a message 

to an addressee. Bakhtin distinguished between primary and secondary speech genres, 

secondary speech genres being the ones we usually call (literary) genres. 

 
Secondary (complex) speech genres – novels, dramas, all kinds of scientific research, major genres of 

commentary, and so forth – arise in more complex and comparatively highly developed and organized 

cultural communication (primarily written) that is artistic, scientific, socio-political, and so on. During 

the process of their formation, they absorb and digest various primary (simple) genres that have taken 

form in unmediated speech communion.  

(Bakhtin, 1986, p.62)  
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Carolyn R. Miller expanded this idea of speech genres in her ‘Genre as a Social Action’ (1984). 

Miller contends that genres should not be based on syntax or semantics, but on pragmatics.71 A 

genre is based on the recurrence of a rhetorical situation in which a subject carries out a social 

action driven by a particular motive. The goal of genre studies should not be the creation of a 

taxonomy for the sake of it, as this taxonomy would be the description of a (seemingly) closed 

system. A genre theory that takes pragmatics as its organising principle, however, is always an 

open system ‘with new members evolving, old ones decaying out’ (Miller, 1984, p.153). Miller 

also borrows hierarchical structures from linguistics and pragmatics (159). Moreover, she uses 

the terms form, substance (meaning) and context (pragmatics) relatively. 

 
[W]e can think of form, substance, and context as relative, not absolute; they occur at many levels on a 

hierarchy of meaning. When form and substance are fused at one level, they acquire semantic value which 

is then subject to formalizing at a higher level. At one level, for example, the semantic values of a string 

of words and their syntactic relationships in a sentence acquire meaning (pragmatic value as action) when 

together they serve as substance for the higher-level form of the speech act. In turn, this combination of 

substance and form acquires meaning when it serves as substance for the still higher-level form imposed 

by, say, a language game.  

(Miller, 1984, p.159-160)  

 

 

This hierarchy of meaning allows Miller to incorporate genre in her pragmatic communication 

model. Genre is a higher level social action that is the result of a combination of form and 

substance in a particular social context. The context determines the social motives of the 

sender(s) and addressee(s) involved in the communication. In short, Miller does not discard the 

attention to form and substance – the traditional perspectives on genre theory – but she adds a 

pragmatic focus, and this pragmatic focus becomes the underlying principle that drives form 

and substance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
71 Miller is not only indebted to a number of genre theories, which she discusses at length, but also to the 
pragmatic linguists John L. Austin and John Searle – who developed speech act theory – and the functional 
linguist Michael Halliday. Their theories all contend that there are (recurrent) types of rhetorical situations and 
that our linguistic behaviour is determined by social motives. 
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3.2.2 Genre, Postmodernism and Parody 

 

In Het postmodernisme in de literatuur (1988) Bertens and D’haen offer an interesting view of 

the relationship between genre and ‘serious’ fiction throughout (literary) history. Bertens and 

D’haen refer to Foucault’s epistemic caesura to account for the special treatment of genre fiction 

in postmodern fiction (1988, p.83-88). In a society in which humanist, bourgeois ideals prevail, 

the serious, realist – more or less psychological – novel is the dominant and genre fiction 

remains in the periphery.72 As the bourgeoisie society crumbled, however, a new human 

condition was created and a different kind of literature had to be used to express this human 

condition. Or, in Jameson’s words:  

 
If the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or hegemonic) ideology of bourgeois society, the 

advanced capitalist countries today are now a field of stylistic and discursive heterogeneity without a 

norm.  

(Jameson, 2000, p.201) 

 

 

No longer do the rather homogenous narratives of the psychological realist or naturalist novel 

take centre stage; genre fiction has moved from the periphery and has become a dominant 

literary mode in its own right. Thus, Bertens and D’haen describe literary history in terms of a 

shift from realism to ‘fabulism’. That is not to say that the realist novel has been completely 

dropped in favour of genre fiction. The two can co-exist in the ‘field of stylistic and discursive 

heterogeneity’, but (post)modernism has tipped the balance of power. In Tynianov’s 

terminology: the novel’s realistic orientation has shifted to a fabulistic one. The lively debate 

in twentieth-century literary theory about the ‘death of the novel’ did not so much signal the 

demise of the novel tout court, as it marked the bourgeois, realist novel’s loss of its privileged 

position (D’haen, Grübel and Lethen, 1989, p.410). Note that although the revaluation of genre 

fiction coincided with the rise and subsequent spread of postmodernism, postmodern (genre) 

fiction was not always met with appraisal, nor does it mean that all genre fiction is postmodern. 

Genres have been claimed by highbrow authors without any ironic distance and lowbrow 

authors have continued creating stereotypical genre fiction. There are roughly two types of 

genre fiction that differ in status. Using Even-Zohar’s terminology on status, innovative, for 

example, postmodern genre fiction is primary and has a chance of becoming canonised. 

Umberto Eco, Jorge Luis Borges and Margaret Atwood are but a few of the more prominent 

                                                           
72 Bertens and D’haen also refer to this binary opposition as stages of realism and ‘fabulism’, a term they 
borrow from Robert Scholes. 
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names that have produced primary, (nearly) canonised pieces of genre fiction. Highly 

stereotypical genre fiction on the other hand is secondary and, although widely spread and read, 

will most likely remain non-canonised. Therefore, it is more accurate to say that a particular 

type of genre fiction has entered the centre of the literary system. The shift of (this particular 

type of) genre fiction from the periphery to the centre has a number of implications. The two 

most important consequences concern the frame of reference and the position towards 

metanarratives (Bertens and D’haen, 1988, p.84-85). I will deal with these implications in this 

order. 

 First of all, the bourgeois realist novel and genre fiction have different frames of 

reference. The realist novel is by definition mimetic in its effort to describe a character’s 

relationship to society, forcing the reader to cathartically relate his own relationship and 

experiences to those of the character’s. In genre fiction, however, the setting and the characters 

do not have to be equally plausible. Genre fiction relies on conventions and formulas and, 

therefore, its frame of reference is generic rather than mimetic. Every novel is a vessel of 

reference that is not solely a construction of the author’s mind, but also – and perhaps more 

importantly – a construction of the mind of the collective reader. Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of 

dialogism – and the theories it has spawned – and Hans Robert Jauss’s notion of horizon of 

expectations offer interesting insights in the matter.  

The concept of dialogism was introduced by Bakhtin in his famous paper ‘Discourse in 

the Novel’ (1981). Dialogism stands for the symbiotic relation between texts. On the one hand, 

every new text appears against the backdrop of its literary predecessors. On the other hand, 

traditional readings of literary predecessors are (re)defined by the appearance of new texts. A 

new text enters into a dialogue with both present and past works of art. A few remarks on 

Bakhtin's theory come to mind. To begin with, Bakthin’s theory of dialogism is reminiscent of 

Todorov's concept of genre. Each new novel helps to form the genre it relates to as a result of 

the established dialogue between the new book and its genre. Furthermore, Bakhtin's idea of 

dialogism comes close to T.S. Eliot’s views on literature as developed in his essay 'Tradition 

and the Individual Talent' (1921). Eliot similarly claimed that ‘[n]o poet, no artist of any art, 

has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his 

relation to the dead poets and artists. […] [T]he past should be altered by the present as much 

as the present is directed by the past’. 
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The term horizon of expectation was coined by the literary theorist Hans Robert Jauss.73 

Like Wolfgang Iser, Jauss sought to attribute a special role to the reader in the process of literary 

criticism. The meaning of a piece of literature is not determined by the author or the book itself, 

rather it is the result of the hermeneutic process that takes place in the collective mind of the 

readers. The reader reads the text against his horizon of expectations, which is composed of 

three levels (Jauss, 1970, p.13). On the first level every story is related in some way or another 

to a genre. On the second level every text is created at a particular point in literary history. The 

original horizon of expectations responds to the dominant poetics of that day either by accepting 

or rejecting them. On the third level the reader reads a text ‘within the wider horizon of his 

experience of life’. Note that a horizon of expectations is always marked in time. This allows 

us to both recreate the horizon of expectations of a sixteenth-century reader and to read a 

sixteenth-century text within a twenty-first century horizon of expectations. Before even 

opening a book a reader has expectations about the novel. Through the reading process this 

horizon of expectations can be corrected, altered or simply confirmed and reproduced.  

Relying on both Bakhtin’s dialogism and Jauss’s horizons of expectations I have tried 

to portray the landslide that took place in literary theory in the twentieth century. Traditionally 

authors had a privileged position, as the ‘authorial intention’ carried a lot of weight. Later, 

authors lost their ‘interpretative monopoly’ and both textual and reader-centred approaches 

gained ground. As a result, the meaning of a text is no longer dictated by the author’s intention, 

it is the reader who interprets the text in the light of his experiences, both literary and worldly. 

I could have used other sources to support my narrative. Similar ideas have been very prominent 

in twentieth-century literary theory, especially in (post)structuralism. An obvious example is 

Julia Kristeva’s concept of intertextuality, which descends directly from Bakhtin’s dialogism. 

I also could have referred to the dense and heterogeneous writings of Jacques Derrida. In short, 

Derrida’s critique of structuralist semantics through binary opposition can be brought back to 

his concept of différance; he retains the contrastive analysis (differ), but discards the binary 

opposition for an endless deferral of meaning (defer). The ‘interpreter’ in his search for a/the 

meaning compares the input he gets to his horizon of expectations and his intertextual web. 

Moreover, Derrida’s sloganesque claim that there is no outside the text – although often 

misinterpreted – implies that there are no boundaries to the context in the hermeneutical 

process. Put differently, Derrida claims that horizons of expectations know no boundaries. In 

literary theory this idea – that texts do not operate in a vacuum, but are connected – has meant 

                                                           
73 See ‘Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory’ (1970). 
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a resurgence of interest in literary relations and genre. More recent discussions of intertextuality 

are Matei Calinescu’s ‘Rewriting’ (1997) and Ulrich Broich’s ‘Intertextuality’(1997).74 

Calinescu uses terminology developed by Genette in Palimpsestes (1982). A key term in 

Genette’s reasoning is transtextualisation, i.e. ‘simple transformation (the way in which Joyce 

derives his Ulysses from the Odyssey) and imitation (which indicates the relationship between 

the Odyssey as a model and Virgil’s Aeneid)’ (Calinescu, 1997, p.243). Although Calinescu 

rightly feels that ‘rewriting in our time […] is by no means a monopoly of the postmoderns’ 

(247), there is a strong connection between intertextuality and postmodern literature. This 

connection is a direct result of the ‘pantextualist view of both literature and the world’ (245), 

which causes ‘a blurring of the distinction between language and reality, fiction and fact, 

thought and action’ (245). In this light authors are not offered a choice, as writing paradoxically 

has become a form of rewriting.  

Broich similarly positions postmodern intertextuality in a historical framework. 

Interestingly, however, for Broich the difference between postmodern and older forms of 

intertextuality lies in the fact that ‘it is they [i.e. postmoderns] who first coined and employed 

the term’ (Broich, 1997, p.250). Broich goes on to list these postmoderns and their concepts: 

Julia Kristeva’s ‘mosaic of quotations’, Roland Barthes’s ‘echo chamber’, Harold Bloom’s 

‘inter-text’ and Gérard Genette’s ‘palimpsest’(251).75 Although they have come up with 

different metaphors – one more radical than the other – they are all talking about the same thing, 

intertextuality. Broich’s most important merit is that he links intertextuality to other postmodern 

concepts – such as the death of the author, the emancipation of the reader, the end of mimesis, 

the self-referentiality of literature, pla(y)giarism, fragmentation and infinite regress (252) – and 

that he identifies deconstruction as the key difference between postmodern and older forms of 

intertextuality.  

Second, in addition to the shifting frame of reference, postmodern primary genre fiction 

differs from secondary genre fiction in its relation to reality. Whereas genre fiction – under the 

yoke of the realist dominant – used to confirm society’s metanarratives, postmodern genre 

fiction takes a critical stance, which was traditionally reserved for serious, realist fiction 

(Bertens and D’haen, 1988, p.88). The western’s cowboy protagonist turns out to be not as 

brave and strong, and the detective has to rely on luck rather than wits. These are but a few 

examples of how postmodern literature successfully subverts metanarratives, or master-codes. 

                                                           
74 Both essays are contributions to Bertens and Fokkema’s International Postmodernism (1997). 
75 Although these names and concepts have often been claimed by postmoderns, they are usually associated 
with structuralism and post-structuralism. 
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Postmodern texts do not subscribe to the master-code; they are double-coded. They display an 

awareness of their coded nature and they (ab)use this trait. The idea of double-coding was used 

by Charles Jencks (1986) in relation to postmodern architecture. Since then, it has been adapted 

to a number of other domains. In literary discussions, however, the term is often used somewhat 

misleadingly as it implies there are only two levels to a text. In Literary History, Modernism 

and Postmodernism (1984) Douwe Fokkema distinguishes five codes: a linguistic code, a 

literary code, a generic code, a period or group code and the idiolect of the author (8-11). 

Fokkema points out that five is an arbitrary number. Indeed, for example, regarding tendencies 

in contemporary literary studies, he could have added a gender or an ethnic code. But we can 

agree on the fact that texts are (multi-)coded and have to be decoded by the reader. A reader’s 

awareness of these codes thus influences his or her horizon of expectations. What is specific 

about postmodern literature, however, is that it undermines and subverts the codes it relies on, 

it indulges in its multiplicity and (ab)uses its codes. 

The two implications I have just discussed roughly coincide with respectively the 

poetical and the political attack of postmodernism. The change in the frame of reference 

exposes the codes the literary system uses to mask and convey metanarratives. The strategies 

of choice of postmodern texts are parody, satire and irony. Matei Calinescu offers a good 

summary of the Russian Formalist version of literary history as a ‘dual evolutionary scheme’ 

(1986, p.240) relying on parody, pastiche, satire and irony. The Russian Formalist version of 

literary evolution is not a story of ‘decorous progression’, but of a ‘succession of periodic 

revolts’. The Russian Formalists discard the teleological metanarrative and replace it with a 

new one, but what is most interesting is their ‘emphasis on such notions as defamiliarisation, 

violation of the norm, [and the] opposition between the classical “concealment of the device” 

and the modern “foregrounding of the device”’ (239). They consider parody as a way of 

foregrounding the device, a way of attacking the old and introducing the new. Although 

postmodernism is characterised by its ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’, it uses parody in a 

similar fashion: to foreground and to unmask not only the poetical devices, but also the politics 

they express. And, contrary to the modernist nostalgia for an idealised version of the past, 

‘postmodern artists and authors, when they eclectically resort to the styles and images of 

previous periods, do so without identifying with the metanarratives these elements previously 

implied. They are using them in a totally detached and self-conscious way, as building blocks 

for their own art, but without accepting the accompanying explanatory systems’ (222). The 

usage of the term building blocks does not imply a strict focus on form, nor do postmodern 

artists have to agree with ‘the accompanying explanatory systems’ when they ‘resort to the 
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styles and images of previous periods’. The postmodern borrowing of generic elements should 

be viewed in terms of Carolyn R. Miller’s (1984) definition of genre as a social action. 

Postmodern literature not only (ab)uses the formal aspect of genre, but also its substance and, 

more crucially, its function as a social action driven by a particular motive. Postmodern 

literature does not butcher its ancestry at random, it strategically uses its predecessors with a 

specific target in mind. This is why I do not agree with Jameson’s view of postmodern 

architecture – and by extension art – as ‘the random cannibalization of all the styles of the past, 

the play of random stylistic allusion’ [my emphasis] (2000, p.202).76 It is not random and, as I 

will show later on, postmodern literature strategically exploits genre fiction. It is because 

Jameson views postmodernism as ‘random cannibalization’ that he identifies pastiche instead 

of parody as its most important intertextual strategy. 

 
In this situation, parody finds itself without a vocation; it has lived, and that strange new thing pastiche 

slowly comes to take its place. Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar mask, speech in a dead 

language: but it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives, amputated 

of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the abnormal tongue you 

have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still exists. 

(Jameson, 2000, p.202) 

 

 

Pastiche is ‘neutral mimicry’ or ‘blank irony’, whereas parody is always used mockingly. 

Parody – and more specifically the postmodern kind, although Jameson does not acknowledge 

this – is ‘the imitation of a peculiar mask’ in order to foreground or unmask the device. Jameson 

is disturbed by the postmodern embrace of ‘this whole “degraded” landscape of schlock and 

kitsch, of TV series and Reader’s Digest culture, of advertising and motels, of the late show 

and the grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called paraliterature, with its airport paperback 

categories of the gothic and the romance, the popular biography, the murder mystery, and the 

science fiction or fantasy novel’ (1991, p.2). What concerns Jameson most of all is that 

postmodern authors ‘no longer simply “quote”, as a Joyce or a Mahler might have done, but 

incorporate [this degraded landscape] into their very substance’ (3). High-modernist ‘quoting’ 

implies an ironic distance towards the target text, a distance that is not maintained in the 

postmodern counterparts. I want to argue that postmodern parody adopts and adapts these 

generic masks – a term also used by Jameson – in order to subvert traditional poetics and their 

metanarratives. This makes parody a key strategy of postmodernism. It is not surprising then 

that the same Linda Hutcheon, who wrote A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988) and The Politics 

of Postmodernism (1989), is also responsible for A Theory of Parody (1985). What is surprising, 

                                                           
76 Mihály Szegedy-Maszák has voiced similar criticism in his article ‘Nonteleological Narration’ (1997). 
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however, is that although we have established that there is a clear link between postmodernism 

and parody, which can be considered a specific form of intertextuality, Hutcheon rarely 

mentions the term postmodernism in her study of parody.77 She describes her theoretical 

perspective as both formal and pragmatic – which is not unlike the perspective I have adopted 

for this chapter. She combines a structuralist/formalist analysis, which has great descriptive 

value, with a more pragmatic approach. Parody does not merely take place on the page, it is a 

pragmatic process of ‘trans-contextualization’ – adapting Genette’s transtextualisation – in 

which author, reader and context play an important role.  

 Hutcheon defines parody as ‘repetition with difference’ (1985, p.31). ‘A critical distance 

is implied between the backgrounded text being parodied and the new incorporating work, a 

distance usually signalled by irony’ (31-32). Although parody usually involves irony, this does 

not mean that parody serves to mock the target text. It can be used mockingly, but it need not 

be used this way. For Hutcheon, the past definitions of parody can be divided into two schools: 

on the one hand ‘the majority of theorists want to include humor or derision in the very 

definition of parody’, on the other hand there are theorists for whom ‘parody is a form of serious 

art criticism’ (51). Hutcheon resorts to a specific definition of ‘ethos’ to describe the pragmatic 

range of parody. Ethos is ‘the ruling intended response achieved by a literary text. The intention 

is inferred by the decoder from the text itself. In some ways, then, the ethos is the overlap 

between the encoded effect (as desired and intended by the producer of the text) and the decoded 

effect (as achieved by the decoder)’ (55).78 Irony, satire and parody all have a particular ethos. 

Hutcheon argues that irony and satire both have a negatively marked ethos, whereas parody is 

unmarked (58). This means that the pragmatic range of parody extends from a positively 

marked ethos over a neutrally to a negatively marked one and is not restricted to the latter, as 

is often argued to be the case. If parody is unmarked, how then can Hutcheon maintain her 

definition of parody as repetition with difference? Does difference not imply a departure from 

the past, from conventions and norms? If, in parody, the hypertext enters into a critical dialogue 

with the hypotext, does this dialogue not always lead to an adjustment, a de- or re-construction 

of past norms and conventions? Hutcheon draws a parallel between carnival and parody to 

explain her definition.   

                                                           
77 Note that Hutcheon’s A Theory of Parody predates her works on postmodernism and that A Theory of Parody 
was written just before postmodernism became a major object of study. The translation of Lyotard’s La 
Condition Postmoderne had only appeared one year earlier. 
78 Hutcheon claims she uses ethos much in the way it was defined by the Groupe µ. Her idea of ethos is closely 
related to Aristotle’s ‘pathos, that emotion with which the encoding speaker seeks to invest the decoding 
listener’ (1985, p.55). 
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The parodic text is granted a special license to transgress the limits of convention, but, as in the carnival, 

it can do so only temporarily and only within the controlled confines authorised by the text parodied – 

that is, quite simply, within the confines dictated by “recognisability”. […P]arody’s transgressions 

ultimately remain authorised – authorised by the very norm it seeks to subvert.  

(Hutcheon, 1985, p.75) 

 

 

According to Hutcheon, the potential of parody is encoded in the norms themselves. Parody is 

allowed by the system, a parodic text ‘is granted a special license to transgress the limits of 

convention’, because, ‘[e]ven in mocking, parody reinforces’. She even calls parody ‘the 

custodian of the artistic legacy’ (75). Hutcheon looks to postmodern architecture for proof that 

a custodian can take a revolutionary position.  

 I agree with Hutcheon insofar that parody need not be destructive. As long as the reader 

is able to spot the transgression, it does reinforce formal norms and conventions. I would like 

to argue, however, that postmodern parody can often be defined – adapting Hutcheon’s 

definition – as formal repetition with pragmatic difference. In this respect, my argument 

resembles the Formalist version of literary evolution. Parody, then, is considered the 

evolutionary strategy par excellence to refunctionalise conventions that are worn out, or 

narrative elements that have become mechanised. Unlike the Russian Formalists, however, I do 

not subscribe to a teleological view of literary history and I no more believe that parody has an 

ameliorative effect than I believe parody can only be destructive. The classical ideal of imitatio 

et aemulatio is part of an author’s poetics, it is not a mechanism that is built into literary history.  

 Having discussed the poetical consequences of the pragmatic range of parody, I would 

now like to turn my attention to the political consequences. As I have already mentioned, 

Hutcheon rightly assumes a pragmatic perspective. By relying on ethos to define the pragmatic 

range of parody, Hutcheon includes the reader into the hermeneutic process. For parody to 

‘work’ the readers have to be able and willing to decode the multiple levels of encryption. Their 

willingness depends on their subjective state of mind, and the knowledge needed for the 

decryption can be brought back to the following categories. If the potential of the parodic ethos 

is to be actualised, the reader has to possess linguistic and rhetorical or generic competences as 

well as ideological knowledge (94). Note that these categories correspond largely to the three 

levels that constitute Jauss’s horizon of expectations. However, they differ in two respects. A 

first, major difference lies in Hutcheon’s inclusion of the reader’s linguistic competence. Jauss 

presupposes this type of competence, while Hutcheon – following her postmodern, pragmatic 

approach – sees linguistic competence as the basis for decoding literary and non-literary speech 

acts. A second, minor difference concerns Jauss’s and Hutcheon’s word choice. Jauss resorted 
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to the purposefully vague ‘experience of life’ where Hutcheon talks about ideological 

knowledge. Hutcheon’s insistence on ideology can be linked to the postmodern idea that 

literature is ideologically coded; the traditional canon is the expression of DWEM-culture. I 

would like to argue that the pragmatic range of parody does not only apply to poetics, but also 

to politics. If a genre is parodied, its form – and the function that is performed through its form 

– is refunctionalised. And, if a genre’s functions – and its ethos, to use Hutcheon’s term – alters, 

can we still say it is the same genre? The question is whether you view form or pragmatics as 

the defining principle of a genre. Miller would argue that if a genre’s ethos changes, the genre 

itself has transformed and a new genre has come to exist. In Russian Formalist theories, 

however, such a case would be treated as a mutation of a genre. An example of such a generic 

shift will be discussed in the next section on the classical and the hard-boiled detective. 

 

 

3.3 The Postmodern Detective 

 

Before discussing the postmodern detective, I would first like to point out what you will not 

find in this section. There are a lot of formalist and structuralist studies of the detective genre 

available. Therefore, I will not go into the genesis of the detective genre, nor will I include an 

exhaustive formal analysis of the genre. Cawelti, amongst others, already produced a good 

formal analysis with insights into the functioning and the cultural psychology of the classical 

and the hard-boiled detective. More postmodern perspectives were adopted by – in no particular 

order – Stefano Tani (1984), Michael Holquist (1971), William Spanos (1972), Hans Bertens 

(1997), and Hans Bertens and Theo D’haen (2001). I will combine these studies with a more 

pragmatic approach, focusing not on the form, but on the pragmatic function or the social act 

that is performed through the postmodern detective.  

I have already discussed the demise of the traditional bourgeois realist novel in relation 

with a rising interest in so-called lowbrow genres under the influence of postmodernism. Some 

genres are better suited for a postmodern approach than others. It is no surprise, however, that 

the detective genre was the target of choice for many postmodern authors. ‘[W]hat the structural 

and philosophical presuppositions of myth and depth psychology were to Modernism (Mann, 

Joyce, Woolfe, etc.), the detective story is to Post-Modernism (Robbe-Grillet, Borges, 

Nabokov, etc.)’ (Holquist, 1973, p.136). All of the studies listed above identify the detective as 
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one of the prime targets of postmodern literature, but their choice is motivated by different 

reasons.79 

Holquist seeks to link the postmodern preference for the detective to the modernist 

dislike of the genre. He tries to build a narrative for postmodernism in the vein of ‘my enemy’s 

enemy is my ally’. 

 
Now, if, as such figures as Robbe-Grillet and Borges have been, you are interested in disestablishing the 

mythic and psychological tendencies of the tradition you are defining yourself against, what better way 

for doing so could recommend itself than that of exploiting what had already become the polar opposite 

of that tradition in its own time?  

(Holquist, 1973, p.136) 

 

 

Postmodern authors opted for the detective because it had been the polar opposite of 

modernism. For me this line of thought is unconvincing for at least two reasons. First, the 

golden age of detective fiction more or less coincides with modernism. Holquist attributes this 

peak in popularity to the detective genre’s reassuring function in an ‘increasingly unintelligible 

world’ (Holquist in Bertens, 1997, p.196). So, according to Holquist, ‘it is essentially the same 

group of intellectuals who is reading both [i.e. detective fiction and high modernist literature]’ 

(1973, 147). At the same time, however, he takes notice of a trend in the detective fiction of the 

1920s and 1930s. This trend is represented by Dorothy Sayers in Britain and Raymond Chandler 

in America, whose works, although very different in style, bear resemblance. ‘[T]he characters 

were more fully rounded, the settings more ordinary – or at least less formulaic – the plots less 

implausible. The detective is more human and so are the criminals and victims. You get, at least 

in the hard-boiled American school, something more like real blood, actual corpses instead of 

mere excuses for yet another demonstration of the detective’s superhuman skills’ (146). 

Following Holquist’s description, it seems that the detective entered what Joanna Russ 

described as the stage of Plausibility. I would not go so far as to venture that these plausible 

detective novels portended to be realistic, but they did come to resemble mainstream, highbrow 

literature more than their predecessors. Moreover, the complex characters that populated these 

detective novels were more in line with modernism’s interest in psychology. This leads me to 

believe that the detective did not stand in a rigorous antagonistic relationship with modernist 

literature (although it did have the comforting, reassuring function it had always had).  

                                                           
79 Although McHale does acknowledge that the ‘anti-detective story has proliferated in postmodern writing’ 
(McHale, 1992, p.151) he sees science fiction – generating ontological doubt – as the quintessential 
postmodern genre (cfr. my chapter on The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay). Recalling McHale’s 
observation that postmodernist literature deals with ontological issues, whilst modernist literature deals with 
epistemological issues, it is no surprise that he links postmodernism to science fiction, which by definition 
incorporates a futuristic ontology, and modernism to the detective. 
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Second, Holquist’s belief in the dialectic metanarrative of literary history – i.c. the 

succession of modernism by postmodernism – is not entirely justifiable. Yes, postmodernism – 

as the awkward term shows – has to be distinguished from modernism, but it also has to be 

distinguished from other movements, such as realism. I am not arguing that postmodernism is 

something entirely new – the deep-rooted sense of historicism and intertextuality are evidence 

that postmodernists themselves do not believe to be creating ex nihilo – but the postmodern 

incredulity towards metanarratives does set postmodernism apart. Although the modernist 

preference for myth and psychology certainly provided postmodernists with a target, I think the 

main reason why postmodernists embrace the detective lies elsewhere. The detective, more than 

any other literary form, symbolises rationality. Indeed, its entire function, its pragmatic ethos, 

is aimed at reassuring and (re-)establishing the rational order in the world.80 Therefore, I believe 

the postmodernists find in the (classical) detective an exponent of – in Jürgen Habermas’s terms 

– the project of Enlightenment, a metanarrative to which postmodernists object.  

In this sense I am more drawn to the historical framework that William Spanos builds 

around postmodern (detective) fiction. Let me start by saying that if Holquist’s definitions are 

too narrow, then Spanos’s definition of postmodern literature is too broad. At times Spanos’s 

concept of postmodern literature is virtually an extension of modernism and the reason for this 

can be traced in his description of the postmodern condition.81 For Spanos the postmodern 

condition is actually a form of late existentialism. Relying on Heidegger’s and Kierkegaard’s 

concepts of dread and fear – respectively Angst and Furcht – Spanos offers a convincing portrait 

of the postmodern condition (1972, p.148-149). Fear is directed towards an object, it can be 

faced, analysed, attacked and endured. Dread on the other hand does not have an object, it is 

the result of our existential condition of ‘having nothing to hold on to’. In our postmodern age, 

this dread can be linked to Lyotard’s critique of all metanarratives – religion, enlightenment’s 

ratio, or modernist’s psychology and myth. Postmodernists are not the first ones to have stories 

end badly, they are not the first ones to break down a paradigm’s safety net, but they are the 

                                                           
80 Note that – for the sake of my argument – I am presenting a rather simplistic image of the detective. I am not 
claiming that the restoration of the rational and social order implies a ‘happy end’. On the contrary, if in most 
British Golden Age detective fiction this restoration was unproblematic (e.g. Agatha Christie’s Poirot and Miss 
Marple), in American hard-boiled detective fiction the detective is often left unsatisfied, even bitter (e.g. 
Dashiel Hammett’s Sam Spade or Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe). Moreover, in (some) hard-boiled 
detective fiction the protagonist solves the crime by relying on his unwavering moral compass rather than his 
quick wits. In this type of fiction the re-establishment of the order is moral and social in nature, rather than 
rational. This type of detective fiction seems to support a different metanarrative, a metanarrative that is as old 
as American society itself and goes back to the Puritan idea that you get what you deserve.  
81 There are critics that uphold the view that postmodernism is an extension of modernism, but Spanos is not 
one of them, even if his working definition at times seems to suggest it.  
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first to claim that the idea of the metanarrative itself should be distrusted; that the safety net is 

merely a figment of our collective imagination. This has often been a point of criticism directed 

against postmodernism – it destroys, takes away security, without giving anything in return – 

and yet this is the ungrateful task that lies on the shoulders of postmodern authors. Spanos puts 

it even more poetically: 

 
[T]he postmodern anti-literature of the absurd exists to strip its audience of positivized fugitives of their 

protective garments of rational explanation and leave them standing naked and unaccommodated – poor, 

bare, forked animals – before the encroaching Nothingness.  

(Spanos, 1972, p.157) 

 

The most immediate task, therefore, in which the contemporary writer must engage himself – it is, to 

borrow a phrase ungratefully from Yeats, the most difficult task not impossible – is that of undermining 

the detective-like expectations of the positivistic mind, of unhoming Western man, by evoking rather than 

purging pity and terror – anxiety. 

(Spanos, 1972, p.167) 

 

 

Cawelti does not extensively deal with anti-detectives, but his view of the classical detective’s 

pragmatic function resembles Spanos’s. He too connects the rise of the detective to the fall of 

the religious metanarrative, but his analysis of the consequences of this paradigm shift – to use 

Thomas Kuhn’s term (1970), albeit in another context – is different. Spanos offers a description 

of a condition humaine, his description is more philosophical and poetic. Cawelti, on the other 

hand, analyses the situation from a sociological angle as he replaces existentialist dread with 

middle-class doubt and guilt. As the religious metanarrative lost its authority, people had to 

look elsewhere for absolution, guidance and reassurance.  

 
Once the force of the church and nobility had been weakened beyond the possibility of restoration, even 

in literary fantasy, the middle class encountered two new threats: the political emergence of the lower 

classes, and a new concern with psychological urges toward aggression and sexuality that were in sharp 

conflict with the ideal of the family circle.  

(Cawelti, 1976, p.102) 

 

 

The ethos of individualism, the ideal of the family circle and scientific rationalism took 

religion’s place and the classical detective was one of the tools that reinforced this new 

metanarrative. Its middle-class readers were consumed by the two contrastive forces that 

defined them: confidence and guilt. On the one hand, they were confident in their attempts to 

rise on the social ladder and to improve their (families’) social situation. On the other hand, 

their ambition often led to the traditional high-class positions, that had been denied to them in 

the past. It was not unusual, for example, for successful middle-class families to buy a country 

house, to adopt an aristocratic lifestyle and to move in the circles they had been excluded from 

in the past. This betrayal of their non-aristocratic background led to guilt. The classical detective 
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story was one way to rid them of this guilt as it ‘affirmed that crime was strictly a matter of 

individual motivations and thus reaffirmed the validity of the existing social order’ and it 

‘enabled readers to entertain some very powerful latent feelings generated by the repressiveness 

of the family circle by treating in fantasy a domestic murder, but in such a way as to negate any 

feelings of implication or guilt on the part of the reader’. Although some of Cawelti’s claims 

seem a little exaggerated, I find his basic line of thought – the connection between the rising 

detective story and the growing middle class – plausible.  

Spanos’s poetical description of postmodern anti-literature is also very similar to 

Holquist’s metaphysical detective story. Although Holquist’s version of twentieth-century 

literary history is too simplistic – largely due to his overly restrictive definitions of modernism 

and detective fiction – I do find his version of the postmodern detective novel, which he calls 

the metaphysical detective story, convincing as it resembles Spanos’s line of thought (bar the 

existentialist surplus). Holquist also realises that the metaphysical detective has lost its 

‘narcotizing effects’, which have been replaced by strangeness and disturbance. The 

metaphysical detective leaves the reader – to use Spanos’s words – ‘naked and 

unaccommodated’. 

 
Like Poe, Robbe-Grillet and Borges have a deep sense of the chaos of the world, but unlike Poe, they 

cannot assuage that sense by turning to the mechanical certainty, the hyper-logic of the classical detective 

story. […] Thus the metaphysical detective story does not have the narcotizing effect of its progenitor; 

instead of familiarity, it gives strangeness, a strangeness which more often than not is the result of 

jumbling the well-known patterns of classical detective stories. Instead of reassuring, they disturb. They 

are not an escape, but an attack.  

(Holquist, 1973, p.155) 

 

 

In his discussion of Robbe-Grillet and Borges, two early practitioners of the postmodern 

detective, Holquist elaborates on the pragmatic function of the postmodern detective. A 

classical detective author creates a text to reassure the reader and to provide comfort. This 

‘happy end’ at least partially explains the huge popularity of the genre. Bad things happen, but 

in the end the good and reason – a moralising tandem – prevail. Whereas Poe reassures his 

readers, Robbe-Grillet and Borges are unwilling and unable to do so. Their postmodern 

detectives fail to restore order and it is precisely their detectives’ failure that is even more 

disturbing. In the metaphysical detective story, the detective, ‘the instrument of pure logic, able 

to triumph because he alone in a world of credulous men, holds to the Scholastic principle of 

adequatio rei et intellectus, the adequation of mind to things’ (141), fails and his failure is a 
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cause for despair, because it leaves the reader stripped naked from his ‘protective garments of 

rational explanation’, ‘before the encroaching Nothingness’.82 

Two remarks are in place here. First, Spanos and Holquist are rather vague about the 

many shapes and forms the despair resulting from the failing detective can take. Second, it is 

unclear how this emotion is generated. There are multiple ways for postmodern literature to 

achieve despair. No doubt both remarks are at least partially due to their articles’ spatial 

limitations, but a good range of the postmodern potential to create despair can be found in 

Stefano Tani’s The Doomed Detective, a book-length study devoted to the anti-detective. 

According to Tani, there are three essential ingredients to the detective genre: the detective, the 

process of detection, and the solution, next to a range of important yet non-essential elements, 

such as a mystery and a delay of the solution (1984, p.41). Tani distinguishes between three 

types of anti-detectives – innovative, deconstructive and metafictional – on the basis of the way 

they treat the (non)solution. ‘All the other elements must seem apparently unchanged so that 

the fiction at the beginning can be identified by the reader as a detective novel and reveal itself 

as a negation of the genre only at the end’ (42). Before going into Tani’s classification I would 

like to point out two things. First, Tani’s genre concept is – similar to Cawelti’s – basically a 

formal classification, but it has pragmatic potential, despite its theoretical premise. Tani’s three 

types of anti-detectives are all named after their function. Second, although Tani’s classification 

is useful, it is too restrictive as it only allows for a classification on the basis of the 

(non)solution, ‘all the other elements must seem apparently unchanged’. Umberto Eco’s The 

Name of the Rose (1983) is a postmodern detective, not because of its solution, which is not 

wholly unsatisfactory, but because of the way the detective arrives at his solution. William of 

Baskerville solves the mystery, not by relying on his rational powers, but through luck. 

Therefore, there is something wrong with the process of detection rather than with the solution 

itself. Other examples can easily be found – just consider Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy 

(1990) – but I will not go into this any further as locating the innovative, deconstructive or 

metafictional source is only relevant from a formal perspective and I have adopted a pragmatic 

focus. 

The innovative anti-detective story contains a solution which is ‘partially unrewarding’ 

because ‘rationality (solution) and humanity (justice) do not coincide’ (52). The rules of the 

genre are bent and twisted – expressing doubt concerning the validity of the genre’s rules – but 

                                                           
82 Holquist’s article only pertains to classical detective fiction; besides a brief reference, it leaves hard-boiled 
detective fiction out of the equation. 
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ultimately they are not subverted. In the deconstructive anti-detective story the detective is 

‘unable to impose a meaning, an interpretation on the outside occurrences he is asked, as a 

sleuth, to solve and interpret’ (76). The detective must admit defeat and ‘accept the mystery’. 

‘In deconstructive anti-detective fiction, justice is not even an issue any more, since there is no 

solution’ (78). The metafictional anti-detective stories ‘belong only in a general way to anti-

detective fiction. […] By now the detective is the reader who has to make sense out of an 

unfinished fiction that has been distorted or cut short by a playful and perverse “criminal,” the 

writer. Thus detective, criminal, and detection are no longer within the fiction, but outside it’ 

(113). I find Tani’s usage of the term metafiction confusing as he seems to have in mind only a 

small subset of metafictional detective stories. I call every detective story that reflects on its 

own nature metafictional, regardless of whether it questions its identity as a piece of fiction in 

general, or a detective story more specifically. 

In short, Tani’s three categories are actually formal or technical variations of the same 

pragmatic function or social act, which he defines in a similar fashion as Spanos. He describes 

the transition from modernism to postmodernism in terms of the ‘inadequate and worn out 

(automatized)’ symbolism being replaced by the ‘existentialism, the dramatization of a human 

condition refusing any system or telos’. And it is precisely this rejection of any system or telos 

that ‘became the new “opposite constructive principle” behind postmodernism’ (39). 

‘Postmodernism’s new awareness is the absence of a finality, a solution’ (40). Postmodern anti-

fiction then is the dramatisation of a human condition refusing any consolatory metanarrative. 

Note that Tani uses the concept of literary evolution as formulated by Russian 

Formalism. A concept which describes literature in terms of formal categories and devices, and 

not – as I have repeatedly proposed – in terms of pragmatic functions. Moreover, Tani’s analysis 

of literary evolution is almost entirely intra-literary. The anti-detective’s reaction to the 

classical/hard-boiled detective is attributed to the postmodern sense of the ‘inadequacy of the 

by then worn out stress on solution in the detective novel and the necessity for a change 

reflecting the wider alterations taking place in the cultural climate of the twentieth century, the 

passage from modernism to postmodernism’ (38). I would like to argue that the postmodern 

anti-detective reacts against the pragmatic function of the detective and that this reaction results 

in a parodic subversion of the form. The attack, however, is primarily oriented towards the 

detective genre as social action, not its form.  

Hans Bertens, following McHale’s definition of postmodernism, has a different 

objection to Tani’s classification. He claims that the ‘anti-detectives that Holquist, Spanos, and 

Tani discuss are clearly dominated by epistemological efforts even if those efforts turn out to 
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be fruitless’ (1997, p.198-199). So, postmodernism does not have a monopoly over anti-

detective fiction, as Holquist, Spanos and Tani seem to claim. In all fairness, the fact that their 

definition of anti-detective fiction covers a number of what Bertens rightfully calls modernist 

texts is due to their broader definition of postmodernism, more than to their definition of the 

anti-detective. I agree with Bertens insofar that the detective is, thanks to its original pragmatic 

function, more concerned with epistemological issues than ontological ones. But, because the 

radical epistemological crisis cuts so deep, the implications stretch beyond epistemology into 

the domain of ontology. The postmodern nonsolution leaves the reader ‘naked before the 

encroaching Nothingness’, without a metanarrative to protect him. Therefore, I will still call 

these anti-detectives that bring about extreme epistemological doubt postmodern. I do 

understand Bertens’s need for nuance; Bertens places these texts somewhere between (late) 

modernism and postmodernism in order to distinguish between them and purely postmodern 

anti-detectives, such as Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy (1990) and Gilbert Sorrentino’s 

Mulligan Stew (1980). 

 

 

3.3.1 Michael Chabon and the Postmodern Detective 

 

As I have argued above, all too often a functional approach to genre fiction is considered a by-

product of a formal analysis. The conscientious literary critic who extensively displays the 

literary devices applied in a text and then continues to briefly discuss the function of these 

devices, is doomed to fail as such an approach lacks focus. Therefore, I would like to suggest 

that a pragmatic focus may be more useful in such a case. The literary critic tries to determine 

the social action the text or genre fulfils before trying to determine which literary devices are 

constitutive to this social action. I am not suggesting that the traditional perspective should be 

abandoned, I am pointing out that there is a choice and that each choice has its merits. For my 

analysis of Chabon’s The Final Solution (2004) and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union (2007) I 

have opted for a pragmatic focus as I will try to determine their communicative goal. Formal 

elements are only important insofar that they corroborate my claims about the novels’ 

communicative goals.  

In respectively 2004 and 2007 Michael Chabon wrote The Final Solution and The 

Yiddish Policemen’s Union, two novels that will serve to exemplify the theoretical framework 

I have eclectically composed. These were not Chabon’s first attempts at genre fiction. He 
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adopted the comic book genre in The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay, the fantastical 

adventure story in Gentlemen of the Road (2007), the gothic horror story in ‘In the Black Mill’ 

(1997), the science fiction story in ‘The Martian Agent’ (2003), to name but a few of the most 

obvious examples. Even more interestingly, Chabon has taken up the defence of genre fiction. 

Therefore, I will briefly outline Chabon’s poetical position on genre fiction before analysing 

his novels.  

 

 

3.3.1.1 Michael Chabon’s Poetics 

 

Chabon’s defence is perhaps most eloquently phrased in his essay ‘Trickster in a Suit of Lights’ 

(2008). The fact that Chabon feels the need to defend the use of genre fiction is evidence that a 

lot of readers, writers and critics still are of the opinion that there is a gap that divides high- 

from lowbrow literature, genre fiction being part of the latter, not the former. Chabon argues 

that ‘“genre” absorbed the final stain of entertainment’ (7). He arrives at this conclusion through 

his observation that entertainment is measured by the amount of pleasure it can offer. And 

pleasure is ‘unreliable and transient’, ‘its benefits do not endure’ (4). ‘Yet entertainment – as 

[he] define[s] it, pleasure and all – remains the only sure thing we have of bridging, or at least 

of feeling as if we have bridged, the gulf of consciousness that separates each of us from 

everyone else’ (5). In order to achieve pleasure through literature, it would be foolish for writers 

to restrict themselves to the dominant, realist, psychological literature. Yet, this is what has 

happened. 

 
Imagine that, sometime about 1950, it had been decided, collectively, informally, a little at a time, but 

with finality, to proscribe every kind of novel but the nurse romance from the canon of the future. […] I 

do believe that from this bizarre decision, in this theoretical America, a dozen or more authentic 

masterpieces would have emerged. Thomas Pynchon’s Blitz Nurse, for example, and Cynthia Ozick’s 

Ruth Puttersmesser …  

(Chabon, 2008, p.5-6) 

 

 

You only have to substitute the nurse romance for the realist, psychological novel in order to 

turn Chabon’s joke into a highbrow reality. This restriction has to do with status, not with any 

inherent characteristic of genre fiction itself. Looking back at literary history – ‘before we all 

made that fateful and perverse decision’ (6) – it quickly becomes clear that popular genres ‘have 

rich traditions in America, reaching straight back to Poe and Hawthorne’ (6). What Chabon 

thus describes is the result of an evolutionary process of literary stratification. Chabon’s 

argument does not differ that much from Bertens and D’haen’s version of the historical struggle 
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between serious, bourgeois, realist, psychological fiction and genre fiction. The repositioning 

of a particular strand of genre fiction in the literary centre has two implications: on the one hand 

– concerning poetics – these pieces of highbrow genre fiction have a generic frame of reference, 

effectively exposing the ‘literariness’ of literary texts; on the other hand – concerning politics 

– this new strand of genre fiction is critical towards traditional, self-absorbed highbrow 

literature and grand narratives.  

Chabon’s essay does not deal with postmodern politics, but – although he does not 

mention the term – it does display his postmodern poetical attitude towards genre. 

 
A genre implies a set of conventions – a formula – and conventions imply limitations (the argument goes), 

and therefore no genre work can ever rise to the masterful heights of true literature, free (it is to be 

supposed) of all formulas and templates.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.8) 

 

 

His interjection – ‘it is to be supposed’ – betrays that Chabon does not agree with this particular 

definition of genre because it reinforces the distinction between serious, realist fiction and so-

called pulp genre fiction. This traditional genre concept conveniently does not mention ‘that 

the genre known (more precisely than any other) as “literary fiction” has rules, conventions, 

and formulas of its own’ (10). It is at this point that Chabon’s postmodern poetics are most 

clearly staked out.  

 
Many of the finest “genre writers” working today […] derive their power and their entertainment value 

from a fruitful self-consciousness about the conventions of their chosen genre, a heightened awareness of 

its history, of the cycle of innovation, exhaustion, and replenishment. When it comes to conventions, their 

central impulse is not to flout or to follow them but, flouting or following, to play.  

(Chabon, 2008, p.10) 

 

 

Chabon does not subscribe to the notion that generic conventions restrict the auctorial genius. 

On the contrary, (postmodern) authors ‘derive equivalent power and capacity to delight from 

flouting, mocking, inverting, manhandling, from breaking or ignoring the rules’ (11). Thus, 

rules become factors that shape the playing field and whenever the playing field has been 

exhausted a cycle of replenishment and innovation is started. Note that Chabon – using Barth’s 

(1982) terminology – places himself in a cyclical history, whereas I would like to stress that the 

peculiar combination of techniques, devices and themes sets postmodern literature apart from 

every other literary movement.  

Chabon describes the role of the (postmodern) author in terms of the trickster, an image 

he borrows from Lewis Hyde’s Trickster Makes this World (1998). Hyde traces the figure of 

the trickster through the mythologies of different cultures. ‘Trickster is the stealer of fire, the 
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maker of mischief, teller of lies, bringer of trouble, upset, and, above all, random change. And 

all around the world – think of Robert Johnson selling his soul – Trickster is always associated 

with borders, no man’s land, with crossroads and intersections’ (Chabon, 2009, p.12). Chabon 

sees himself, but likewise and more importantly the most interesting writers of the past seventy-

five years, as tricksters. Inversion and transgression are key features of these writers, who sound 

a lot like what I have called postmodern writers of anti-fiction.  

 

 

3.4 An Analysis of The Final Solution 

 

Up till this point I have been talking about Chabon’s detective novels indiscriminately. They 

are, however, more distinct than the label suggests. The Final Solution is Chabon’s postmodern 

take on the classic detective, whereas The Yiddish Policemen’s Union is a postmodern version 

of the hard-boiled detective. I will show that, although they have essentially a comparable 

pragmatic function, the way they achieve this effect is quite different. Therefore, I will deal 

with each novel separately, before formulating some conclusive remarks. 

The Final Solution pays tribute to Sherlock Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle's ratiocinative 

detective. Its title echoes Doyle's 'The Final Problem' (1894) and recalls its detective 

predecessors.83,84 Chabon creates an intertextual dialogue with the canonical ratiocinative 

stories of A.C. Doyle, but he is not the first to do so. In 1974, for example, Nicholas Meyer 

wrote The Seven-Per-Cent Solution, a pastiche of a Sherlock Holmes story. In order to discuss 

the pragmatic function of the anti-classic detective, i.c. The Final Solution, let us briefly recall 

the function of the classic detective genre. The classic detective is (re)assuring in its restoration 

of order. The chaotic world that penetrates the tranquillity of the locked room, the walled abbey 

or the deserted college is rationalised and the culprit is brought to justice by the detached 

detective. The classic detective upholds a specific set of values, the most important one being 

rationality. Ratio enables the detective to solve his puzzle and I use the term puzzle deliberately 

as the ratiocinative detective is more concerned with puzzle-solving than justice. This explains 

why classic detectives are often detached characters; they are not really involved and they 

                                                           
83 In 'The Final Problem' the legendary detective falls to his death after struggling with Dr. Moriarty at the top 
of the Reichenbach Falls. Due to general protest and the need for money, Doyle revived his detective for 
another series of stories. It looks like Chabon revives a very similar detective who ironically is in the last stage 
of his life. 
84 The edition I am referring to does not mention A.C. Doyle's name, but a later edition does include Doyle's 
name on the acknowledgments page. 
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cannot – or are unwilling to – relate to the victim. This is why Holquist claims that ‘Holmes is 

less a detective than a mathematician; he is his function’ (1971, p.143). Thus, the reader is not 

invited to emotionally identify with the protagonist, but he is – having (subconsciously) 

witnessed the fall of the religious metanarrative – involved on a higher level. As religion can 

no longer take away the existential dread or the middle-class guilt he is experiencing, he has 

taken to a new metanarrative, one of rationalisation. 

The pragmatic function of The Final Solution is one of deconstruction. The text does 

not want to offer solace to its reader, it sets out to do exactly the opposite. From the very 

beginning, the reader’s illusions are shattered as the hero of detection is presented as a decrepit 

old man who, despite flashes of brilliance, questions his own abilities. Observing the crime 

scene, the nameless hero ‘saw a number of familiar objects and entities set about on an expanse 

of green as if arranged to a desired effect or inferable purpose, like counters or chessmen in 

some kingly recreation. Regarding them the old man experienced a moment of vertiginous 

horror during which he could neither reckon their number nor recall their names or purposes’ 

(Chabon, 2004, p.37). Even he ‘who had once made his fortune and his reputation through a 

long and brilliant series of extrapolations from unlikely groupings of facts’ (8) must eventually 

succumb to time. Ultimately even he cannot escape the great leveller and, as he feels time 

marching on, he experiences dread, which cannot be rationalised. If, as Holquist claims, the 

classic detective hero ‘is his function’, what then happens if he is no longer able to perform that 

function? Then, the mystery remains unsolved and order is not restored, resulting in chaos. In 

The Final Solution the protagonist – and the reader through him – is confronted with a number 

of mysteries. One of these mysteries arrives in the form of a mute, Jewish, German boy who 

wanders along the detective’s house with a prolix parrot on his shoulder. This enigmatic duo’s 

identity, together with the mysterious code the parrot keeps repeating, consisting of a series of 

German numbers, pose the first two mysteries. On a superficial level, however, the story 

revolves around a murder investigation and the detective’s attempt to retrieve the parrot, which 

went missing the night of the murder. Although the murder is solved and the parrot found, the 

detective – and the reader – is left unsatisfied because he cannot crack the parrot’s code.85 

 

                                                           
85 Chabon’s The Final Solution is intertextually linked to Julian Barnes’s Flaubert’s Parrot (1985), a novel that 
makes hay of a putative amateur reader/biographer of Flaubert’s to find the stuffed parrot that sat on 
Flaubert’s desk while the latter was writing ‘Un Coeur Simple’ (1877), but which ends up revealing the futility of 
the quest, as it is impossible to determine which one of the many parrots that are claimed to have been 
Flaubert’s is the real one, just as it is impossible to ‘really’ determine who Flaubert ‘really’ was. Both Chabon’s 
and Barnes’s ‘detective’ go on a ‘meaningless’ quest looking for a mysterious parrot. 
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It was not, heaven knew, a familiar or comfortable admission for the old man to make. The application of 

creative intelligence to a problem, the finding of a solution at once dogged, elegant, and wild, this had 

always seemed to him to be the essential business of human beings – the discovery of sense and causality 

amid the false leads, the noise, the trackless brambles of life. And yet he had always been haunted – had 

he not? – by the knowledge that there were men, lunatic cryptographers, mad detectives, who squandered 

their brilliance and sanity in decoding and interpreting the messages in cloud formations, in the letters of 

the Bible recombined, in the spots on the butterflies’ wings. One might, perhaps, conclude from the 

existence of such men that meaning dwelled solely in the mind of the analyst. That it was the insoluble 

problems – the false leads and the cold cases – that reflected the true nature of things. That all the apparent 

significance and pattern had no more intrinsic sense than the chatter of an African grey parrot.  

(Chabon, 2004, p.125) 

 

 

The protagonist’s failure to perform his function not only strips him of his raison d’être, it also 

makes him lose faith in what he always believed in. He – and the reader with him – realises the 

universe is governed by chaos and order exists only in the cryptographer’s head. Moreover, the 

dread he experiences is not only brought about by his personal crisis, but also by the horrors he 

is surrounded by. Paradoxically, the tension is sky-high precisely because of the absence of 

horrific scenes. The Holocaust is lurking in the shadows of the pages and there is no 

metanarrative to shield detective nor reader.86 The numbers the parrot keeps repeating hold 

everyone under their spell, but no-one is able to crack the code. There are, however, multiple 

hypotheses. One less honourable character assumes the parrot has memorized bank numbers. 

The detective on the other hand is offered a different explanation. A colonel explains to him 

that the boy is the son of Dr Julius Steinman, a notable, Jewish physician, specialised in 

psychiatry, who lived in Berlin. The Steinmans were (initially) spared from deportation because 

Dr Steinman helped some high-ranking figure in the Third Reich who was suffering from 

nightmares. The parrot, ‘with all the stealth and craft his breed is known for, proceeded to 

commit to memory the cipher keys for the Kriegsmarine’ (71-72). The colonel’s version, which 

the detective seems to buy, appears to be incorrect as the story’s climax is focalised through the 

parrot, who refers to the code as ‘the train song’. The bird can repeat the song, but his 

understanding of the code is limited to the song’s name. Only on the very last page is the reader 

offered some insight through dramatic irony.  

                                                           
86 Anna Richardson (2010) reads The Final Solution as both a detective story and a Holocaust narrative, the 
latter being as much a formalised genre as the former, she argues. Chabon combines these genres because 
they are bound by their ‘overarching quest for knowledge’ (161). Although this generic combination could 
(hypothetically) turn into an attempt to engage ‘with the traumatic impact of the Holocaust through narrative 
structures that echo the consolatory effect of crime fiction’ (162), The Final Solution does not offer any kind of 
consolation. ‘Chabon’s departure from the conventions of genre further problematizes the relationship 
between mystery fiction and Holocaust narrative, implying as it does that one cannot impose a resolution upon 
such a culturally complex event’ (164). Even though Richardson does not rely on a postmodern theoretical 
framework, she too recognises Chabon’s (ab)use of the detective genre resulting in a postmodern anti-
detective story.  
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A train was passing through the station, a freight, a military transport, its cars painted dull grey-green, 

carrying shells and hams and coffins to stock the busy depots of the European war. The boy looked up as 

it tottered past, slowing but not coming to a stop. He watched the cars, his eyes flicking from left to right 

as if reading them go by. 

‘Sieben zwei eins vier drei,’ the boy whispered, with the slightest hint of a lisp. ‘Sieben acht vier vier 

fünf.’ 

Then the parrot, startled perhaps by the clamour of the passing train, flew up into the rafters of the station 

roof, where, in flawless mockery of the voice of a woman whom none of them would ever meet or see 

again, it began, very sweetly, to sing. 

(Chabon, 2004, p.27) 

 

 

The only character who knows the code is the boy, but he is unwilling and/or unable to explain 

it (although he is not mute as was assumed until the last page). So, the only one who has a real 

chance of unravelling the code is the reader, but the solution does not offer him any solace as 

it opens up the horrors of World War II. The code appears to consist of a list of all the boxcars 

the boy and the parrot witnessed leaving Berlin, taking away the boy’s family, friends, and 

people. The train song is his speech act and it is the only way he has of coping with his situation, 

but it does not contain a solution. And that is the irony encapsulated in the title: The Final 

Solution does not offer a solution, let alone a final one. At the end of the story the reader is left 

alone, without a metanarrative to shield him, facing the inconceivable, yet real atrocities, the 

consequences of die Endlösung, the ‘real’ final solution.87 The fictional world of the story turns 

real and bitter in the reader’s mouth, as another world – the fictional ‘real’ – seeps in through 

the parrot’s code.  

McHale observed a similar situation in The Name of the Rose. 

 
Different languages, different registers of the same language, different discourses each construct the 

world differently; in effect, they each construct different worlds. This is a hypothesis of twentieth-century 

reflections on language which may be traced, with varying emphases and intonations, through Baxtin and 

Wittgenstein and Benjamin Lee Whorf to Berger and Luckmann and Michel Foucault and beyond (see 

McHale 1987: 162-175). If we accept this hypothesis, it follows that to juxtapose or superimpose different 

languages, registers, or discourses is to place different, perhaps incommensurable worlds in tense 

confrontation.   

(McHale, 1992, p.153-154) 

 

 

                                                           
87 These atrocities may not be as inconceivable as I make them appear. In Gert Buelens and Stef Craps’s (2011) 
reading of The Final Solution, the Holocaust is stripped from its ‘privileged’ position. Buelens and Craps claim 
that ‘rather than being a bizarre or aberrant episode in modern history, the Holocaust is an integral part of that 
history, as genocide lies at the heart of Western modernity’ (580). Chabon’s novel thus suggests ‘a measure of 
continuity rather than absolute discontinuity between the Holocaust and other modern atrocities’ and Nazism 
can be seen as ‘colonialism revisited on Europe’ (581). Although the post-colonial perspective taken by Buelens 
and Craps offers an interesting view of The Final Solution as a ‘critical narrative of modernity’ (581), I have 
opted for a different approach as I want to show how Chabon’s novel is a postmodern deconstruction of the 
detective genre. In a way, both their and my analysis portrays The Final Solution as a postmodern critique of 
the modern, project of Enlightenment, but we have focused on different consequences; Buelens and Craps 
focus on the politics, whereas my reading is largely concerned with poetics. 
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The parrot’s code is an example of another language that constructs a different world, a world 

which is placed in tense confrontation with the detective’s world. The inability of the characters 

to decipher the code in order to get a glimpse of this other world only adds to the tension. A 

threatening universe lurks in the shadows, but none of the characters can truly understand the 

extent of the horror that is surrounding them. The reader, however, having the advantage of 

hindsight, realises only too well what darkness is surrounding the characters, which makes the 

police and the detective’s inquiries after a lost parrot appear absurd. There is no comforting 

solution, yet the reader observes characters running around as if there were.   

It is hard to classify The Final Solution according to Tani’s three types of anti-detectives 

as it bears characteristics of all three types. The ‘otherworldly’ intrusion of the parrot’s code 

draws the reader into the story, which leads me to call it a metafictional detective, although it 

also clearly is a deconstructive anti-detective because of the blatant absence of a real solution 

and it is also an innovative anti-detective because of the parodic nature of the text. The Final 

Solution contains a number of intertextual echoes of classic detective fiction. The detective 

hero’s illustrious past, the fact that he has taken up beekeeping, his behaviour, the references to 

his past cases and the story’s title all point to the detective’s true identity, namely Sherlock 

Holmes. Even though The Final Solution echoes a great deal of characteristics of classic 

detective fiction, there are differences as well, not in the least the absence of a real solution. 

There is little discussion, however, whether The Final Solution is a parody; the more pressing 

question is to what effect did Chabon parody A.C. Doyle’s stories? Or, in Hutcheon’s 

terminology, what is the ethos of The Final Solution? Its parody is not negatively marked as it 

does not mock A.C. Doyle’s prose. If anything The Final Solution is a tribute to the canonical 

Sherlock Holmes stories. However, the positive parodic ethos is combined with a negative 

satirical ethos. Satire, ‘which is extramural (social, moral) in its ameliorative aim to hold up to 

ridicule the vices and follies of mankind, with an eye to their correction’ (Hutcheon, 1985, 

p.43), arises as a direct result of the confrontation between the two worlds. Chabon launches an 

attack on the paradigm that governs the classic detective’s and its readers’ universe. The Final 

Solution is satirical in its deconstruction of the rational metanarrative as it is adamant to show 

this metanarrative’s failure in the face of the greatest crisis western civilisation has witnessed. 
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3.5 An Analysis of The Yiddish Policemen’s Union 

 

The hard-boiled detective has a similar yet very distinct pragmatic function. In the hard-boiled 

detective order is restored, but the means it uses to do so are very different from classic 

detectives. The hard-boiled detective no longer promotes rationality, which has been replaced 

by a moral code. This moral code – in some respects – resembles the chivalric code. In fact, the 

hard-boiled detective’s function is not unlike that of the chivalric story. The protagonist is not 

driven by fame or materialistic rewards. He rejects female temptation and protects the weak. 

He endures hardships; he is strong yet at times vulnerable. But what defines him above all is 

his unwavering moral compass. The hard-boiled detective is not untouchable and it is precisely 

because of his characteristic imperfections that the reader is invited to identify with him. It is 

not a coincidence that the hard-boiled detective often narrates the story himself, eliminating 

another barrier that might deter the willing suspension of disbelief. The ethos of the hard-boiled 

detective is to present a basic moral code as a model to the reader – to project this moral code 

on to the reader, as it were. The hard-boiled detective is a role model because of his unwavering 

dedication to his moral code, even – and especially – if his moral code conflicts with corrupt 

high society. The protagonist in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, Meyer Landsman, embodies 

these ideals, but the novel’s pragmatic function is not reassuring, as order is not really restored 

and corruption is not dealt with. The moral code does not offer a solution and the detective hero 

fails to set things straight.  

Although the pessimistic world view of the protagonist – or better, the realistic 

perspective of a corrupt world – is also characteristic of the traditional hard-boiled detective, it 

does not resemble the fatalistic tone of The Yiddish Policemen’s Union. In spite of his 

pessimistic perspective the traditional hard-boiled detective is able to restore order by following 

his moral compass. Meyer Landsman, however, is unable to do so. This is why I am arguing 

that The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’s pragmatic function is to demonstrate the failure of 

metanarratives. The detective is doomed to fail. Just as The Final Solution succeeded in 

combining the ratiocinative detective story with the Jewish situation during World War II, The 

Yiddish Policemen’s Union links the hard-boiled detective story to a number of core concepts 

of the (historical) Jewish metanarrative. The Jewish metanarrative is defined by hardships that 

have to be endured in order to test the chosen people.88 (In The Yiddish Policemen’s Union Jews 

                                                           
88 Note that the Jewish metanarrative resembles the Puritan metanarrative in this regard: both metanarratives 
stress that our lives are characterised by suffering. If the traditional hard-boiled detective supported the 
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are regularly referred to as the ‘frozen chosen’.) Suffering is essential, but only if there is light 

at the end of the tunnel. The Jewish people is tested, but there has to be a solution. The Jewish 

metanarrative shares this theme of testing and trialling with the hard-boiled detective genre. So, 

the detective’s cumbersome quest for justice can be attributed both to his role as hard-boiled 

detective and to his Jewish identity. It is ironic that Meyer Landsman claims not to be religious, 

yet embodies the spirit of the Jewish metanarrative like no other character in the story. The only 

character who could rival Landsman in this aspect is Mendel Shpilman, the son of a Jewish 

gangster, who happens to be the Tzadik-Hador. The Tzadik-Hador is a Jewish title granted to a 

person with messianic potential. It is believed that one potential Messiah is born in every 

generation and if this is the chosen generation of the chosen people, the Messiah will lead the 

Jewish people to its homeland. In The Yiddish Policemen’s Union this religious metanarrative 

is perverted as a powerful, extremist Jewish terrorist organisation has taken up the task of 

realising this prophecy. In order to make their scheme work, they only need a couple of 

ingredients, one of these being the cooperation of the Tzadik-Hador. Mendel, however, actually 

possesses messianic potential as he is a constant benefactor to his environment. Therefore, he 

refuses to take part in a terrorist attack. He sees no alternative and in a fatal attempt to escape 

the pressure of being the Tzadik-Hador – and also due to his repressed sexual orientation – 

Mendel commits suicide by proxy through an elaborate scheme. In this light, Mendel has to 

endure more than Landsman, but he succumbs under the pressure. He is the living – or better, 

dead – proof of the failure of the Jewish metanarrative. And, at the same time, by sacrificing 

himself like a modern Messiah Mendel makes the Jewish prophecy a reality. The ‘Messiah’s 

arrival’ does, however, not offer solace and Mendel’s sacrifice feels like a trivial conclusion to 

such an age-old prophecy. Similarly, even though Landsman successfully solves the mystery 

of Mendel’s murder, his solution is not gratifying as the murderer is not a real villain. In fact, 

all of the real villains the reader is aware of go unpunished – they are even supported through 

a secret conspiracy with the United States government – but the opacity in which the evil is 

shrouded is even more disturbing than the crimes that are revealed to the reader. The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union strips the reader of his epistemological and ontological security by fully 

embracing conspiracy theories. 

Conspiracy is a recurring theme in postmodern literature. A notable example is the 

fictional company Tristero in Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49. Elaborate conspiracy 

                                                           
American/Puritan metanarrative – as I argued earlier – then The Yiddish Policemen’s Union deconstructs the 
American/Jewish metanarrative. 
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plots are used in postmodern literature with a specific effect in mind. A conspiracy implies a 

schizophrenic society. The superficial world as it presents itself to the reader is juxtaposed with 

another world, an underworld, a secret layer of society. Erik Dussere (2014), for example, has 

argued that Thomas Pynchon’s novels contain two Americas: ‘the mainstream nation that is 

defined through consumer culture as the “American way of life” and the alternative, 

underground nation of the left and the left-over’ (132). Dussere sees this alternate America in 

the light of the rise of the counterculture in the second half of the twentieth century, but it can 

also easily be connected to Foucault’s discussion of the ‘Other’. Dussere even goes so far as to 

claim that the hard-boiled detective has been reborn as conspiracy literature (134). The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union is an excellent example of this type of postmodern hard-boiled detective. It 

portrays a split society and this portrayal illustrates the epistemological crisis underlying 

conspiracy literature by prompting the question which version of the world is to be believed. 

Following McHale, however, this is an essential characteristic of modernist literature. True 

postmodern conspiracy literature – such as The Yiddish Policemen’s Union and The Crying of 

Lot 49 – also involves an ontological crisis. The problem is not only trying to find out what is 

true, but what is real. The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’s universe is not only split between 

mainstream and underground, but also between multiple worlds.  

Recalling McHale’s dictum that a language constitutes a world, a number of separate 

worlds can be distinguished. The Yiddish Policemen’s Union is set in an alternate reality, that 

largely coincides with that of the readers. There are, however, a number of key differences, the 

most important one being the solution to the historical Jewish conundrum. In the aftermath of 

World War II the United States decided that a temporary Jewish state should be erected in 

Alaska.89 Within Alaska different peoples live their lives according to different metanarratives. 

On the one hand, the Tlingit Alaska Natives still live their lives like they have always done. On 

the other hand, the Jewish people import their culture and metanarrative. The newly-built cities 

are only the facade of the Jewish Alaskan state. The Jewish metanarrative underlying this 

                                                           
89 According to Adam Rovner (2011), ‘World War II and the fate of Jews under anti-Semitic regimes has been 
one of the most frequent subjects for alternate histories’ (133).  Rovner lists a number of notable examples – 
‘American author Philip K. Dick’s The man in the High Castle (1962) and British writer Robert Harris’s Fatherland 
(1992)’, as well as Philip Roth’s The Plot against America (2004) and Nava Semel’s IsraIsland (2005) – and goes 
on to claim that ‘the metaphor of an island apart suits the assertion of Jews being essentially Other in respect 
to non-Jews. This concept, termed “allosemitism” by Zygmunt Bauman (1998), may be directly connected to 
allohistory, and not merely by virtue of sharing a prefix. Jewish tradition accords the chidren of Israel a special 
fate, one that is explicityly imagined as Other, and that is, of course, the meaning of allo-. So the island topos 
becomes both a penitentiary – a site upon which non-Jews could imagine isolating Jews – and a self-serving, 
separatist assertion of exceptionalism that Jewish tradition might view reassuringly’ (145). Although Alaska is 
not an island, it is a remote corner of the world making Rovner’s analysis applicable to The Yiddish Policemen’s 
Union. 
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materialistic front is, however, much more powerful. And the ‘real’ bricks and mortar of this 

metanarrative is language.  

 
Landsman knows Hebrew when he hears it. But the Hebrew he knows is the traditional brand, the one his 

ancestors carried with them through the millennia of their European exile, oily and salty as a piece of fish 

smoked to preserve it, its flesh flavoured strongly by Yiddish.   

(Chabon, 2007, p.286) 

 

 

The Jewish people cling to traditional Hebrew like they cling to their metanarrative. Traditional 

Hebrew is to be distinguished from Yiddish and a variety of other languages and each of these 

dialects and languages constitutes a different world.90 This world-constituting potential is not 

abstract. A clear example can be found in the way the Jewish community structures and 

transforms the world in order to get past the Sabbath ban.91   

  
You can tie off an area using poles and strings and call it an eruv, then pretend on the Sabbath that this 

eruv you’ve drawn – in the case of Zimbalist and his crew, it’s pretty much the whole District – is your 

house.   

(Chabon, 2007, p.110) 

 

 

The entire District of Sitka is transformed to fit the boundaries forced upon the world through 

the Jewish metanarrative and the Yiddish language. For a more detailed discussion of the use 

of (symbolic) space in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union see Mike Witcombe’s ‘A Comedy of 

Eruvs: (Re)Locating Jewish Identity in Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union and 

                                                           
90 My reading of The Yiddish Policemen’s Union focuses on the (ab)use of genre and not on the postmodern 
interplay between multiple languages and/or codes. I do want to point out, however, that The Yiddish 
Policemen’s Union is an excellent example of Chabon’s tendency to ‘play with words’, but that Chabon’s Yiddish 
is in David G. Myers’s terms ‘entirely imaginary’ (2008, p.586). In The Yiddish Policemen’s Union a gun is called a 
‘sholem’, which is ‘a Yiddishization of the biblical Hebrew “shalom,” meaning in this case “peace,” as in the 
American Western and pulp idiom that refers to a gun as a “peacemaker” (Rovner, 2011, p.145). (Note that the 
name ‘Peacemaker’ is usually reserved for one specific type of revolver produced by Colt and that there is 
another intertextual link between ‘peace’ and ‘piece’, as ‘piece’ is the slang word for a firearm in crime fiction.) 
A lot of the names of people, buildings and places are also relevant in this light. The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’s 
protagonist, ironically named Landsman, has been living in the Hotel Zamenhof, a hotel named after the 
inventor of Esperanto, a (failed) attempt at a universal language. And this decrepit hotel is situated on the 
equally seedy Max Nordau Street, named after the Zionist who coined ‘muscular Judaism’. (‘The street that was 
to pay tribute to autonomous Jewish power suffers the greatest amount of social rot’ (Anderson, 2015, p.92).) 
Moreover, the name of the fictional Hasidic gangster family in The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, parodically 
modeled after the gangster family in The Godfather, strongly resembles the real Bobover family. Casteel (2009) 
claims that ‘Chabon defamiliarizes English by using it as a vehicle to convey the Yiddish that is his characters’ 
mother tongue. By making English strange to the reader – it is referred to in the novel as “American” – Chabon 
underscores his characters’ limited access to the United States and the promise of a permanent home in the 
world that it represents’ (798). 
For a more detailed discussion of Chabon’s postmodern interplay between multiple languages and/or codes 
see my chapter on Telegraph Avenue.  
91 Strictly speaking, Talmudic law dictates that Jews cannot transfer something from a private to a public 
domain on the Sabbath. In practice this means they cannot leave their ‘eruv’. 
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Howard Jacobson’s J’ (2016) and Daniel Anderson’s ‘Planet of the Jews: Eruvim, Geography, 

and Jewish Identity in Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’ (2015). According 

to Witcombe, ‘the eruv has become a contested, symbolically rich space for identity 

negotiation’ (30). ‘Eruvic home spaces create an environment rich in multiple meanings, 

identity markers, and narrative options’ (47) and by ‘focusing on the way that this pliable space 

is manifested in the home spaces that both authors [i.e. Michael Chabon and Howard Jacobson] 

portray, a sense of dislocated Jewish identity emerges in which characters can negotiate, 

appropriate, and discard identity markers despite the weight of societal pressure they are subject 

to’ (48). Anderson (2015) sketches a similar portrait, but he also sees Chabon’s Sitka as a 

parodic perversion of the chosen land. In Anderson’s eyes ‘the Verbover eruv is a microcosm 

of a geopolitical entity like Israel, in which multifarious ideological perspectives struggle to 

define the space’ (100). ‘So while [the people and the authorities of] Sitka would like to see the 

Verbovers and their island as a part of their own historical moment, and subject to the systems 

of that moment, the Verbovers see themselves as ahistorical, a reflection not of modernity, but 

as the Chosen, as eternal and unchanging as God himself. [… And] Landsman sees the same 

space that the Verbovers view as authentic, ethical, and sacred as a farce’ (103).  

This is merely one example of how two ontologies interact in The Yiddish Policemen’s 

Union. Ontological multiplicity is baked into Jewish religion – as it is in most, if not all 

religions. The Tzadik-Hador has an important function in this ontological multiplicity as he has 

a transworld identity. Mendel’s mother phrases it best when commenting on a potential partner 

in marriage for her son. 

 
But there was always a shortfall, wasn’t there? Between the match that the Holy One, blessed be He, 

envisioned and the reality of the situation under the chuppah. […] Only when Messiah came would the 

breach be closed, all separations, distinctions, and distances collapsed.  

(Chabon, 2007, p.214) 

 

 

The Jewish metanarrative is based on the idea that the ontological conflict can be lifted, but The 

Yiddish Policemen’s Union does not provide support for this idea as the Tzadik-Hador is unable 

to live in the fictional ‘real’ world.  

There are not only ontological conflicts within the Jewish community, but also between 

the Jews and the Tlingit Alaska Natives, between the Jews and the rest of the world etc. I cannot 

go into the implications of these ontological conflicts at great length, as I have already devoted 

a great deal of my chapter on The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay to a discussion of 

its ontological ambiguity. I would like to point out, however, that whereas The Amazing 

Adventures of Kavalier & Clay can be considered a display of ontological ambiguity, The 
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Yiddish Policemen’s Union is a showcase of ontological conflicts. Different nations, races or 

tribes have conflicting views of what the world looks – or should look – like, that is, the 

metanarratives they depend on and believe in are incompatible. In most cases metanarratives 

can coexist, but at times they cannot. There is, for example, the problematic relation between 

the Tlingit Alaska Natives and the Jewish migrants, seeing as the former were not enthusiastic 

about sharing their homeland. The Jewish settlement was forced upon them, and it did not take 

long before the relationship turned grim, resulting in a number of bloody conflicts. Moreover, 

the entire fictional ‘real’ has to be seen in relation to the reader’s reality. The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union’s ontologies can be schematised as follows: 

 

[ ( {Jewish vs Tlingit Alaska Natives} vs the rest of the fictional world ) vs the reader’s (fictional) real world ]  

 

I have greatly simplified the ontological structure of The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, but even 

in this stripped-down version it is not difficult to spot the bitter irony that arises from the conflict 

of the reader’s real with the fictional ‘real’. The Jewish Alaskan settlement mirrors the fictional 

‘real’ situation in the reader’s universe, in which the Jews have settled in Palestine. All the 

blood that was shed as a result of the catastrophic decision to have the Jews settle in Alaska is 

tragic and nearly comically absurd, yet in the light of the massacres that took – and are taking 

– place in the reader’s world, the comic potential is replaced by a tragic reality. The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union – like The Final Solution – combines the unmarked (i.c. positive) ethos of 

parody with the negative ethos of satire. It is not an attack on the hard-boiled detective genre, 

but it does take a critical stance towards the social and political situation it portrays.  

I would also like to note that The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’s parodic positive ethos 

not only applies to the hard-boiled detective genre. Chabon, for example, clearly echoes Mario 

Puzo’s The Godfather (1969) in his descriptions of the Jewish crime scene. Moreover, besides 

the parodic positive ethos, the grotesque descriptions of Chabon also have a positive and 

comical ethos. Consider the following description of Berko Shemets, Landsman’s partner, and 

his weapon of choice. 

 
That’s when Berko opens his door and displays his ancestral Bear bulk in the street. His profile is regal, 

worthy of a coin or a carved mountainside. And he carries in his right hand the uncanniest hammer any 

Jew or gentile is ever likely to see. It’s a replica of the one that Chief Katlian is reported to have swung 

during the Russian-Tlingit war of 1804, which the Russians lost. […] The head is a thirty-five-pound 

block of meteorite iron that Hertz Shemets dug up at an old Russian site near Yakovy. The handle was 

carved with a Sears hunting knife from a forty-ounce baseball bat. Interlocking black ravens and red sea 

monsters writhe along the shaft, grinning big-toothed grins. Their pigmentation used up fourteen Flair 

pens.  

(Chabon, 2007, p.183) 
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Berko Shemets is an imposing, larger-than-life character and his war hammer is described in 

Homeric fashion. The Yiddish Policemen’s Union is riddled with such descriptions and it is 

hard to take them seriously. Besides possessing comic potential, these descriptions are also 

reminiscent of Chabon’s take on the comic book genre in The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier 

& Clay. Berko Shemets’s war hammer could easily be mistaken for Thor’s war hammer.92 

These comical notes draw the reader’s attention, but the ironic distance between style and 

content also creates an alienating effect. And this is the double pragmatic function of The 

Yiddish Policemen’s Union. On the one hand, The Yiddish Policemen’s Union serves to 

entertain the reader, as does The Final Solution. On the other, it tries to disconcert and alienate 

the reader by foregrounding ontological conflicts and by taking away comforting 

metanarratives or by juxtaposing them with comical scenes and descriptions. There is no 

solution. Neither the hard-boiled detective’s moral code, nor the Jewish belief in a Messiah 

offer solace. It is not one specific metanarrative that is under attack, it is the entire concept that 

is to be distrusted. This is why I would like to argue that The Yiddish Policemen’s Union is – 

similar to The Final Solution – a metafictional detective. Whereas The Final Solution exposes 

the reader to the horrible truth that there is no metanarrative to shield him or her from the 

horrible past of the Holocaust, The Yiddish Policemen’s Union exposes its readers to the 

horrible present of the current Jewish situation. Its ontological conflicts and its effective use of 

parody, satire and grotesque force the reader to consider the role fiction plays in reality, and the 

role reality plays in fiction. 

 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

It is peculiar that in non-fiction genres – take for example the letter of complaint – texts are 

classified according to their goal or purpose, whereas the same is not true in literary genres. 

Therefore, on a theoretical level, I have focused on the act of enunciation and applied a 

pragmatic perspective borrowed from linguistics (Searle, Austin, Halliday) to genre studies 

(Miller) and to comical techniques (Hutcheon).   

In an attempt to concretise this theoretical framework, I have determined the pragmatic 

function of Chabon’s two detective novels. The result is an analysis of Chabon’s detective 

                                                           
92 In this case Thor can refer to either the Marvel comic book character or the mythological figure it was 
inspired by. 
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novels as forms of (anti-)trauma literature. Both pieces of fiction incorporate traumatic events 

– the Holocaust in The Final Solution and the current political situation in Israel in The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union – and both embrace the dread that flows from the trauma, leaving their 

readers naked and unaccommodated before the encroaching Nothingness.  

Chabon is not the first postmodern author to leave his reader stripped of the protection 

and assurance offered by metanarratives. In fact, the apocalypse – the image of the shattered 

world – has become a trope, a metaphor to express the complete and utter loss and destruction 

of all metanarratives in postmodern fiction.93 Few postmodern authors, however, have so 

elegantly and efficiently combined form and content with a specific a pragmatic function in 

mind. I have shown at length how Chabon (ab)used the classic and the hard-boiled detective 

genre. How he turned these genres against themselves in an attempt to give his texts a distinct 

pragmatic function; how he created an (anti-)trauma therapy. Chabon’s novels are a reaction to 

the dominant metanarratives that, despite their numerous and spectacular failures, still govern 

Western thought. 

 
Despite, therefore, the terrible lessons of World War I and again World War II, especially of the genocidal 

holocaust perpetrated in the name of “the final solution,” it is still the positivistic frame of reference that 

determines the questions-and-answers, that delineates the Western image of the universe and creates 

Western man’s values. […] 

It reveals, that is, how embedded – how located – in the Western consciousness is the metaphor of the 

well-made universe and how intense the conditioned psychological need behind it.  

(Spanos, 1972, p.162-165) 

 

 

Simplified to the extreme, the pragmatic function in Chabon’s detective novels can be 

summarised as a destruction of all metanarratives. I have also displayed how the Jewish 

metanarrative plays an important role in constituting this pragmatic function, especially the 

millennial undercurrent of the Jewish metanarrative, which Chabon cleverly connects to the 

postmodern fascination with the apocalypse. I do feel, however, that there is still room for 

further research in this area as it would be interesting to see how the postmodern apocalypse 

relates to religious millennial ideas.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
93 The link between postmodernism and the apocalypse has been well documented. See for example the essay 
collections Postmodern Apocalypse: Theory and Cultural Practice at the End (1995) and Apocalypse Theory and 
the Ends of the World (1995), edited respectively by Richard Dellamora and Malcolm Bull. 
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4.  

Postmodern Politics  

in Telegraph Avenue 

 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The previous chapters have dealt with Michael Chabon’s fiction from a poetical postmodern 

perspective. For this final chapter, however, I will read Telegraph Avenue from a political 

postmodern perspective. Although postmodernism and its derivative terms are perhaps most 

used in a cultural or philosophical context, postmodernism also applies to the political and 

social situation – or condition humaine – of the second half of the twentieth century. In this 

respect postmodernism is treated no differently than other literary and cultural movements, all 

of which are usually placed in a master narrative that favours contrast over continuity and tries 

to link poetics to politics. The heavy pathos of the romantic Weltschmerz and Sehnsucht are 

replaced by the scientific, objective, empirical mimesis of realism, which in turn has to make 

way for the subjectivity of Impressionism. All of these literary movements are traditionally 

defined not only in terms of their poetical characteristics, but also in relation to the social and 

political context of their heyday. Thus, the advent of realism can be linked to the rise of 

positivism, the foundations of which are built on empiricism and rationality, void of emotions.  

A number of philosophers, historians, theoreticians and art critics have defined 

postmodernism in relation to its historical and political context. Before I arrive at my analysis 

of Telegraph Avenue, I will first draw a portrait of the postmodern condition humaine and its 

relation to postmodern politics. As in the previous chapters, which dealt mainly with the poetics 

of postmodernism, this theoretical framework on the politics of postmodernism is intended as 

an eclectic narrative of ideas that I rely on in my reading of Telegraph Avenue; it should not be 

considered a historical overview of postmodernism.94  

                                                           
94 Others have gone the length of providing comprehensive overviews. Hans Bertens’s The Idea of the 
Postmodern is an excellent example of this. 
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4.2 Theoretical Framework 

 

The political side of postmodernism took somewhat longer to get a footing than its aesthetic 

counterpart. It was only in the late seventies and the early eighties that attention shifted from 

the poetical to the political.95 Hal Foster’s The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture 

and Brian Wallis’s Art After Modernism: Rethinking Representation, published respectively in 

1983 and 1984, were some of the first real signs on the wall that change was imminent.96 The 

Anti-Aesthetic included Fredric Jameson’s ‘Postmodernism and Consumer Society’, which was 

later reworked into the much more influential ‘Postmodernism, or the Logic of Late 

Capitalism’, as well as Jean Baudrillard’s ‘The Ecstasy of Communication’. Baudrillard’s more 

popular ‘The Precession of Simulacra’, which had already been published that same year in his 

Simulations, was included in Art After Modernism. I will comment on both Jameson’s and 

Baudrillard’s landmark contributions below, but first I would like to briefly discuss Hal Foster’s 

position. Hans Bertens paraphrases Foster’s view as follows: 

 
[D]econstructionist art – and criticism – should now expose the lamentable contemporary situation in 

which (cultural) significance is controlled by the ruling class, and in which art (at least in the United 

States) has become ‘the plaything of (corporate) patrons whose relation to culture is less one of noble 

obligation than of overt manipulation – of art as a sign of power, prestige and publicity’. 

(Bertens, 1995, p.97-98) 

 

 

It is clear that for Hal Foster by the beginning of the 1980s the relation between art and politics 

had taken centre stage. Postmodern is not – and should not be – content with deconstructing art 

as an isolated mode of expression, it should not be complacent in its attempts to explore the 

boundaries of the novel; rather, it should reach further and expose the politics at work behind 

the scenes. In comparison with some of the texts included in The Anti-Aesthetic, Foster’s 

opinions are rather middle of the road. Controversial figures such as Baudrillard and Jameson, 

who deal in absolutes, further fuelled the political turn of postmodernism. Before returning to 

Foster’s poetical and political view, I would first like to discuss a number of relevant 

contributions to postmodern theory by Fredric Jameson and Jean Baudrillard. 

 

 

 

                                                           
95 French poststructuralism is often partially characterised as a reaction to the – failure of – May ’68. 
96 Hans Bertens adds Craig Owens with his ‘The discourse of others: feminists and postmodernism‘ to this list. 
Owens firmly linked postmodernism to feminism, but this lies not at the centre of this chapter. 
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4.2.1 Fredric Jameson 

 

Fredric Jameson – like Jean-François Lyotard, to the English translation of whose La Condition 

Postmoderne as The Postmodern Condition Jameson provided the foreword – describes 

postmodernism in terms of a new era, not merely a new cultural era, but a new social, political, 

economic, scientific, or, in short global era. For Lyotard this new era is defined by its incredulity 

towards metanarratives or grand narratives, which ‘is undoubtedly a product of progress in the 

sciences’ (Lyotard, 1984, p.xxiv). The grand narratives which served as ‘apparatus of 

legitimation’ lost their function and were ‘dispersed in clouds of narrative language elements’. 

This fragmentation of metanarratives is a symptom of the significant devaluation of narrative 

knowledge under the influence – or better, under the attack – of scientific, positive knowledge. 

Thus, there is a direct correlation between the loss of metanarratives and ‘progress in the 

sciences’. Moreover, the evolution of the sciences has given rise to a new socioeconomic 

analysis. Depending on the perspective you adopt, this new era, ‘this moment of advanced 

industrial society’, can be described as ‘a structural variant of classical capitalism or a mutation 

and the dawning of a wholly new social structure’ (Jameson in Lyotard, 1984, p.xiii). Neo-

Marxist Jameson advocates the former, whereas Daniel Bell (1973) argues that it is now 

‘science, knowledge, technological research, rather than industrial production and the 

extraction of surplus value, that is the “ultimately determining instance”’. This leads Bell to 

propose that we have not arrived at a late or even final stage of capitalism, but that we have 

moved on to a different socio-economic model, that of the technocratic, postindustrial society. 

In order to refute Bell’s argument, Jameson refers to kindred mind Ernest Mandel who claims 

that ‘all of the features mobilized by Bell to document the end of capitalism as such – in 

particular the new primacy of science and technological invention, and of the technocracy 

generated by that privileged position, as well as the shift from the older industrial technologies 

to the newer informational ones – can be accounted for in classical Marxist terms, as indices of 

a new and powerful, original, global expansion of capitalism’ (Jameson in Lyotard, 1984, 

p.xiv). Mandel distinguishes between three stages of technological revolution – a direct 

consequence of capital in Marxist ideology. According to Mandel, these three stages, roughly 

fifty years apart, are the ‘mass’ production of steam engines since halfway the nineteenth 

century, the production of electric and combustion motors at the end of the nineteenth century 

and the production of electronic and nuclear-powered apparatuses coinciding with the advent 

of the second World War. According to Jameson, these three stages of technological revolution 

line up nicely with realism, modernism and postmodernism (Jameson, 1991, p.36-37). The 
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modernist – futurist, to be more precise – fascination with new technology that allowed 

humankind to move at a faster pace than nature had allowed for up to that point, illustrates 

Jameson’s alignment of technological and aesthetic revolutions.  

I do believe that Jameson underestimates the scale of these revolutions by degrading 

postmodernism to an outgrowth of modernism. The error in Jameson’s logic is that he tries to 

fit every new trend or movement to a Marxist ideology. Every cultural movement spawned by 

capitalism is essentially a variation on the same theme. And although there is a strong 

correlation between the rise of postmodernism and the scientific and technological 

developments of the second half of the twentieth century, I find it difficult to subscribe to his 

claim that postmodernism is merely another stage of an older model. The reasoning that 

postmodernism is partially determined by the same principles as modernism, does not account 

for the rupture in the human condition that has taken place. For better or worse, technology has 

advanced at such an astounding pace that people are now born into a different world than was 

the case half a century ago. Electricity has been commercially used since the end of the 

nineteenth century, but it was only after World War I that it really took off and the electrification 

of rural areas even took until the 1950s. Technological products nestled in Western households 

during the interbellum, but it was only after World War II that the production and spread of 

electrical appliances really exploded, culminating in the conception of electronic devices, such 

as the computer, and the internet. The arrival of a television in a significant number of 

households in the Western world, is one of the determining factors of the postmodern condition 

humaine. 

Whether this technological revolution is the result or exponent of capital is of historical 

relevance, but the postmodern condition humaine is undeniably, substantially different from the 

modern one and I feel any description of postmodernism as another ‘face’ of industrialisation 

does not give credit to the impact postmodernism has had on Western life.97 Moreover, I do not 

share Jameson’s moralisation of postmodernism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
97 Note that from a postmodern viewpoint, Jameson’s attempt to theorise the postmodern is yet another 
variation on the materialist grand narrative. On the other hand, my insistence to distinguish postmodernism 
from modernism is also an attempt to make postmodernism fit a grand narrative, albeit a different one, namely 
the grand narrative that favours the contrastive views of literary periods.  
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Of some positive moral evaluation of postmodernism little needs to be said: the complacent (yet delirious) 

camp-following celebration of this aesthetic new world (including its social and economic dimension, 

greeted with equal enthusiasm under the slogan of “postindustrial society”) is surely unacceptable, 

although it may be somewhat less obvious that current fantasies about the salvational nature of high 

technology, from chips – to robots – fantasies entertained not only by both left and right governments in 

distress but also by many intellectuals – are also essentially of a piece with more vulgar apologias for 

postmodernism.  

(Jameson, 1991, p.46) 

 

 

For Jameson a positive evaluation of postmodernism immediately implies a positive attitude 

towards the postmodern human condition. From a scientific point of view, however, it is as 

irrelevant whether one approves or disapproves of the postmodernism condition, as it is for a 

meteorologist to approve or disapprove of the weather. As a literary scholar, one can only judge 

a novel in terms of its expressive power and function. Postmodern novels can be faulted for not 

expressing the postmodern condition adequately. In this way they are paradoxically mimetic as 

they try to express this new reality using a ‘new’ language. Jameson’s objection to postmodern 

literature, however, is twofold. On the one hand, Jameson does not believe that postmodern 

literature is able to capture the new postmodern world for reasons I will discuss below. On the 

other hand, postmodern literature is tainted by its perceived relation with late capitalism. At 

times Jameson seems to wilfully ignore the potential of postmodern fiction that is critical of the 

era it was conceived in, throwing postmodern products on the capitalist bonfire. Or, as Linda 

Hutcheon phrases it, Jameson constantly and deliberately mixes postmodernism with 

postmodernity (Hutcheon, 1989, p.25) to underscore the fact that postmodern art reinforces the 

deplorable socio-economic effects of postmodernity. Although this may be the case, Hutcheon 

also stresses the potential of postmodern art that critiques these effects. ‘[T]o assume an 

equation of the culture and its ground, rather than allowing for at least the possibility of a 

relation of contestation and subversion, is to forget the lesson of postmodernism’s complex 

relation to modernism: its retention of modernism’s initial oppositional impulses, both 

ideological and aesthetic, and its equally strong rejection of its founding notion of formalist 

autonomy’ (26). 

For Jameson postmodernism is a symptom of the disease that is late capitalism, 

capitalism in its most decadent or ‘purest form’. ‘[T]his whole global, yet American, 

postmodern culture is the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of 

American military and economic domination throughout the world: in this sense, as throughout 

class history, the underside of culture is blood, torture, death, and terror’  (Jameson, 1991, p.5). 

This is Jameson at his most programmatic, portraying postmodernism as the direct result – the 

right hand, or the propaganda tool even – of the American military and economic superpower, 
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which he then characterises by blood, torture, death, and terror. By linking America’s position 

in global politics to postmodern culture, Jameson effectively tries to demonise both, killing two 

birds with one stone. There is a relation between politics and culture, or superstructure and 

infrastructure; however, the fact that there is a relation does not necessarily mean it is a causal 

one. Jameson is only able to think of postmodernism – or any other cultural movement for that 

matter – in the light of a Marxist grand teleological scheme and the postmodern insistence on 

incredulity towards metanarratives is a thorn in his eye. He considers postmodernism an 

immediate threat for ‘[i]f we do not achieve some general sense of a cultural dominant, then we 

fall back into a view of present history as sheer heterogeneity, random difference, a coexistence 

of a host of distinct forces whose effectivity is undecidable’. This, however, is exactly the point 

of Lyotard’s definition of postmodernism as incredulity towards metanarratives. The 

teleological succession of cultural dominants is one more grand narrative that has to be 

questioned. Moreover, Jameson drastically downplays postmodernism’s intention when he 

claims that postmodernism was accompanied by ‘a very modest, mild apocalypse’ (Jameson, 

1991, p.xiv). Its ‘inverted millenarianism’ (Jameson, 1991, p.1) inspired by misguided 

pretention and vanity has led postmodernism to crown itself as the exposer of metanarratives 

such as that of cultural telos. Its claim that we have reached the end of the line is void. In fact, 

this position is characteristic of any cultural movement that has reached its final, decadent stage. 

I believe Jameson miscalculates how deeply the postmodern condition is rooted in the 

human psyche. His insistence on the term late capitalism rather than postindustrial society is a 

means of diverting attention to a peripheral aspect of postmodernism. His neo-Marxist position 

inevitably confines his theoretical perspective to materialism. His political analysis may be 

right, but Jameson underestimates the social and psychological impact of the ‘new world’. 

Although he does acknowledge that ‘the economic system’ and the ‘cultural “structure of 

feeling” […] crystallised in the great shock of the crises of 1973 (the oil crisis, the end of the 

international gold standard, for all intents and purposes the end of the great wave of “wars of 

national liberation” and the beginning of the end of traditional communism)’ disclosed ‘the 

existence already in place, of a strange new landscape’ (Jameson, 1991, p.xx-xxi), Jameson still 

claims this ‘strange new landscape’ is a logical and direct consequence of (late) capitalism. 

Apparently it is not new, nor strange enough to be anything but a mutation of the old system. I 

agree with Jameson insofar that the cultural rupture which reflected the new condition humaine 

was not accompanied by an equivalent change in the economic system. The economic or 

political system may not have changed fundamentally – capitalism and neoliberalism are still 

in place – but people are now born into a radically different world than their ancestors a century 
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ago. The postmodern condition humaine differs radically from the modern one. Jameson, 

however, seems to have his hands tied behind his back – the materialist metanarrative weighing 

him down – as every cultural change has to be linked to an economic change and every 

technological development is in ‘the Marxist view the result of the development of capital’ 

(Jameson, 1991, p.35).   

Moreover, Jameson’s claim that ‘a truly new culture could only emerge through the 

collective struggle to create a new social system’ (Jameson, 1991, p.xx) is based on faulty logic. 

Although postmodernism is not politically or economically different – the same models are 

upheld – the advent of a new social and cultural era is a fact, not through a collective struggle, 

rather it is a foregone conclusion, a fait accompli. Jameson’s terminology invokes the (neo) 

Marxist materialist dialectic and implies a one-on-one relationship between culture and social 

system. The cultural rupture of postmodernism was not the product of a class struggle. The 

social changes – such as the rise of technocracy as described by Lyotard and Bell – are 

inextricably bound to postmodern culture, but the lack of an intentional, conscious effort or 

struggle to create a new social system does not imply that postmodern culture is merely a 

variation on an old theme. Postmodern culture does constitute a rupture as it reflects the radical 

shift from the modern to the postmodern condition humaine. Moreover, the absence of a social 

revolution does not imply the existence of a postmodern agenda to support capitalism. Hutcheon 

equally acknowledges the strong relation between the two, although she stresses that it is not a 

symbiotic one.  

 
Postmodernism’s relation to late capitalism, patriarchy, and the other forms of those (now suspect) master 

narratives is paradoxical: the postmodern does not deny its inevitable implication in them, but it also 

wants to use that ‘insider’ position to ‘de-doxify’ the ‘givens’ that ‘go without saying’ in those grand 

systems. Thus, it is neither neoconservatively nostalgic nor radically revolutionary; it is unavoidably 

compromised – and it knows it.  

(Hutcheon, 1989, p.119) 

 

 

Whether you consider postmodernism a new cultural era or the cancerous outgrowth of late 

capitalism is a theoretical and – for Jameson – a political question, but it has poetical 

repercussions. I believe Jameson correctly observes a number of postmodern, ‘de-doxifying’ 

characteristics, but I cannot support his interpretation as it relies on a (political) master narrative 

I do not subscribe to. The following poetical characteristics of postmodernism are perceived by 

Jameson as negative; he interprets the postmodern poetics as diluted postmodern politics and 

although I am not arguing that there is no relation between politics and poetics – there always 

is one – I would like to point out that Jameson’s poetical analysis is unusually politically 
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coloured, to the point that it becomes impossible to address poetics without touching upon 

politics.98  

First, the progression to, or the descent into postmodernism or late modernism is 

accompanied by the effacement of the distinction between high and low culture.  Modernism 

was fascinated with low culture, but ultimately maintained the distinction. Postmodernism on 

the other hand fully embraces low culture, it ‘no longer attempt[s], as did the masterworks and 

monuments of high modernism, to insert a different, a distinct, an elevated, a new Utopian 

language’, rather it seeks to ‘speak that very language, using its lexicon and syntax’ (Jameson, 

1991, p.39).99 I believe Jameson misinterprets the postmodern (architectural) ‘language’ the 

same way that throughout art history aesthetically pleasing paintings of ugly subjects often were 

(at first) not appreciated, or novels were discarded on moral grounds. These works of art were 

weighed and measured using the wrong criteria. Frans Hals’s Malle Babbe, Hieronymus 

Bosch’s The Garden of Eden and Francis Bacon’s portraits all depict ugliness, yet it is wrong 

to judge them on the basis of the beauty of the subjects they depict, or the latter’s lack thereof. 

Realist and Naturalist masterpieces aimed to describe reality, but still did so from a privileged 

position, in a language that elevated the world it displayed. A lot of modernist literature is 

essentially still realist in this regard. Postmodernism drops the veil of condescension of the 

modernist, elitist quotation and incorporates its intertextual sources/codes into its core being. 

In this way, postmodernism is a democratic movement. It despises the idea of ‘guilty pleasures’, 

an oxymoron that perfectly captures the modernist dissociation from ‘lower’ literature that aims 

to please.100 Moreover, this levelling of the intertextual playing ground is part of a political 

agenda, as I will show in my analysis of Telegraph Avenue. 

Second, Jameson claims the postmodern reliance on intertextuality has caused literature 

to rid itself of the depth it had in modernist literature. According to Jameson (1991, p.10-11), 

postmodernism has made efforts to repudiate various depth models. The result is the 

replacement of depth by multiple superficiality. Art no longer expresses true emotion. The 

panic, the alienation and desperation of Edvard Münch’s The Scream cannot be (re)created 

                                                           
98 To be fair, for the sake of building an argument I have selectively read Jameson’s work. This is not an 
overview of Jameson’s oeuvre; he has been included in these pages because he is perhaps the most 
widespread opponent of postmodernism and because he is perhaps the most politically oriented analyst of 
postmodernism.    
99 This quote is taken from a discussion of postmodern architectural ‘language’. I believe, however, that it can 
easily be applied to the other arts. 
100 In his essay ‘Trickster in a Suit of Lights’ Michael Chabon says he experienced ‘undoubted pleasure’ when 
reading genre fiction, not ‘“guilty pleasures” (a phrase [he] loathe[s])’ (Chabon, 2008, p.8). Chabon’s critique is 
focused on genre fiction, but he is not the only one who has expressed his dislike of the concept. 



105 
 

through postmodern art. (It can be argued, however, that highly postmodern novels like Paul 

Auster’s The New York Trilogy and Don DeLillo’s White Noise have successfully expressed 

(existential) despair.) Other depth models under attack are the essence-appearance dichotomy, 

the Freudian model of latent and manifest, the existential model of authenticity and 

inauthenticity,101 and the Saussurean model of signifier and signified. Poststructuralism – often 

regarded as the French precursor and/or variety of postmodernism – has gone to some lengths 

to deconstruct the simplistic depth models that were established by the structuralist tradition. 

This is not to say that they have sought to replace depth with superficiality. Michel Foucault’s 

critiques of power structures and sexual repression in respectively Discipline and Punish (1995) 

and The History of Sexuality (1998) should not be treated as attempts to replace depth models 

with superficial ones. Neither did Baudrillard try to replace the dichotomy of exchange-value 

and use-value with sign-value.102 On the contrary, the latter should be considered an addition 

to what Baudrillard considered to be an outdated model. Depth and complexity are not the 

problems, simplicity and inadequacy are. Postmodern art does not glorify superficiality, it aims 

to expose and critique the superficiality that is an essential part of the postmodern condition 

humaine. Moreover, postmodern theory does not indulge in superficiality as much as try to 

deepen or expand the theoretical models at hand. The structuralist perspective was useful to lay 

bare unmined territories, but it is an inadequate way to look at and describe the postmodern 

world, which is why poststructuralists – many of whom started in the structuralist tradition – 

critiqued structuralism, but did not replace it with superficial models. Similarly, Deleuze and 

Guattari’s libidinal economy is not a retreat to a superficial model, rather it is an attempt to 

combine the political of Marx with the personal of Freud. 

Jameson, who labels this critique of depth models ‘the waning of affect’, miscalculates 

the potential of postmodern art to express emotion. Postmodern art can make an excellent 

vehicle for emotion. Consider DeLillo’s and Auster’s novels above, or Chabon’s The Amazing 

Adventures of Kavalier & Clay or The Final Solution, both of which are more than able to cut 

through the surface and have a true claim to carry meaning, but they do so by first cutting 

through grand narratives. Moreover, these novels do not simply offer ‘free-floating and 

impersonal’ emotions as a direct consequence of the ‘disappearance of the individual subject’. 

The emotions confined within these texts are grounded in individual subjects, but they only get 

meaning and depth through their relationship with other subjects and texts. Therefore, 

                                                           
101 Often referred to as ‘bad faith’. 
102 I find it strange that Fredric Jameson does not mention the dichotomy use and exchange-value which lies at 
the core of many if not all Marxist theories. 
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Jameson’s conclusion that postmodernism is not defined by parody, but the ‘blank irony’ or 

‘neutral mimicry’ of pastiche, is incorrect. I believe my mutation of Hutcheon’s definition of 

parody – formal repetition with pragmatic difference – suits postmodern texts better, as 

Chabon’s novels parody with a specific effect in mind. The same holds true for Telegraph 

Avenue, which as I will show in the second part of this chapter is not an example of pastiche, 

but of parody. 

Third, if one interprets postmodern intertextuality as multiple superficiality, it is not a 

stretch to claim that the personal modernist styles have been replaced by postmodern codes. 

Jameson goes so far as to say that the norm itself is under heavy pressure due to the proliferation 

of codes. 

 
Modernist styles thereby become postmodernist codes. And that the stupendous proliferation of social 

codes today into professional and disciplinary jargons (but also into the badges of affirmation of ethnic, 

gender, race, religious, and class-factional adhesion) is also a political phenomenon, the problem of 

micropolitics sufficiently demonstrates. If the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or 

hegemonic) ideology of bourgeois society, the advanced capitalist countries today are now a field of 

stylistic and discursive heterogeneity without a norm. Faceless masters continue to inflect the economic 

strategies which constrain our existences, but they no longer need to impose their speech (or are 

henceforth unable to); and the postliteracy of the late capitalist world reflects not only the absence of any 

great collective project but also the unavailability of the older national language itself. 

(Jameson, 1991, p.17) 

 

 

The fragmentation of the norm and the ensuing proliferation of codes are indeed political 

affairs. It is not a coincidence that the rise of postmodernism partially coincided with and was 

succeeded by the renewed interest in gender and minority literatures and the study thereof. The 

white, male voice that had dominated Western literature had to make room for a polyphony of 

voices. What’s more, the absence of a political dominant also removed the cultural dominant 

from the equation – it has been replaced by ‘a field of stylistic and discursive heterogeneity 

without a norm’. Precisely because there no longer is one master narrative, there no longer is a 

master code. But what does Jameson precisely object to? The attack on the norm he 

nostalgically longs for was mounted a long time ago; the subversion of this norm is thus not a 

postmodern privilege. On the contrary, the canonical works of high modernism all 

‘ostentatiously deviate from a norm which then reasserts itself’ (Jameson, 1991, p.16). The 

mechanism of reassertion through deviation has been described by Russian Formalism. The 

question remains, however, how much stress you can put on a norm – how much can you deviate 

– before it starts to bend and break. The canon of high modernism – from Virginia Woolf, D.H. 

Lawrence and James Joyce, over Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot to Franz Kafka and J.L. Borges – 

is dominated by deviation, so much so that it is problematic to claim that affirmation of the 
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norm was part of the modernist poetical agenda. Moreover, I do not agree with Jameson’s claim 

that postmodern literature has given up on personal styles, ‘as unique and unmistakeable as 

your own fingerprints’ (1991, p.17). Michael Chabon is an excellent illustration of a 

postmodern novelist with a clear, distinguishable voice, but he is far from the only one. Thomas 

Pynchon’s complex style, for example, is easily identifiable, but it cannot be described solely 

in syntactic terms. Intertextuality – perhaps the most visible trait of postmodern literature – 

cannot be considered a mere parlour trick that aims to please both the complacent author and 

reader. This view denies its potential as a defining and creative force. Through intertextuality, 

authors can mould their identities and styles. From the choice of text and the way an author 

(ab)uses his source, readers are able to pick up distinct postmodern voices. Intertextuality is not 

only a unifying feature of postmodern literature, it also is a distinguishing factor.  

For Jameson, however, intertextuality is an indication of the loss of representation. 

Recalling his definition of postmodern pastiche as ‘the imitation of a peculiar or unique, 

idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language […] without 

any of parody’s ulterior motives’ (1991, p.17), it is possible to extend this definition to cover 

all of postmodern intertextuality. Postmodern literature, according to Jameson, no longer 

produces, it only reproduces. It imitates, copies and cuts up the past without a clear purpose. 

And this pointless reproduction is perhaps best embodied by the great technological landmarks 

of the postmodern era, namely the television and the computer, the great enablers of mass-

media society. As I already explained above, I believe Jameson is correct in his observation 

that mass-culture, enabled by the television and the computer – and the internet – is a trait of 

postmodernity – to such an extent even that I find the modern condition humaine vastly different 

from the postmodern one. He is, however, incorrect when he claims that all of postmodern art 

is glorifying the postmodern condition. Postmodernism’s obsession and interaction with the 

postmodern condition should not be mistaken for approval. The double relation between 

postmodern art and technology is perhaps best illustrated through the postmodern fascination 

with robots and cyborgs.103 

 

 

 

                                                           
103 Although I will not go further into the role of robots and cyborgs in postmodern art as this does not provide 
a viable perspective for an analysis of Telegraph Avenue, I want to point out that Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg 
Manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century (1991) is not only an 
interesting analysis of the postmodern condition, but also a very postmodern version of postmodernity.  
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4.2.2 Jean Baudrillard  

 

With Baudrillard we remain partially in the Marxist camp of postmodern theory. Baudrillard’s 

combative stance is similar to Jameson’s, although Baudrillard pushes the hermetic, apocalyptic 

style even further than his fellow Marxist commentator Jameson, who is not diplomatic by any 

means. Both are known for their complex style and reasoning; Baudrillard so much so that he 

has received a lot of criticism for the opacity and the totalising nature of his writing. To make 

matters even worse, Baudrillard’s writings cover a wide variety of domains and do not always 

follow a linear path. At times it is even impossible to judge whether some of his texts should 

be considered theory or science-fiction; in postmodern tradition, Baudrillard consciously seems 

to operate on the borders between both. I will mostly refer to ‘For a Critique of the Political 

Economy of the Sign’ and ‘Simulacra and Simulations’ for two reasons. On the one hand, these 

texts contain crystallised versions of two of Baudrillard’s ideas that are most interesting to this 

chapter. These ideas are respectively the concepts of sign-value and simulacra. On the other 

hand, these texts – together with ‘The Mirror of Production’ – are perhaps his most influential 

and widespread. 

The main thesis of ‘For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign’ is that consumer 

products or objects are no longer solely valued according to their use or exchange-value, but 

also according to their sign-value. We buy objects because of their sign-value, ‘which 

differentiates us from others’ (Bertens, 1995, p.146). This logical manoeuvre allows Baudrillard 

to rethink semiotics as is exemplified by the following equation:104 

 

𝐸𝑐𝐸𝑉

𝑈𝑉
=
𝑆𝑟

𝑆𝑑
 

 

Economic exchange-value is to use-value what the signifier is to the signified. The abstraction 

or reduction of exchange-value from use-value is identical to the relation between the signified 

and the signifier (Baudrillard, 1988, p.62). As such there is an equivalent relation between the 

sign system and the economic system. Bringing semiotics into play is a strategic move as it 

shifts the very foundation of Marxist theory. 

                                                           
104 The abbreviations are Baudrillard’s: 
EcEV = economic exchange-value 
UV = use-value 
Sr = signifier 
Sd = signified 
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The task that Baudrillard sets for himself in ‘For a Critique of the Political Economy of 

the Sign’ is threefold, but seeing that only the first two parts, a critique of use-value fetishism 

and a critique of sign fetishism, are relevant to this chapter, I will restrict myself to these. First, 

he wants to offer a ‘critique of use value fetishism’ in order to ‘reduce the idealist anthropology 

which it still subtends, even in Marx’ (63). In short, Baudrillard sets out to show the essential 

flaw of Marxism, namely that it is based on the same building blocks as the system it seeks to 

attack. In Marxist theory use-value is seen as a concrete, inherent characteristic of the 

commodity. Thus, the use-value is determined by its destiny. This differentiates use-value from 

exchange-value, which is abstract rather than concrete. Baudrillard, however, diverges from the 

classical Marxist view as he claims that use-value is also an abstract concept, one that has been 

‘cloaked in the false evidence of a concrete destination and purpose’ (65). It is not an abstraction 

of the system of social labour, but of the system of needs.  

 
Just as, in terms of exchange value, the producer does not appear as a creator, but as abstract social labor 

power, so in the system of use value, the consumer never appears as desire and enjoyment, but as abstract 

social need power […] The abstract social producer is man conceived in terms of exchange value. The 

abstract social individual (the person with “needs”) is man thought of in terms of use value.  

(Baudrillard, 1988, p.66) 

 

 

The use-value of an object is determined by the need of a subject. And so, not only use and 

exchange-value are abstract concepts, but so are producer and consumer. The producer had 

already been conceived in terms of exchange value (and social labour) and now the consumer 

joins as an abstraction of the system of needs. The person with needs or desires can be conceived 

in terms of use-value. So, to paraphrase Marx, production creates the consumer; it produces not 

only an object for the subject, but also a subject for the object (Marx, 1977, p.197). Baudrillard 

is not the only postmodern theorist to have embraced needs and desires as a positive force 

instead of a negative one – turning ‘a lack of’ into a ‘desire for’. Another notable attempt can 

be found in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1983) by Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari. Together with A Thousand Plateuas (1987), Anti-Oedipus forms Deleuze and 

Guattari’s Capitalism and Schizophrenia, an impressive if opaque collaborative theory that 

combines the political and the psychoanalytical. At the very heart of their theory lies the 

Nietzschean idea of man as a ‘desiring machine’ and Deleuze and Guattari take it on themselves 

to rethink a number of Western theories and concepts in terms of desire as a productive force. 

For Deleuze and Guattari, the cause of the Oedipus complex lies in the triangular relation of the 

family – i.e. the relation between father-mother-child – that represses the individual desires. In 

a similar vein, capitalism is thought of as a system designed to repress the desires of all members 
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of a society. And history then, should not be thought of in terms of class struggle. Marx’s 

dialectic materialism has to make way for a historical view that charts flows and blockages of 

desire. 

The key to Baudrillard’s critique of use-value, however, is not the abstraction of use-

value and the consumer by incorporating the needs systems. The key lies in the weight or the 

power that exchange-value and signifier have. Let us take another look at the relation between 

exchange-value and use-value on the one hand, and signifier and signified on the other. 

 

𝐸𝑐𝐸𝑉

𝑈𝑉
=
𝑆𝑟

𝑆𝑑
 

 

According to Baudrillard this ‘binary oppositive structuration’ can never be ‘purely structural’ 

and always ‘plays to the advantage of one of the two terms’ (70). In the equation above, 

exchange-value outweighs use-value and the signifier carries more weight than the signified. 

In the end use-value and the signified ‘are only simulation models, produced by the play of 

exchange value and of signifiers’ (70). ‘[T]here is no reality or principle of reality other than 

that directly produced by the system as its ideal reference. […] Use value and the signified do 

not constitute an elsewhere with respect to the systems of the other two; they are only their 

alibis’ (71).105 

Second, next to a critique of use-value fetishism, Baudrillard takes it upon himself to 

critique signifier fetishism. Having linked Marx’s materialism to semiotics, Baudrillard stresses 

that nothing can be ‘decoded exclusively as a sign, nor solely measured as a commodity’ (80). 

Use-value, sign-value and exchange-value are bound to an object form; they meet and converge 

in an object form which cannot easily be dissolved or disassembled for parts. This second 

critique constitutes an attack on the essence of Saussurean linguistics, namely the relation 

between the signifier and the signified, and the arbitrariness thereof. Even later versions of 

Saussurean linguistics that allow for a tripartite structure of signifier-signified-referent are 

unconvincing as they still rely on a ‘separation of the sign and the world’, which is ‘a fiction’. 

Just as exchange-value is inextricably linked to use-value, so the signifier is bound to the 

signified/referent. ‘There is no distinction between the sign and the phenomenal referent’ (86). 

Moreover, the same distribution of power holds in both realms:  the ‘world’ – ‘quite simply the 

Sd-Rft [i.e. signified-referent]’ – that is evoked is ‘nothing but the effect of the sign’ (84).   

                                                           
105 One of the major points of criticism that Hutcheon lists, centres around the issue that Baudrillard’s theory of 
simulacra is essentially  idealist. (cfr. infra) 
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The Sd-Rft is taken for an original reality, a substance of value and recurring finality through the 

supporting play of signifiers (cfr. the analysis of Tel Quel, in particular Derrida). Similarly, use value is 

given as origin and purpose and needs as the basic motor of the economy – the cycle of exchange value 

appearing here as a necessary detour, but incompatible with true finalities.  

(Baudrillard, 1988, p.88) 

 

 

In the same fashion that Baudrillard abstracted use-value, he abstracts the signified-referent. 

The signified-referent is a construct, an effect of the interplay between signifiers. And so, 

Baudrillard arrives at the same deconstructed conclusion as Derrida. A sign gets its meaning 

through the infinite contrastive interplay or deferral of signifiers. ‘The process of signification 

is, at bottom, nothing but a gigantic simulation model of meaning. Clearly, neither the real, the 

referent, nor some substance of value banished to the exterior shadow of the sign can abolish 

this process’ (91).  

And with this simulation model of meaning we have arrived at the later work of 

Baudrillard, centring around his concept of the simulacrum. In ‘Simulacra and Simulations’ 

(1988) he defines his concepts and describes the different stages of the image on its path to 

become a simulacrum. ‘To simulate is to feign to have what one hasn’t’ (168). A simulation is 

thus a collection of signifiers that are not related to a referent. Baudrillard’s thesis that binary 

oppositive structurations always play to the advantage of one of the two terms is brought to its 

extreme. The signifier is in full control as it has moved from the realm of representation to that 

of simulation; it has become a simulacrum. On its way to become a simulacrum the image has 

undergone four phases: 

 
1. It is the reflection of a basic reality. 

2. It masks and perverts a basic reality. 

3. It masks the absence of a basic reality. 

4. It bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum. 

(Baudrillard, 1988, p.170) 

 

 

In the first phase reality is represented as accurately as possible. The mimetic ideal is abandoned 

as soon as the image enters the second phase and reality is distorted in the image. In the third 

phase the power shifts to the image as it covers the fact that there is no underlying reality and 

the complete dominance of the image is asserted in the fourth phase, that of simulation. At this 

stage ‘truth, reference and objective causes have ceased to exist’ (168). Baudrillard famously 

analysed Disneyland as a ‘third-order simulation model’, which is ‘there to conceal the fact that 

it is the “real” country’ (172). Disneyland is shaped as a fantastic, alluring microcosm to 

contrast with the surrounding ‘real’ world. It is an attempt of the ‘real’ world to prove its own 

reality, ‘when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but 
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of the order of the hyperreal and of simulation. It is no longer a question of a false representation 

of reality (ideology), but of concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving 

the reality principle’. Similarly, Watergate is presented as a scandal, according to Baudrillard, 

to conceal the fact that it is not. The outcries of the people and the ensuing panic reinforce the 

moral and political principle – ‘the reinjection of a large dose of political morality on a global 

scale’ (173). It is not hard to see that Baudrillard’s examples have been carefully selected. His 

coordinated campaign against the representational system coincides with a political attack on 

capitalism. In fact, capitalism is treated as the motor behind the simulation model that he 

proposes.  

Baudrillard’s ideas have received a lot of attention, both positive and negative. And 

although a big tree attracts the woodman’s axe, a number of these concerns are justified. In 

Politics of Postmodernism Hutcheon lists a number of objections critics have uttered against 

Baudrillard’s interpretation of simulacra. The simulation model has been criticised for ‘the 

metaphysical idealism of its view of the ‘real’, for its nostalgia for pre-mass-media authenticity, 

and for its apocalyptic nihilism’ (Hutcheon, 1989, p.33). Hutcheon’s critique, however, focuses 

on the epistemological base of Baudrillard’s model. Have we ever – before the advent of 

postmodernism – been able to know the ‘real’ except through representations? ‘There is nothing 

natural about the ‘real’ and there never was – even before the existence of mass media.’ The 

‘real’ was never accessible to us and it was always mediated. More importantly, representation 

and the entire referential system are still in place, even if they have been put under stress. The 

postmodern is not a degeneration into hyperreality, nor an effacement of the referent (34).  

 
This ontological reduction is not the point of postmodernism: past events existed empirically, but in 

epistemological terms we can only know them today through texts. Past events are given meaning, not 

existence, by their representation in history. This is quite the opposite of Baudrillard’s claim that they are 

reduced to simulacra; instead, they are made to signify.  

(Hutcheon, 1989, p.81-82)  

 

 

I follow Hutcheon in her attempt to seek a middle ground. Baudrillard’s conceptualisation of 

simulation is indeed an alluring idea, but his nihilistic reduction of the referent is difficult to 

defend. Moreover, his need to present simulation as a capitalist weapon and to nostalgically 

contrast it with more primitive systems of representation, is politically tainted. His drive to 

antagonise capitalism – and especially America, its prime representative – leads him to ascribe 

a demonic power to the faceless capitalist system. Every example is analysed as a move in a 

chess game, perfectly orchestrated by the ‘system’. Disneyland is a strategic beachhead of the 

(capitalist) real and Watergate went completely according to plan. Baudrillard’s concepts are 
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brilliant expressions of the postmodern Zeitgeist, but he is hampered, shackled by his own 

theory, as his analyses are made and his conclusions are drawn from the same, narrow 

perspective. I do believe, however, that it is not a coincidence that Baudrillard is such an 

influential force in postmodern theory as his theories are akin to the conspiracy theories and 

millenarianism that proliferate in postmodern writing. Moreover, the complex, polemic, almost 

aggressive, style that Baudrillard shares with Jameson is also a typical trait of postmodern texts. 

 

 

4.2.3 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 

 

Having touched upon a number of concepts by Jameson and Baudrillard that are key to my 

analysis of Telegraph Avenue in the second part of this chapter, let us now return to Hal Foster’s 

idea of postmodern culture as this will provide us with an interesting perspective to tackle 

Chabon’s novel. 

Deconstructionist postmodern art, according to Foster, has to expose and rid itself of its 

ties with corporate America. It must ‘confront the inroads that capitalism has made into the 

world of high culture’ (Bertens, 1995, p.98). A number of art forms and schools have attempted 

to achieve this with varying success in Foster’s eyes. But ultimately Foster puts his faith in two 

‘models’ of resistance (99). On the one hand, there is Fredric Jameson’s ‘cultural revolution’, 

which is – as I have already shown above – highly pessimistic and inadequate for my analysis. 

On the other hand, there is the model of Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘minor literature’, which is 

more promising.  

The concept of the minority and minor literature is developed throughout Deleuze and 

Guattari’s oeuvre, but I am focusing on their study Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (1986). 

A minor literature is not a literature written in a minor language. It is the literature of a minority 

written in a major language. Deleuze and Guattari are mostly concerned with the Jewish 

literature of Warsaw and Prague, but their ideas can easily be transposed to different minor 

literatures. Seeing a discussion of black literature as minor literature will prove especially 

interesting for my analysis of Telegraph Avenue, black English literature is the minor literature 

I will be focusing upon. Although Telegraph Avenue can be analysed in the light of the 

(re)naissance – or at least the (re)discovery – of black literature, labelling it as such is – as I  

will show later on – not unproblematic.  

In order to warrant the label ‘minor literature’, a literature has to have the following 

three characteristics. First, a minor literature is always ‘affected by a high coefficient of 
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deterritorialization’ (16). The problem with the idea of deterritorialisation – and Deleuze and 

Guattari’s terminology in general – is that it is not clearly defined. Deterritorialisation was 

originally used in a politico-economic context, but it was quickly taken up by practitioners of 

various fields. As I understand it, deterritorialisation of a culture or a language always involves 

the loosening or severing of ties with its heimat, its place of birth, the specific setting that is 

coded into the culture or language. Every culture or language is rooted in time and space, it is 

territorialised and therefore it can be cut away from its physical origins. Once this process of 

unearthing is complete and a culture or literature has been deterritorialised, it can in some cases 

be reterritorialised. Kafka’s literature is exemplary of the deterritorialised Jewish literature of 

Prague as it embodies ‘the impasse that bars access to writing for the Jews of Prague and turns 

their literature into something impossible – the impossibility of not writing, the impossibility 

of writing in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise’ (16). The same holds for black 

literature in America. It is impossible not to write, for not writing means remaining voiceless 

and being voiceless is a state akin to non-existence. It is impossible to write in English, the 

language of the ‘oppressor’, and at the same time it is impossible to write in any other language. 

This is the language of their ‘new home’, for better or for worse. They have been cut loose from 

their mother country, these ties have been physically severed, and they have formed new 

communities in a new land. As contacts were made that never existed before, the need for a 

‘new’ lingua franca grew. Moreover, English was the dominant language, and so the only thing 

they could do was resort to (a pidgin form of) English. It was the only language in which they 

could be understood in America and thus it was the language they chose to adopt.106  

Second, everything in a minor literature is political (17). Whereas in a major literature 

the social milieu can serve as a backdrop and the individual concern is just that, the individual’s 

concern, in a minor literature these things are immediately connected to the political. So, for 

Deleuze and Guattari, when Kafka discusses the purification of the conflict between fathers and 

sons, he is not talking about ‘an Oedipal fantasy, but a political program’. Personal narratives 

become collective stories and every relation – and every conflict in every relation – is politically 

coloured. Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982) does not merely tell the highly personal and 

traumatising story of a black girl. Although the epistolary genre does emphasise the intimate 

nature of the book, it is also a narrative about gender roles and racial relations, and everything 

in it is political. It is not only the story of a disruption of the oedipal relations. This disruption 

                                                           
106 Similarly, and ironically, the American culture can be described as a deterritorialised European culture that 
was consequently reterritorialised.  
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is only the effect of a much larger rupture, the political schism between minority and majority. 

Another example can be found in the Blaxploitation films of the second half of the twentieth 

century. Admittedly, strictly speaking Blaxploitation films do not fall under Deleuze and 

Guattari’s minor literature, but I believe that when discussing Chabon’s Telegraph Avenue 

(2012a) it is impossible to discuss literature in isolation of other arts – music, cinema and 

television etc. Moreover, the idea of a minor literature can be quite easily transposed to other 

arts. Applied to Blaxploitation cinema, it is evident that these films are not merely 

entertainment. They are, but they are also – and more importantly so – a political act. 

Blaxploitation films are acts of resistance as they (re)write film history. Just a few titles to 

illustrate this idea: William A. Levey’s Blackenstein (1973), John Evans’s The Black Godfather 

(1974), Greydon Clark’s Black Shampoo (1976), Robert Clouse’s Black Belt Jones (1974) and 

William Crain’s Blacula (1972). 

Third, in a minor literature everything has collective value (17). ‘[W]hat each author 

says individually already constitutes a common action, and what he or she says or does is 

necessarily political’. A minor literature does not construct characters, but ‘machine-like’ 

agents with a collective voice. As a result, every slave narrative does not tell the story of one 

slave, it tells the story of an entire people. Frederick Douglass is not one man – he should not 

be categorised solely as a subject – rather he is a collective character that voices the communal 

experience of a collective. Similarly, Celie’s letters in The Color Purple are not just personal 

documents, even though they are presented as such in order to maximise realism. These letters 

and the novel in its entirety have a clear political function. 

Black literature is a collective machine of expression, but its relationship to language is 

that of multiple deterritorialisation. The African-American people who have abandoned their 

original language (figurative deterritorialisation) and their original milieu (literal 

deterritorialisation), are confronted with English as a ‘paper language’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 

1986, p.18-19), a language that exists on paper, not in their world. In reality there are many 

varieties of English, dialects and sociolects that coexist as branches of the same tree, but 

whichever branch they use, it will never suffice as it will always be the oppressors’ tree. This 

is why they have to create an-Other language. They have to make a choice, they have to create 

a machine of expression. In order to do so they have to push the deterritorialisation to its 

extremes. According to Deleuze and Guattari, there are only two ways to do so. The Prague 

Jews, having dropped their Czech mother tongue, had to resort to German and they could either 

‘artificially enrich’ it, ‘swell it up through all the resources of symbolism, of oneirism, of 

esoteric sense, of a hidden signifier’, or they could opt for the path of sobriety, the German 
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language of Prague as it is, in its very poverty (19). Kafka chose for – or created – the latter. 

He set out to create an intense, material expression with a desiccated vocabulary. Language 

ceases to be representative in order to stretch towards its extremes or its limits (23). All purpose-

words that can mean anything are born. In black literature, however, I believe the former 

tendency represents a much stronger current. Black literature that plunges into exuberance is a 

much stronger vein than black literature that takes Kafka’s side. Toni Morrison’s magical 

realism in Beloved (1987), for example, is an attempt to reterritorialise the mythical, the 

esoteric, in short, the literally and figuratively deterritorialised black culture. Chabon’s 

Telegraph Avenue, as I will show in the next section, also heavily ‘enriches’ its ‘language’. 

Moreover, I believe that Deleuze and Guattari’s dichotomy of linguistic deterritorialisation can 

be linked to different strands of respectively modernist and postmodernist literature. The 

intense, material project of Kafka can be related to modernism, whereas the (artificially) 

enriched, exuberant language of Chabon is postmodern (cfr. supra). 

It is clear by now that any discussion of black literature has to take into account the 

American linguistic landscape. Deleuze and Guattari use Henri Gobard’s tetralinguistic model 

of language functions to exemplify the different ‘languages’ or ‘tongues’ that exist in any given 

society (24). The tetralinguistic model distinguishes between the vernacular, mother or 

territorial tongue; the vehicular, commercial or bureaucratic tongue; the referential or cultural 

tongue; and the mythic, spiritual or religious tongue. Each of these tongues also has a spatial 

dimension according to Deleuze and Guattari. The vernacular is ‘here’, the vehicular is 

‘everywhere’, the referential is ‘there’ and the mythic is ‘beyond’. This model is readily 

applicable to Kafka, but it cannot so easily be transposed to Chabon’s particular situation. 

 

 

4.3 An Analysis of Telegraph Avenue 

 

Before we consider Telegraph Avenue in the light of the framework I have just constructed, I 

think it is essential to introduce the plot and main characters of Telegraph Avenue as it is – 

similar to The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay – a complex novel.  

The novel takes its title and setting from the iconic Californian Telegraph Avenue that 

connects Berkeley to Oakland, two cities just across the San Francisco Bay. It is hard – nigh 

impossible – not to fall victim to the traps of oversimplification when describing cities in a 

couple of lines, but I will try to do both cities justice and present the image of both as they are 

portrayed in Telegraph Avenue. Berkeley is a university town and it is regarded as the equally 
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politically correct yet more sleepy neighbour of San Francisco. It owes at least part of this image 

to its illustrious hippie past, as Telegraph Avenue was a symbol of 1960s counterculture. Even 

though it is a liberal city, it is far less racially diverse than neighbouring Oakland. This is 

unsurprising as Oakland is one of the most racially diverse cities in the US. During World War 

II the shipyards along the Westcoast boomed and attracted workers from various races. Thus, 

the war industry together with the increasing immigration during the second half of the 

twentieth century gave an impetus to the growing melting pot that is Oakland. As time passed, 

the African-American community grew. Evidence of this can be found in the lively black music 

scene – funk, soul, blues and jazz in the 1960s and 1970s; R&B, hiphop and rap in the 1980s 

and 1990s – but also the rise of the Black Panther party, which was founded and had its 

headquarters in Oakland. The rise and fall of the Black Panther party stands symbol for the 

racial struggles that pervade Oakland’s – and America’s – history to this day.  

It is at the intersection between these two cities connected by the titular avenue – 

coincidentally named after a method of communication – that the events of Telegraph Avenue 

take place. The story revolves around Archy Stallings and Nat Jaffe and their respective partners 

Gwen Shanks and Aviva Roth-Jaffe. Archy, who is African-American, and Nat, who is Jewish, 

but was raised by his black stepmother, are the two proprietors of Brokeland Records. They are 

fighting to keep their record store – specialised in used vinyl – afloat with the imminent arrival 

of a Dogpile Thang, a subsidiary of NFL star-turned-businessman – or robber baron – Gibson 

‘G Bad’ Goode’s megastore empire. Things are not looking good as they lose the support of 

local council man Chandler Flowers. Meanwhile, birthing partners specialised in home births, 

Gwen, who is pregnant and black, and Aviva, who is Jewish, are waging their own ‘war’ against 

the local hospital – Gwen could not restrain herself as a white doctor uttered a racially tinted 

remark after a natural birth went wrong and the woman in question was rushed to the hospital. 

To make matters worse, Gwen is confronted with Archy’s ‘mistakes’ from the past as his 

teenage son Titus Joyner turns up and befriends Nat and Aviva’s son, Julius, who might actually 

be looking for more than friendship. Titus is not the only member of the Stallings clan to come 

strutting back into town as pater familias and former Blaxploitation star of the Strutter films, 

Luther Stallings, pops up together with co-star Valetta ‘Candygirl Clark’ Moore, both looking 

to make their comeback. Archy’s father, Luther Stallings, who has been in and out of trouble – 

and in and out of jail – ever since he reached his peak in the 1970s wants to go back to making 

films. To finance this venture, Archy comes up with the cunning plan to blackmail Black 

Panther-turned-council man Chandler ‘Chan’ Flowers. Archy once was the getaway driver for 

a botched hit that Chan took on for the Black Panthers.  
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4.3.1 Michael Chabon, Telegraph Avenue and Henri Gobard’s Tetralinguistic 

Model 

 

Trying to make Michael Chabon and Telegraph Avenue fit in with Henri Gobard’s model is a 

linguistic nightmare as it poses a myriad of problems. Chabon is a white, Jewish author living 

in Berkeley of all places. Just considering Chabon, his vernacular, vehicular and referential 

tongues are all (presumably) Standard American English.107 Although describing Chabon’s 

referential tongue as Standard American English does not do it justice. Next to Standard 

English, African-American Vernacular English (AAVE) is also extensively used in Telegraph 

Avenue, which is unsurprising seeing that Telegraph Avenue is home to a multitude of 

ethnicities and languages. Recalling the spatial dimensions of Gobard’s tetralinguistic model, 

it suddenly becomes very clear that it is difficult to determine what vernacular tongue is 

associated with ‘here’ when talking about the Berkeley/Oakland region. One of the largest 

groups is undoubtedly the African-American community in Oakland. I would like to point out 

that Oakland has played a special role in the history of AAVE as it was the Oakland Unified 

School District that passed the controversial Ebonics resolution that declared AAVE an African 

language, making the AAVE-speaking students of Oakland effectively bilingual overnight, and 

sparking a national debate about the position of AAVE.108 Chabon does not go into the political 

mess of this Ebonics debate, but he does more than simply quote AAVE in Telegraph Avenue. 

AAVE is part of his voice. This is not to say that Chabon adopts a black voice, but he does 

highlight or enhance those features of his voice that resemble AAVE. The result is a hybrid 

voice that is not white, yet not black either, a feature that is by no means unique to Telegraph 

Avenue. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), a novel often criticised because of its 

allegedly racist undertone, can also be considered the product of a hybrid voice. Shelley Fisher 

Fishkin in Was Huck Black? (1993) has argued that Huckleberry Finn is as much influenced by 

AAVE as it is by ‘white’ American English.  

Telegraph Avenue is, however, very aware of its precarious position, a position which 

is crystallised in the main characters’ attitude to and relationship with Mike ‘Moby’ Oberstein. 

Moby, who owes his nickname to his physical disposition – ‘white and size 2XL’ (Chabon, 

2012a, p.31), is a loyal customer at Brokeland records. He finances his vinyl addiction through 

                                                           
107  These are presumptions as I do not know Michael Chabon personally and I am unable to verify what 
‘vernacular tongue’ he uses. Concerning the vehicular tongue, however, there can be no doubt, as this is the 
Standardised tongue to be used on ‘official’ occasions.  
108 The resolution was later amended and stripped of its provocative language, but the board stuck to its 
principle that Ebonics or AAVE differs too much from English to call it merely an English dialect. 
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his unusual career in law, ironically defending humpback whales from going deaf in a lawsuit 

against the navy, or in his words he is ‘trine to get legal standing for whales, bring suit against 

the navy on their behalf’ [sic.; italics not mine] (171). Nat and Archy respond very differently 

to Moby’s speech. 

 
Archy knew – could not help knowing all the man’s rants and treatises on the subject – how it bothered 

Nat that Moby tried so hard (to be honest, probably wasn’t even trying anymore) to sound like he was 

from the ‘hood, from round the way, as Moby would have put it, even though he was a sweet-natured 

white guy from Indiana, someplace.  

“It was straight-up bangin,” Moby said, so wel armored in his sweetness and his imaginary Super Fly fur 

coat that he was impervious if not obvious to the eyeball lightning Nat was always forking in his direction.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.31) 

 

 

Moby, a white man from Indiana, has completely adapted to life in Oakland as he perfects his 

‘strange ghetto minstrel routine’ like ‘a soft white moth caught in a drop of hip-hop amber’ 

(171). Nat, however, is unconvinced. He thinks Moby talks the talk, but does not walk the walk. 

Nat is as white as Moby, but he does have some claim to ‘black ancestry’ as he grew up ‘in the 

black part of Richmond with a black stepmother, black friends, black enemies, black lovers, 

black teachers, and culture heroes who, barring a few Jewish exceptions, were almost 

exclusively black’ (189). Pretending to be black is a deadly sin in Nat’s eyes, one he avoids to 

commit at all cost. ‘Black-acting white men’ do not simply annoy Nat, they horrify him to such 

an extent that he ‘drove himself with a near-pathological rigor to avoid any appearance, in 

manner or speech, of trying to pass’ (190). Archy on the other hand does not really seem to 

mind Moby’s ways. It is difficult to pinpoint where Nat’s irritation stems from. Is it because he 

himself is (overly) politically correct and believes that Moby is (unwillingly) parodying black 

speech? Is it because he believes you have to be true to your roots, be they black, white, any 

other ethnicity or a mixture of all of these? Is it, as Gwen suggests, because he himself is white? 

(‘[I]f you were a white guy living along the edge of blackness all your life, the worst thing was 

somebody around you trying to do the same.’ (369)) The answer is – as so often is the case in 

(postmodern) literature – less important than the question as I believe that Telegraph Avenue 

does not offer one correct answer, but juxtaposes and opposes a multitude of opinions on this 

matter. The narrator of Telegraph Avenue does not make a clear choice either. He is heavily 

influenced by black language and culture, but he is as hesitant as Nat. Like Nat, he distances 

himself from Moby’s speech as Moby’s overly black colloquialisms are italicised.  

It could be argued that the polylingualism in Telegraph Avenue – and the attitude(s) 

towards polylingualism – has a similar function as it does in William Faulkner’s oeuvre. Theo 

D’haen (1996, p.7) has argued that Dilsey’s part in The Sound and the Fury (1929) shows 
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Faulkner in the act of ‘becoming-minor’ by ‘mak[ing] use of the polylingualism of one’s own 

language’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986, p.26-27). D’haen goes even further stating that 

Absalom, Absalom! (1936) is not solely ‘a rewriting of the South as an American drama of 

dissent and reconciliation, but rather the tragedy of how older American formations, involving 

primarily Romance languages and latinate cultures of creolization, are being displaced by an 

Anglo-Saxon culture of racial essentialism. […] Faulkner’s celebrated use of language, 

especially in The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom!, is not uniquely “Southern” 

Gothic, springing from a native English language tradition, but rather […] becomes an instance 

of the baroque, which Cuban author Alejo Carpentier saw as typically Caribbean and Latin 

American’ (8). Similar to Faulkner, Chabon is a linguistic chameleon, a mimic that can resort 

to a multitude of languages. And equally similar to Faulkner, there is a political agenda behind 

this strategy of polylingualism. Chabon also wants to portray a ‘new’ American identity; a 

postmodern identity that can be detected, be it on a smaller scale, in Berkeley/Oakland, or 

Brokeland. Even Faulkner’s concrete strategy is – in a way – similar. Faulkner’s language, often 

characterised as ‘Southern’ Gothic, can be called baroque, which is not only typical of 

Caribbean and Latin American literature, but also of (some) postmodern literature, more 

specifically postmodern literature that exhibits maximalist tendencies such as the works of 

Thomas Pynchon. Note that this is not the only resemblance between Latin American and 

postmodern literature. In my chapter about The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay I 

already referred to the connection between magical realism and postmodern literature. Many of 

the most prominent magical realist authors that spring to mind are Latin American.  

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to an investigation of a number of aspects 

of the ‘new’ or postmodern American identity that Chabon tries to capture in Telegraph Avenue. 
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4.3.2 Politics and Economics in Telegraph Avenue  

 

Does postmodernity constitute a new economic or postindustrial era – to use Bell’s term – or is 

it just a form of late capitalism in disguise – to use Jameson’s term? The answer to this question 

is – as I discussed in the theoretical section of this chapter – only of terminological 

significance.109 Whatever the answer, Telegraph Avenue does a good job of expressing the 

postmodern condition, but it is not the clear-cut answer that Jameson associates with 

postmodern literature, for it does not join the bandwagon of ‘camp-following celebration of this 

aesthetic new world (including its social and economic dimension, greeted with equal 

enthusiasm under the slogan of “postindustrial society”)’ (Jameson, 1991, p.41). On the 

contrary, Telegraph Avenue only reluctantly accepts the coming of this new dawn.  

There is a strong sense of a worldwide economic shift going on in Telegraph Avenue 

and Brokeland Records is presented as one of the last stores of its kind. It belongs to an older 

era, it is a vestige of a bygone time, a ruin, a relic. Brokeland Records is a record store that sells 

nearly exclusively second-hand vinyl and is specialised in jazz, blues, soul, funk and R&B. It 

is one in a long line of community stores that, although not as lucrative as they could be, fulfilled 

a specific role in the community. Before Brokeland Records, the building housed Eddie 

Spencer’s record store and before that Angelo’s Barbershop. All of these stores were meeting 

places and so an ‘institution’ – as the building/store is often referred to – was created and a 

legacy built. The essence of the legacy being a store which has ‘been full of time-wasting, 

senseless, lying, boastful male conversation for going on sixty years, at least’ (Chabon, 2012a, 

p.351), as Garnet Singletary – also known as the King of Bling, a local businessman and the 

landlord of Brokeland Records and all the stores before – approvingly puts it.110 Garnet 

Singletary is always on the lookout for a new business opportunity, but he does acknowledge 

the real function of Brokeland Records and he tries to prevent its demise – without anyone but 

Archy knowing it – as he ‘would take that as a loss’ (351). Archy himself, although it pains him 

                                                           
109 In this regard, Daniel Punday’s version of literary history, which is itself indebted to Walter Benn Michaels’s, 
is interesting. Punday argues that the ‘economic bildungsroman, where the rise of a character’s economic 
fortunes reflects his (or, more rarely, her) spiritual development’ lost its appeal because the ‘early American 
Puritan culture’ and work ethic shifted toward a more modern economic perspective, that included ’mass 
production, corporate ownership, and the dissolution of the gold standard for currency’, bringing with it ‘a 
crisis of agency’ (2008, p.291-292). More importantly, it ‘is only at the end of the twentieth century when 
postmodernism becomes fascinated with the ironic recontextualization of institutional discourse that literary 
narratives organized around economic identity become an attractive storytelling option again’ (292).  
110 At times, I am not completely faithful to the language use in Telegraph Avenue. Everything within quotation 
marks will be completely authentic, unless otherwise indicated, but when incorporating quotes from the novel 
and making them my own, I sometimes may obfuscate characteristics of Ebonics. In this case, Garnet Singletary 
does not use the auxiliary ‘has’ that I have included. 
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to admit, also realises that the ‘merchandise was not the thing, and neither, for that matter, was 

the nostalgia. It was all about the neighborhood, that space where common sorrow could be 

drowned in common passion as the talk grew ever more scholarly and wild’ (465).  

While Brokeland Records does fulfil a(n) (essential) role – depending on which side 

you are on – in the community, economically speaking it is not a sound investment. This is why 

the store is on the brink of going bankrupt, a fate that a lot of neighbouring shops have already 

suffered. The Golden State chain, for example, ‘small and local to the Bay area, had suffered 

some kind of implosion’ (106). It is a site ‘sown with the salt of failure’. Pretty much the entire 

city is an economic wasteland, which leads Archy to describe the Golden State chain as a ‘slab 

of failure hewn from the greater vicissitude that was his hometown’ (106). Part of this economic 

crisis is due to the dwindling local economy, but to a large extent the crisis can be attributed to 

the loss in specific economic sectors. The ‘abandoned army bases and naval stations, 

depopulated blocks where everything seemed to have been flattened by some economic meteor 

impact, tattered wetlands ribboned with egret’ (302) are the direct result of the vanished war 

industry and the dwindling harbour.111 To Julie, the containers at the harbour are ‘monster piles 

of colored brick like stabs at some ambitious Lego project left unfinished, interchangeable as 

casino chips and yet each filled potentially with something new and surprising, soccer balls, 

polyurethane replicas of sushi, blue lasers, Santa hats, twenty-pound bags of chicarrones. In 

theory they were in constant motion, imports, exports, transhipments […, but] Julie could never 

seem to catch the cranes in motion’ (303). Julie imagines that it is some sort of magic trick, that 

the cranes only move when he is not looking. The more obvious conclusion to be drawn is that 

they simply do not move, because business is slow in Oakland. It is also telling that the ‘new 

and surprising’ products that fill the containers in Julie’s imagination are all trivial, not to say 

useless, products that arguably symbolise the decadence of (late) capitalism. 

Brokeland – and Oakland at large – seems to breed or attract people – like moths to a 

dying flame – that share its characteristics. Nat and Archy are the proprietors of Brokeland 

Records, but they are about the worst businessmen imaginable. Nat and Archy – the former a 

college dropout, the latter genetically burdened by generations of no-good fathers – run their 

business from the heart. They are passionate about their goods, but they are not talented at or 

even interested in selling them. They are, however, very much aware of their economic position, 

to such an extent even that one could say they are wallowing in their fate. Archy is ‘tired of 

                                                           
111 The egret referred to are the harbour cranes that provided California born and bred film maker George 
Lucas with inspiration for the AT-ATs in the Star Wars-franchise. This is one of the many anecdotes and 
references to popular culture in Telegraph Avenue.  
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being a holdout, a sole survivor, the last coconut hanging on the last palm tree on the last little 

atoll in the path of the great wave of late modern capitalism, waiting to be hammered flat’ 

(108).112 I do not doubt that Archy is tired of the imminent threat of bankruptcy, but he is more 

worn down by the idea of constantly having to worry about finances and administration, a 

symptom of his inability or refusal to grow up. Both Archy and Nat are vigorously holding on 

not only to the past, but also to their childhood. Nat is trying to protect, maybe even recreate, 

the environment of his past. As a teenager and in his early twenties he worked at two stores that 

resemble Brokeland Records – ‘Rather Ripped Records and Pellucidar Books, all long gone’ 

(168-169) – and Archy is permanently struggling with growing up, becoming a father, being a 

husband, or as he calls it ‘getting real’. Together they have taken it on as their mission to protect 

the past – or better, a version of the past as I will show later on – acting as if they are ‘not a 

couple of secondary-market retailers trying to stay afloat but guardians of some ancient 

greatness that must never be tainted or altered’ (34), the last of their kind like ‘Ishi [the last 

survivor of the Yana tribe], Chingachgook [the last of the Mohicans], Martha the passenger 

pigeon [the last of its species, named after First Lady Martha Washington]’ (33). Despite 

Archy’s late Aha-Erlebnis on the very last page of the novel that nostalgia is not the thing – the 

neighbourhood is – nostalgia is one of Archy and Nat’s personality-forming characteristics. 

Considering Archy’s track record I seriously doubt whether he truly denounces the ‘Church of 

Vinyl’ – the title of a chapter – if you will. Moreover, the nickname says it all; Brokeland 

Records does not revolve around money, it is an almost religious belief that drives them. 

There is, however, another option. In the face of the onslaught of oncoming capitalism, 

Gibson ‘G Bad’ Goode gives Archy and Nat a way out. He has chosen a different business 

strategy, or better, he has developed a business strategy, something which Archy and Nat have 

neglected to do. After his career in the NFL, Gibson Goode, born and raised in Oakland himself, 

started to build a business empire, ‘a one-hundred-percent-black owned enterprise’ (113) to be 

more precise. Goode owns a chain of malls known as Dog Thangs and he is planning to turn 

the Golden State market site into a Dog Thang, containing a 10-screen multiplex, a food court, 

a gaming arcade and a three-story media store.113 Essentially, Goode is creating a black version 

of the – predominantly white – capitalist symbol, the mall. To Archy and Nat, it is as if Goode 

has betrayed his roots, the African-American community of Brokeland. They do not want to 

                                                           
112 They are not the sole survivors. As is often the case, Archy is being overly dramatic. The local ‘Dream of 
Cream’-bakery (cfr. infra) is one of their brothers in arms battling the oncoming wave of capitalism.  
113 In AAVE, dog, alternatively spelled ‘dawg’ is used for a close friend or relative and ‘thang’ is the Ebonics 
alternative for thing. 
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buy into the ‘corporate expansionist retail bullshit’ (112), the ‘if-you-can’t-beat-them, join-

them’ logic. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case. The original, ‘white’ version of the mall 

may have been a capitalist utopia, turning consumer culture into America’s favourite pastime 

whilst boosting the economy, Goode’s Dog Thang is an entirely different animal.  

 
Now here came this man who could afford, even in times of failing record chains and of infinite free 

downloadable libraries that fit in your hip pocket, to open a bangin used vinyl store, five times as big as 

Brokeland and ten-fold deep and, just for the glory and goodness of it, let it fail, forever, inexhaustibly 

bankrolled by his media empire, his licensed image, his alchemical touch with ghetto real estate.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p. 228) 

 

 

The Dog Thang is not about making money. It is about hijacking capitalism from ‘white 

America’. It is a symbol of power, a means of making a mark on the world, a way of charting 

the African-American culture. Goode has taken on a political mission, not an economic one, 

and his strategy is to (ab)use the tools and symbolism of white capitalist culture in order to save 

black culture from extinction. The decadence of his black capitalist programme is symbolised 

in his preferred mode of transportation, a blimp named Minnie Riperton – “She’s black. She is 

beautiful. And she goes really high.” (221) – described by Archy as follows:114 

 
On the spectrum of secret lairs, it fell somewhere between mad genius bent on world domination and the 

disco-loving scion of a minor emirate. The décor made references of which Archy approved, to Diabolik 

and the David Lynch Dune.115  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.221) 

 

 

The decadence, the inefficiency, the uselessness, the show of power typical of the excesses of 

capitalism are parodied. For Archy to some extent – and definitely for Nat – Goode has become 

a ‘Beloved Corporate Overlord’ (198). Goode has turned to the ‘dark side’, he has succumbed 

to the power of (white) capitalism. That is why Archy and Nat have a visceral disgust of the 

entire idea of succumbing to and being replaced by Dogpile. However, when Archy gets an 

offer to come and work for Dogpile as their local music manager (for their Beats department), 

his dislike loses strength. The prospect of a steady income, which would prevent him from 

losing his family, in combination with his passion for music, makes him consider the offer. In 

the end he does not take it – although he does not refuse it either – but his attitude is 

characteristic of the ambivalent stance towards Gibson ‘G Bad’ Goode throughout the novel, 

an ambivalence that is apparent from the oxymoron in his name. I do not know if the characters 

                                                           
114 Minnie Riperton was an African-American singer who scored hits in the 1970s. She is renowned for her vocal 
abilities and especially her range, hence the reference ‘she goes really high’. 
115 Note Chabon’s references to the comic book genre, a recurring feature in many of his novels. 
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in the novel buy into Goode’s program of ‘building a monastery […] for the practice of vinyl 

kung fu’ (229), his mission to safeguard what is left of black music, when they say that the new 

Dog Thang is going to be ‘bangin’. But it is entirely possible that they simply like the lower 

prices and the convenience of a megastore. I do not even know whether Goode believes it 

himself; it is difficult to tell how much of a cynical businessman he is. Whatever the case, 

Goode personifies an alternative to Nat and Archy’s community store in the aftermath of what 

Goode calls the ‘apocalypse’ that black music has gone through (230). 

I will come back to the roles that black music and vinyl play, but let us now return to 

the notions of parody and nostalgia. Goode understands the postmodern techniques of parody 

and eclectic intertextuality and he has perfected them in the Minnie Riperton. Blimps and 

zeppelins were originally used in World War I, during the interbellum and in World War II. For 

a short time, they were also considered an efficient means of long-range passenger 

transportation and a good alternative to ocean liners and aircraft. Non-military use of blimps 

and zeppelins came to a crashing halt, however, when the Hindenburg inexplicably and 

spectacularly burst into flames upon mooring in New Jersey in 1937, an event that has gone 

into history as one of the most spectacular aeronautical accidents. Since the second half of the 

twentieth century, blimps have largely been used for advertising purposes. They have become 

a curiosum, their chief purpose being to draw attention. Since efficient transportation is not high 

on Goode’s agenda, but drawing attention is, it comes as no surprise that he customises a blimp 

and uses it as his preferred means of transportation. It is exotic, it is visible to everyone in a 

large radius, it is a symbol of wealth and – perhaps most of all – its advertising function can be 

(ab)used to promote Goode and everything he stands for, his image, his business empire, his 

power and his ‘battle’ strategy to safeguard black culture. It is the ‘African-Americanisation’ 

or ‘blackening’ of a white capitalist symbol. It is not a regular blimp, though. Recalling the 

quote above, the Minnie Riperton echoes Diabolik, originally an Italian comic book series about 

a Robin Hood-like ruthless master thief, who always dresses in a black suit that covers nearly 

his entire body, and David Lynch’s adaptation of Frank Herbert’s science fiction classic Dune 

(1965). Note that it says specifically David Lynch’s Dune (1984) and not Frank Herbert’s Dune. 

The film adaptation has grown to cult status, but upon release it was very poorly received. In 

contrast, the novel received the highest praises as it won both the Hugo Award and the Nebula 

Award for Best Novel. The key to Goode’s reason for choosing these design references lies 

presumably in the visual features and the design of the fictional worlds in Dune and Diabolik. 
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Some of the space ships in Dune also resemble the shape of a blimp.116 It is not clear what traits 

or features are ‘borrowed’ as Archy does not go into specifics in his description of the blimp, 

but it is not difficult to see why Goode picks these sources.117 Diabolik’s slick, ruthless image 

and agenda in combination with the camp and baroque of David Lynch’s Dune form an 

excellent addition to the image that Goode is building. Goode is effectively creating a 

simulacrum, an image that does not correspond to a reality. For the balance between reality and 

image is tipped in favour of the image and reality will adopt the image it is fed. To be the king 

you simply have to portray yourself as such. 

Goode’s usage of postmodern parody to create a simulacrum is not a form of nostalgia, 

an association that was made by Fredric Jameson when discussing the nostalgia film or la mode 

rétro. According to Jameson, the nostalgia film is a specific type of pastiche, the cinematic 

equivalent of Doctorow’s Ragtime (1975) and Noon Lake (1980). In previous chapters, I have 

already shown why I believe Jameson falsely links postmodernism to pastiche ‘without any of 

parody’s ulterior motives’ (Jameson, 2004, p.202). Postmodern fiction in general – and Michael 

Chabon’s fiction in particular – relies mostly on parody as it does have an ulterior motive or a 

specific pragmatic function. Let us quickly recapitulate using George Lucas’s American Graffiti 

(1973) – ‘the inaugural film of this new aesthetic discourse’ (Jameson, 1991, p.19) – as an 

example. American Graffiti is a film that sets out to recapture the idyllic atmosphere of 1950s 

America, ‘the privileged lost object of desire – not merely the stability and prosperity of a pax 

Americana but also the first naïve innocence of the countercultural impulses of early rock and 

roll and youth gangs’ (19). Jameson’s problem with this film – and the genre at large – is that 

it does not aim for realism, it does not try to give a ‘faithful’ picture of the past – insofar that is 

even possible – like the historical novel/film tries to do. The nostalgia film does not represent 

the past, it presents ‘“pastness” by the glossy qualities of the image’ (19) because ‘it can no 

longer look directly out of its eyes at the real world for the referent but must, as in Plato’s cave, 

trace its mental images of the world on its confining walls’ (Simpson, Utterson and 

Shepherdson, 2004, p.99). Hutcheon objects to the bond between nostalgic pastiche and the 

postmodern parodic that Jameson suggests. She makes a distinction between ‘a nostalgic, 

neoconservative recovery of past meaning going on in a lot of contemporary culture’ 

                                                           
116 I am referring to the Guild Transports of which a whole fleet is deployed by House Atreides. These space 
ships appear at once futuristic and dated, which makes them an ideal target for nostalgia. Also, compare these 
ships to Jonathan Coe’s image of the Brussels’ Atomium in Expo 58 (2013), which is similarly portrayed as 
modern yet dated, a past image of a future that never existed. 
117 This scene can also be analysed in terms of postmodern parody as formal repetition with a pragmatic 
difference, using the definition from the chapter about The Yiddish Policemen’s Union and The Final Solution.  



127 
 

(Hutcheon, 1989, p.98), which can be labelled truly nostalgic, and postmodern parody that ‘‘de-

doxifies’ our assumptions about our representations of that past’ (98), rather than indulges in 

its glorification. 

Neither the fictional character Gibson Goode, nor the actual author Michael Chabon, 

sets out to simply ‘relive the glory days’. They build an intricate intertextual relationship with 

the past not hesitating to question and/or (ab)use it in the process. For Chabon, (ab)using the 

past is a way of building an image of a postmodern American society. It allows him to present 

(a slice of) the postmodern American identity that is Brokeland. Thus, both his subject and his 

style are postmodern. His subject is the fractured social and economic wasteland of Brokeland 

and its surroundings and its inhabitants; the battlefield where a war is being waged between 

(late) capitalist consumer society and an older community-based social and economic model; 

the result of multiple reterritorialisation of various ethnic groups; in short, the ‘new’ postmodern 

American identity as it takes form in Brokeland.118 Interestingly, Brokeland itself is a 

simulacrum as it has no ‘real’ referent. There is no model for the record store that lies at the 

heart of Telegraph Avenue, rather it is a simulacrum that captures the essence, the identity of 

Berkeley/Oakland. Chabon’s tool of choice, his language to depict this scene, will be discussed 

in the following section, but there are parallels with the ‘musical language’ Brokeland Creole 

that are discussed in the following paragraph.  

Goode’s (ab)use of the past in an attempt to build both his simulacrum and his empire 

is a nice illustration of what Baudrillard referred to as the ‘precession of simulacra’. To illustrate 

the idea of the ‘precession of simulacra’, Baudrillard had to rely on an imperfect metaphor as 

he had to adjust Borges’s story ‘On the Exactitude in Science’ (1998). In Borges’s original a 

1:1 map that covers its territory precisely starts to fray as the empire falls; in Baudrillard’s 

reversal the map precedes the empire and reality has to adjust to the map.119 Goode’s company 

serves as a perfect illustration as his simulacrum precedes his empire. He seeks to gain power 

by building an image. Goode’s cannibalisation of the past is everything but an example of 

nostalgic pastiche. His (ab)use of the past is not a way to recreate past glory. Not even Archy 

and Nat, who appear nostalgic, want to recreate the music scene of the past. On the one hand, 

because their ‘nostalgia’ is more based on the fact that they suffer from Peter Pan-syndrome 

                                                           
118 Note that the name Brokeland can also be read as an intertextual reference to T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land 
(1922). In a way Brokeland is the postmodern counterpart to T.S. Eliot’s classic, modernist poem as both 
Telegraph Avenue and The Waste Land are intertextual wonders that chronicle the demise of a society. 
119 A similar situation occurs in Julian Barnes’s postmodern novel England, England (1999), in which a ‘fake’ 
amusement park based on the ‘real’ England, grows more important than the ‘reality’ it was inspired by. A 
situation that had already been described by Baudrillard in his analysis of Disneyland. 
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and never want to grow up. On the other hand, because recreating the past is simply not their 

agenda. They have put their faith into what Cochise Jones called Brokeland Creole. Jones was 

a regular customer at Brokeland Records, a father figure to Archy and a member of Archy and 

Nat’s band. I am referring to him in the past tense as Jones’s death and subsequent funeral take 

up a major chunk of Telegraph Avenue. Jones referred to his music style – and by extension, 

his way of life – as Brokeland Creole and Nat and Archy, although rarely using the term, seem 

to have similar ideas about music and life. In order to explain what Brokeland Creole truly 

means, I will have to elaborate on the image of black music in Telegraph Avenue. 

Postmodern literature, such as Telegraph Avenue, uses the past as source material, not 

out of some antiquarian nostalgia, but as a target for postmodern parody. It is thus inevitable 

that Telegraph Avenue investigates the past of the titular avenue and the two towns it connects. 

It focuses on the African American community living in Oakland and the past of its black 

population. A lot of this tendency of looking back can be related to a millennial feeling that is 

typical of a lot of postmodern literature.120 As the end of times is nearing – or at least the idea 

thereof – looking back and preserving whatever you can, is a natural tendency. At least, that is 

what Gibson Goode seems to think. Goode compares the apocalypse black music has undergone 

to the ‘Deluge of Flame’, a fictional nuclear catastrophe that in Walter M. Miller’s post-

apocalyptic science fiction novel A Canticle for Leibowitz (1960) wipes out most of the human 

race and culture.  

 
“You know it. All right, then, look at it this way. The world of black music has undergone in many ways 

a kind of apocalypse, you follow me? You look at the landscape of the black idiom in music now, it is 

post-apocalyptic. Jumbled-up mess of broken pieces. Shards and samples. Gangsters running in tribes. 

[…]  

And I’m not saying, just because we got sampling, we got no innovation happening. Black music is 

innovation. At the same time, we got a continuity to the traditions, even in the latest hip-hop joint. 

Signifying, playing the dozens. Church music, the blues, if you wanna look hard. But face it, I mean, a 

lot of it has been lost. A whole lot. […] Shit, knowing how to play the fuck out of your instrument. Guitar, 

saxophone, bass, drums, we used to own those motherfuckers. Trumpet! We were the landlords, white 

players had to rent that shit from us. Now, black kid half to a genius comes along? Like RZA? Can’t even 

play a motherfucking kazoo. Can’t do nothing but ‘quote’. […]  

I’m not going to blame nobody, and I don’t know what the reason is, because I haven’t studied it, and like 

with everything misfortunate in life, I bet there’s ten, twelve reasons for musical civilization getting wiped 

out […]  

Record companies. MTV. Corporate radio. Crack cocaine. Budget cuts to music programs, high school 

bands. All that, none of that. Doesn’t make no difference. I’m saying we are living in the aftermath. All’s 

we got is a lot of broken pieces. And you been picking those pieces up, and dusting them off, and keeping 

them all nice and clean, and that’s commendable. Truly. What I’m offering you is a chance not just to 

hang them up on the wall of your museum, there, maybe sell one every now and then for some white 

dentist or tax attorney to take home and hang on his wall. I’m offering you, I’m saying, come on, let’s 

really put them out there where the kids are, where the future’s spending its money. Teach them.”  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.230-231) 

                                                           
120 This millennial feeling can in its turn be linked up with the postmodern obsession with and incredulity 
towards metanarratives. Every form of millennialism is inevitably based on a grand narrative. 
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Although Gibson Goode admits that he has not studied the causes for the downfall of black 

music, he is very vocal in expressing his opinion about the phenomenon. The list of ‘usual 

suspects’ of factors that may have caused the apocalypse of black music, or, to stick to the 

register, the blapocalypse, are all often mentioned as negative symptoms or side-effects of late 

capitalism, the economic system of the white oppressor in Goode’s eyes. Whatever lay at the 

base of its cataclysm, black music is characterised by the juxtaposition of two opposing forces. 

On the one hand ‘black music is innovation’, on the other it tries to continue the traditions of 

black genres like gospel and blues. Goode’s definition of black music can easily be transferred 

to postmodern works of literature such as Telegraph Avenue. It too combines innovation with 

tradition, (ab)using the past to innovate. Goode, however, objects to black music that is nothing 

more than an idiom consisting of ‘shards and samples’ that has more to do with ‘[g]angsters 

running in tribes’ than with actual music, art and culture. There is no longer any skill involved 

in a lot of (post)modern black music. Black musicians used to be renowned, unparalleled even, 

for their mastery of their instruments, but that has vanished. The only thing these unskilled 

musicians can do is ‘quote’. The future of black music should not be about blind mimicry of 

the past. It should not be based on pastiche, it should invest in postmodern parody. True 

innovation lies in ‘de-doxifying’ music – a concept favoured by Hutcheon – which does not 

copy or ‘quote’ traditions, but enters into an intertextual dialogue with them and dares to 

challenge our image of the past. Again, Goode’s image of the future of black music is very 

similar to what Telegraph Avenue tries to do. Postmodern literature does not shy away from 

(ab)using the past as it formally ‘repeats’ it with a pragmatic difference. In the case of Telegraph 

Avenue, the rich historical and cultural background of Berkeley and Oakland is (ab)used in 

order to create Brokeland, in order to give a portrait of this postmodern society on the banks of 

the San Francisco Bay. Michael Chabon’s Telegraph Avenue may resemble Goode’s poetics of 

black music, but Telegraph Avenue’s pragmatic function is not the same as the mission that 

Goode has lined up for Archy. Whereas Archy has to teach the kids and give black music a 

future, there is no reason to believe that Chabon’s project has such a pedagogical value. On the 

contrary, if Chabon had wanted to present a history of Berkeley and Oakland, he would have 

opted for a historical novel or even a non-fiction text.121 What it all boils down to is that Goode 

has an essentialist and exceptionalist view on and programme for black music, which goes 

against the postmodern lines that Chabon follows in his works. Goode applies the same logic 

                                                           
121 I am aware that the distinction between historical fiction and non-fiction is not readily made. For a more 
elaborate discussion see my chapter on The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. 



130 
 

and falls into the same pitfalls as DWEM-culture did. For Goode, protecting black music and 

culture implies a rejection of white music and culture. The opposition between black and white 

has been hardwired into his brain. This is why he rejects the business project of Brokeland 

Records. ‘Picking up those pieces [i.e. valuable black music records], and dusting them off, and 

keeping them all nice and clean’, which is what Archy has been doing, is commendable, but it 

is not enough. Because preserving black records like museum pieces is for all intents and 

purposes a continuation and reaffirmation of the dominance of white culture. Chabon, on the 

other hand, is everything but essentialist in his quest to map the new postmodern American 

identity. Of all his novels, Telegraph Avenue contains perhaps the vastest, richest and most 

eclectic intertextual web. I will trace some of the strands in this web in the next section, but first 

I will discuss the similarities between Chabon’s programme and Cochise Jones’s Brokeland 

Creole I mentioned earlier.  

The closest we get to a definition of Brokeland Creole can be found in Archy’s eulogy 

at Jones’s funeral. This is at least partly due to the fact that Jones speaks very little, a 

characteristic he shares with Luther Stalling and the latter’s grandson Titus. Recalling Deleuze 

and Guattari’s account of the fate of a deterritorialised population, they claim that pushing 

deterritorialisation to its extremes leads to one of two options: either the deterritorialised party 

opts for ‘the path of sobriety’, a minimalistic, fleshed-out version of English, or it chooses to 

‘artificially enrich’ English and to ‘swell it up through all the resources of symbolism, of 

oneirism, of esoteric sense, of a hidden signifier’. There is, I believe, a different option. And a 

number of characters in Telegraph Avenue – interestingly those characters with artistic potential 

– often seem to go for option number three, namely silence in combination with another 

‘language’, often a non-verbal language. One of Luther Stalling’s defining characteristics as an 

actor lies in ‘the way he underplayed every scene as if confident that he could meet its needs 

without resorting to words’ (Chabon, 2012a, p.249). The legend goes that on the first day of 

filming Strutter, one of the Blaxploitation classics that established his reputation, he borrowed 

a pen from the director and ‘crossed out 63 percent of his lines, violating every code and bylaw 

of the trade, possessing the gift, rife among failed geniuses […] of a strong sense of his own 

limitations, coupled with the championship kung fu, the snap and the acrobatics of it, its kinship 

to certain dance moves of James Brown – the Popcorn, for example – its message of bodily 

liberation from the harsh doom of physics’ (249). Luther’s ‘other’, non-verbal language is his 

body language, the syntax and vocabulary of it consisting largely of kung fu and James Brown 

dance moves that taunt the laws of physics. Luther’s grandson Titus is only fourteen years old, 

but he too is developing his own largely non-verbal language because ‘[y]ou could damn 
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yourself with silence but never so effectively as by running your mouth’ (266). This explains 

why apart from his conversations with Julie, in which Julie does most of the talking, Titus does 

not speak an awful lot. Titus does not rely on body language to the same extent as his 

grandfather does. Titus mostly resorts to – or would like to do so – the visual language of 

cinema. Not just any kind of cinema, the visual language that he prefers resembles that ‘spoken’ 

by Quentin Tarantino, the postmodern parodist-cineaste par excellence. This is why Titus is 

taking a course (ironically at Berkeley’s Southside Senior Center) titled ‘Sampling as Revenge: 

Source and Allusion in Kill Bill’, where he meets Julie. Titus’s dream is to become a film 

director. In fact, when he feels he has nowhere left to go, he takes on the vague, impulsive plan 

to turn up at a Tarantino film set and ask for a job to learn the ropes. Titus’s most concrete 

venture into the world of cinema, however, appears in the form of five screenplays that he has 

written, but he only elaborates on one of them. The screenplay that he talks about – or has to 

talk about as Aviva is forcing him – is called Incident at Al-Qufa Bridge. ‘“It’s a, like, 

adaptation of ‘Incident at Owl Creek Bridge’. Only in the Gulf War, not the Civil,” he said, 

catching her endlessly policed racist self red-handed.’ (169) In Ambrose Bierce’s original 

(1891), the protagonist Peyton Farquhar is being hanged because he tried to help the Southern 

Confederate armies by blowing up Owl Creek Bridge in order to stop the Northern Union 

armies. In typical postmodern fashion, Titus’s adaptation parodies its original by relocating the 

plot to the Gulf War. Because Titus is loyal to his ‘vow of silence’ it is difficult to say what he 

exactly aims for with his screenplay(s), or if he has even developed his poetics at all. But even 

if we just consider the bud of Titus’s film career, it is obvious that there are links between 

Titus’s Tarantino-esque project and Michael Chabon’s Telegraph Avenue, as I will show in the 

next section.  

Now let us return to Cochise Jones’s Brokeland Creole. Jones, who is also taking the 

film course Julie and Titus are in, is not only the inventor of Brokeland Creole, in many ways 

he is a symbol of Brokeland. Jones and his family, like so many other inhabitants of Oakland, 

moved from just outside New Orleans, Louisiana, to Oakland when he was a teenager. His 

father got a job in one of the canneries, and the Jones family became part of the Oakland melting 

pot. An eclectic multitude of deterritorialised ethnicities, cultures and languages came together 

on a relatively small patch of land. They had left most of their possessions behind, but they all 

brought something (different) to the table in terms of music – church music and gospel, jazz, 

soul, blues, jump music and rock ‘n roll, the list is nearly endless. In this musical climate, 

Cochise Jones started playing the organ – a ‘killer’ Hammond B3 that actually kills him as he 

gets buried trying to load it to perform at a fundraiser of then senator Barack Obama – in various 
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bands. At first, when still in high school, he had something of a split musical personality. On 

the one hand, he had a band, ‘they were all black kids, played rhythm and blues, Drifters covers. 

But he also used to play sometimes with a bunch of white boys, […] the Pearl Tones’ (372). 

Unsurprisingly, in Jones’s playing the two styles met and blended. Archy describes Jones’s 

musical teenage years as ‘[n]ot just white boys playing black music, like always, or even black 

dudes playing in a white style, but really, like, this moment, this one moment, lasted four, five 

years, when the styles and the players were mixing it all up’ (373). And so Cochise Jones mixes 

up his jazz roots – and all the crossover styles that come with it – with ‘true rock-and-roll 

vernacular’. Technically speaking, he never lost ‘that soft touch on the right hand’, but he 

started ‘to get extremely funky’ with his left hand. Cochise Jones never used these technical 

terms. Terminological disputes about whether Donald Byrd’s ‘Street Lady’ is ‘soul-jazz, or is 

it more to the side of jazz-funk’ are completely Archy and Nat’s thing. Jones does not like this 

distinction in genres. He does not take part in any act of stigmatisation or labelling. To him, it 

is all Brokeland Creole, which, according to Archy, ‘sums it up’.  

 
“That means you stop drawing lines. It means Africa and Europe cooked up in the same skillet. Chopin, 

hymns, Irish music, polyrhythms, talking drums. And people. Cochise Jones, his mother was mostly, uh, 

Choctaw, I think it was. Me, my father’s half Mexican, which is already half something else. Brokeland 

Creole. Around here used to be Mexico, before that, Spain, before that, Ohlone. And then white people, 

Chinese, Japanese, black folks bringing that bayou, that Seminole, that Houston vibe. Filipinos. Toss ‘em 

on the grill, go ‘head. Brokeland Creole. And some more Mexicans, Guatemalans. Thai, Vietnamese. 

Hmong. Uh, Persian. …”  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.374) 

 

 

Brokeland Creole is the product of this eclectic mix, stressing again the extreme ethnic variation 

of Berkeley/Oakland. It is not a matter of ‘either-or’, but of ‘and-and’. It is the musical variant 

of the postmodern parody we already traced in Luther’s body language and Titus’s cinematic 

language. Only, Cochise Jones’s ‘other’ language is not a form of body language, nor is it 

visual, it is a musical language. Jones’s best expression of Brokeland is perhaps his most 

cherished record Redbonin’, especially the first track on this record, ‘a cover of “I Don’t Know 

How to Love Him” from Jesus Christ Superstar’ (278). As is to be expected, Jones’s version is 

not a straight-up cover of the original. ‘Cochise Jones always liked to play against your 

expectations of a song, to light the gloomy heart of a ballad with a Latin tempo and a sheen of 

vibrato, root out the hidden mournfulness, the ache of longing, in an up-tempo pop tune’ (278). 

And in his version of ‘I Don’t Know How to Love Him’, he perfects his language. Jones takes 

a mournful ballad from the classic-yet-camp rock opera Jesus Christ Superstar and completely 

turns it ‘inside out’, ‘giving the Lloyd Webber melody a treatment that was not cheery so much 
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as jittery’ (278). But it is only about half-way through the song that he ‘began his vandalism in 

earnest, snapping off bright bunches of the melody and scattering it in handfuls, packing it with 

extra notes in giddy runs. He was ruining the song, rifling it, mocking it with an antic edge of 

joy. You might have thought, some critic felt, that the meaning or spirit of the original song 

meant no more to Cochise Jones than a poem means to a shark that is eating the poet’ (279). 

The vitality and aggression of Chabon’s metaphor to describe Jones’s style show that Jones did 

not pull any punches. He gave the song the postmodern treatment as he completely (ab)used 

the ballad. His formal repetition of the melody is paired with a pragmatic alteration of the song’s 

function, so it seems. The remorse and anxiety have to make way for a joyful chaos. Near the 

end of the song, however, Jones again turned things around and started building ‘a solo at once 

dense and rudimentary’ that gets ‘bluer and harder and nastier’ as the song’s end nears, resulting 

in ‘the admission of failure it [i.e. the song] truly was, a confession of ignorance and 

helplessness’. The song’s true conclusion consisted of ‘just Mr. Jones, fading away, ending the 

track with the startling revelation that the song was an apology, an expression, such as only the 

blues could ever tender, of limitless regret’ (279). In postmodern fashion, Jones’s cover sets out 

to surprise the listener at every beat. In the beginning the listener expects a ballad, in the end 

s/he has acclimatised to Jones’s vandalism, but never does s/he get what s/he expects. In order 

to truly express the emotion that Jones is after the listener needs to exploit the full potential of 

his Brokeland Creole and there is no better way to convey the emotion of ‘limitless’ regret than 

through the unexpected turn to blues, ending in the silence Jones is so accustomed to. Like 

Chabon, Jones puts his language of choice under as much stress as possible, he ‘artificially 

enriches’ his language, up to the point where it nearly breaks. He fully embraces the maximalist 

potential of Brokeland Creole – in stark opposition to the minimalist language upon which he 

relies on a daily basis. In fact, as I already mentioned, outside of his musical language, Cochise 

Jones does not talk much, to such an extent even that his loyal prolix parrot, which has been 

accompanying him for decades, is more talkative than Jones himself.122  

I have been linking these ‘other’ languages – visual, musical or body language – to 

Deleuze and Guattari’s two choices when experiencing complete deterritorialisation: the path 

of sobriety and the path of artificial enrichment. I could also have referred to Ihab Hassan’s 

‘literature of silence’. Although Hassan’s popularity was relatively short-lived, for a time he 

was a dominant voice on the postmodern scene as he was in many ways the pioneer of 

                                                           
122 Note that the re-occurrence of a prolix-parrot is a recurring motif in Chabon’s oeuvre. A similar parrot 
accompanying a similarly ‘mute’ character can be found in The Final Solution. 
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postmodern criticism in America. Especially his The Dismemberment of Orpheus (1971) and 

The Postmodern Turn (1987) received a lot of attention. The concept of a ‘literature of silence’ 

is perhaps his most quoted invention.123 Hassan opposes postmodern exhaustion/silence to 

modern mastery/logos and indeed Hassan’s ‘literature of silence’ is used to refer to those 

literary works that operate on the borders of literature and language, that test the potential of 

rationality and language, only to reaffirm their failure time and again. In Bertens’s words, 

Hassan ‘discerns two strategies – a ‘dual retreat from language’. In the first, minimalist mode, 

‘language aspires to Nothing’; in the second one, which is a mode of excess, ‘it aspires to All’ 

(1995, p.25). Both strategies, however, are used to construct an anti-literature, the ‘literature of 

silence’.  Or, in Deleuzian terminology, both strategies are used to attempt reterritorialisation. 

In the case of Telegraph Avenue that reterritorialising attempt is bound to what Archy calls the 

‘Brokeland Creole dream’, as opposed to the ‘American dream’. Archy likens Brokeland 

Records to an oasis on the Silk Road, which in its turn is a metaphor for not only one’s life path, 

but also Telegraph Avenue.  

 
It’s a hard road, it has bandits, sandstorm. You carrying the light of all the civilizations back and forth, 

but all around you, the tribes just want to keep up their warring, and killing, and keeping track of what 

makes them better than everybody else. […] But you keep on […] Forging that Creole style. And every 

so often, every few hundred miles, maybe, you got these oases, right, these caravansaries, where they all 

get together and chill, hang out, listen to good music, swap wild tales of exaggeration. […] That was kind 

of our dream. The Brokeland Creole dream.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.374) 

 

 

The project, the dream, that drives the reterritorialisation of Brokeland is not the American 

dream. The American dream is based on white, capitalist ideas going back even on the Puritan 

ideology of the colonisers that founded the United States. Brokeland’s reterristorialisation is 

driven by the Brokeland Creole dream, at the very heart of which lies a community ethos. 

People from all over the country, coming together, all bringing something else to the table and 

blending in. The Brokeland Creole dream, which is a very postmodern project, is based not just 

on peaceful coexistence, but on complete integration and assimilation. It is fuelled by ‘good 

music’, no matter where it comes from, and by getting together, hanging out and chilling out, 

which is a far cry from the Puritan work ethic that feeds into the American dream. According 

to the Puritan ideology the United States were originally built on, suffering is an essential 

                                                           
123 For the purpose of my narrative I am presenting a simplified version of Hassan’s ‘literature of silence’. 
Hassan himself adjusted his concept extensively throughout his career. Sometimes it is used as a near synonym 
of postmodern literature, at other times, postmodern literature is just one instance of silent literature, 
together with avant-garde and modernist literature. For a more in depth discussion of the ‘literature of silence’ 
see Hans Bertens’s The Idea of the Postmodern (1995). 
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ingredient of life – it purifies us from the original sin – and hard work is commendable. So 

much so, that hard work gets a moral dimension: a good work ethic makes one a good person. 

The Brokeland Creole dream is not characterised by such a work ethic; if anything, one of its 

traits is the absence of any work ethic at all. Life in Brokeland is hard enough as it is. All around 

you there are people with an exceptionalist mindset, who ‘keep up their warring, and killing, 

and keeping track of what makes them better than everybody else’. But that is not the Brokeland 

way. All one can do is keep on trying, ‘forging that Creole style’, ‘carrying the light of all the 

civilizations back and forth’ [my emphasis]. The situation that Archy – and Chabon – describes 

seems to match Jameson’s condition that ‘a truly new culture could only emerge through the 

collective struggle to create a new social system’ (Jameson, 1991, p.xx). I am not claiming that 

capitalism has fallen, but within the pages of Telegraph Avenue, Chabon portrays a microcosm 

that is characterised by struggle. If you are inclined to Marxist ideology, you are likely to fill in 

the blanks and add ‘class’ to the struggle. Others will point towards different catalysts for this 

struggle – racial, ethnic, religious etc. And some might try to combine these factors, such as 

closet Marxist Cochise Jones, who claimed that the racial struggles in America essentially go 

back to class struggle. At his funeral, a friend of his speaks about Jones’s interest in ‘the 

interactions of base and superstructure, the way ultimately, class struggle underpinned all the 

racism in America’ (Chabon, 2012a, p.367). An opinion that is undoubtedly shared by Fredric 

Jameson who believes that postmodernism is ‘the internal and superstructural expression of a 

whole new wave of American military and economic domination throughout the world’ (1991, 

p.5). Interestingly, none of the main characters were aware of Jones’s Marxist affiliation, and 

they are not really interested in learning more about Marx and how dialectic materialism can 

be applied to America. The people from Brokeland are not interested in studying struggle, they 

are trying to realise the Brokeland dream.  

In short, it does not really matter what caused Brokeland to be ‘broke’ in the first place. 

To requote Gibson Goode, ‘like everything misfortunate in life […] there’s ten, twelve reasons 

for […] civilisation getting wiped out’. Telegraph Avenue is home to a lot of struggle and if 

Jameson’s claim is true that ‘a truly new culture could only emerge through the collective 

struggle to create a new social system’, then Brokeland may very well be that social project or 

experiment. And that ‘new’ Brokeland microcosm is the slice of America that Chabon has 

chosen as the subject for his novel. It is, as I have argued, his version of a ‘new’ American 

identity and Chabon’s polylingualism, or his Brokeland Creole, is a ‘new’ language to express 

that ‘new’ reality. And this new language relies heavily on an eclectic intertextual web, 

borrowing from high and low cultures alike – completely disregarding the differences between 
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them – artificially enriching and/or ‘blackening’ the language as it were. The postmodern 

poetics of Telegraph Avenue are, however, food for the next section.  

To conclude this part, let us return to the economic perspective that lies at the basis of 

this section. In particular, I would like to go into the role that records – or, in Telegraph Avenue, 

the more frequently used metonym ‘vinyl’ – play in the novel. Archy is not entirely right when 

he claims at the end of the novel that the ‘merchandise was not the thing’ (465). He is right 

insofar that Brokeland Records had a special role in the community, but next to this function, 

the products the store carries are also significant. The reason why Archy overlooks the 

significance of his product, vinyl, might be because it has made way for a very similar product, 

memorabilia cards. So, when Brokeland Records fails, it rises from its ashes like a phoenix in 

the form of Mr. Nostalgia’s Neighborhood, a local memorabilia retailer specialised in baseball 

cards. Moreover, Telegraph Avenue seems to want to stress that Brokeland Records’ failure 

does not imply the downfall of Brokeland or the Brokeland dream. It was not a racial or a class 

struggle that broke up Nat and Archy, or Aviva and Gwen. Their belief in the Brokeland dream 

did not falter as their personal adventures came to an end.  

 
No one was lobbing vile epithets, reverting to atavistic tribalisms. The differences in class and education 

among the four of them canceled out without regard for stereotype or cultural expectation: Aviva and 

Archy both had been raised by blue-collar aunts who worked hard to send them to lower-tier colleges. 

The white guy was the high school dropout, the black woman upper-middle-class and expensively 

educated.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.411) 

 

 

They were not torn apart by racial or class struggle, they simply came to a point where they had 

to pass on the flame, someone else had to take over their mission to keep the fires burning at 

the Brokeland oasis along the Berkeley/Oakland Silk Road. Next to fulfilling Brokeland 

Records’ function in the community, Mr. Nostalgia’s Neighborhood’s trading cards also 

resemble Brokeland Records’ vinyl. Brokeland Records is specialised in vinyl, a medium that 

has grown obsolete except for niche circles, after it was replaced by cassettes, CDs and digital 

formats, such as MP3s and even more recently streaming. Seeing vinyl records have arguably 

the best sound quality, the endless march of music media can be explained in economic terms; 

the capitalist beast has to be fed and the endless ‘renewal’ – or exhaustion – is one way of doing 

that. Moreover, if you are in the Marxist camp of Baudrillard, MP3s can be read as a perfect 

postmodern metaphor: another retreat from reality. Music media have grown ever smaller up 

to the point that immaterial, digital formats, nothing more than some lines of code that are often 

streamed to your computer, have replaced every other material carrier as the standard. In the 

microcosm of Brokeland Records, however, vinyl is the norm to which everything else is 



137 
 

measured. The vinyl records are the artefacts of a lost world. If Brokeland Records is the 

‘Church of Vinyl’ – as it is referred to in Telegraph Avenue – then the shop window is the shrine 

holding the records like relics. 

Within Brokeland, vinyl occupies a special position, it has been granted a special status 

that can be described in terms of Baudrillard’s modified Marxism. Brokeland here is to be 

understood not only as Berkeley/Oakland, but also as a pars pro toto for the worldwide niche, 

microcosm or scene that values records. Although there seems to be some kind of a vinyl revival 

going on, it is safe to say that vinyl is still being outgunned by other music media. Baudrillard’s 

modified Marxism is especially useful because, as I have explained above, next to the use and 

exchange-value of an object, he claimed that every object also has a sign-value. These three are 

inextricably bound to a material object form and of these three the sign-value is the biggest 

factor in determining the overall value of an object. Endlessly bigger than use-value and 

signified, which ‘are only simulation models, produced by the play of exchange value and of 

signifiers’. Now let us apply these terms to vinyl records, the object form in which use, 

exchange and sign-value converge, and compare their relative values in Brokeland to the rest 

of the ‘world’. 

First, for ‘Brokelanders’ the use-value of records is still largely the same as it was when 

they were first produced. The quality of vinyl is arguably greater than that of other, more 

modern media, and it is still the way to listen to music. Outside of Brokeland (and the niche it 

metonymically stands for), the use-value has sharply dropped. Few ‘outsiders’ still own a record 

player making it impossible for the vast majority to even listen to music, rendering vinyl 

completely useless and obsolete. Moreover, material characteristics of vinyl do not ‘fit’ the 

ever-shrinking ‘standard’ of most ‘music consumers’ that have an entire record collection in 

their pockets.  

Second, the exchange-value is at the same time easier and tougher to call. On the one 

hand, it is easier, because the exchange-value is determined by the market. A record is worth 

whatever someone is willing to pay or ‘exchange’ for it. On the other hand, it is tougher because 

determining exchange-value is an abstract process that cannot rely upon a (more) concrete 

criterion like ‘need’ in the case of use-value.124 Note that Baudrillard claims that use-value is 

dependent on exchange-value. People acquire rare records, not mainly for their use-value, but 

                                                           
124 Note that in Baudrillard’s perspective use-value is as much an abstraction as exchange and sign-value. The 
use-value of a product is not determined by its destiny, but by the ‘system of needs’, which is an abstraction in 
its own right. Production produces not only an object for the subject, but also a subject for the object. 
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partially for their exchange-value, as some kind of investment, and mainly because of their 

sign-value. 

Third, like exchange-value, sign-value is an abstraction and thus not easily determined. 

The sign-value of vinyl is tremendous in the microcosm of Brokeland, to such an extent even 

that its value transfers to the ‘outside-world’ where white dentists are willing to pay a lot of 

money to hang these records on their wall (as Goode claims). Vinyl records are the signs of a 

strong Brokeland culture, a Brokeland identity. Whenever a people seeks to gain power or 

achieve independence, they have to create an identity for themselves. One of the ways of 

creating a national identity is by looking to the past in order to create a legacy to legitimise 

one’s claim to power. This is pretty much the strategy that romantic artists adopted. In Dutch 

literature the author Hendrik Conscience with De Leeuw van Vlaanderen (1838) not only taught 

his people how to read – or at least so the story goes – but more importantly gave his people a 

legacy by glorifying its past. The same phenomenon exists in most Western European literatures 

and arts. For instance, Eugène Delacroix’s iconic painting La Liberté Guidant le Peuple has the 

same romantic nationalist agenda, albeit from a French perspective. To establish its legacy, 

Brokeland can look back at its illustrious musical past, which has been crystallised and 

preserved in vinyl. And so, the records that upon release did not carry that much weight, gained 

sign-value with the passing of time. The parallel I drew between records and relics still holds 

as relics ‘upon release’ are not worth much, their sign-value is determined by the narrative by 

which they are backed. Another thing that is brought to light is that the veracity or authenticity 

of a record is as irrelevant as that of a relic; the record only has to appear ‘real’, that is, it has 

to be a powerful expression of a powerful (grand) narrative. In this regard, records become 

economic assets – maybe even a currency; if you want to stretch the metaphor, Brokeland’s 

‘black gold’ standard – and their value is almost exclusively determined by their sign-value. 

Their market value is determined by the strength of people’s belief in its narrative, its sign-

value. 

This situation can be analysed in Baudrillardian terms as an example of the real 

retreating in favour of the hyperreal. It becomes impossible to distinguish between reality and 

the Brokeland narrative or dream as these records are anachronisms from a different ‘reality’, 

a different ‘past’. They have become the Tlönian objects that invade and take over ‘our reality’ 

as we descend into the hyperreal. The plot of Borges’s classic postmodern short story ‘Tlön, 

Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ (1998) is too complex to completely unravel here. The gist of it revolves 

around (a fictional) Borges and a friend who stumble across an encyclopedia entry about the 

(fictive) country Uqbar in the (equally fictive) world of Tlön. As it turns out, both Uqbar and 
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Tlön are fabrications of a fictive secret society, Orbis Tertius, which is trying to imagine an 

entire fictional world. They even go so far as to spread Tlönian objects – such as a vibrating 

compass – and as these objects spread exponentially, Tlön becomes ‘real’. To the point even 

that it replaces the ‘really real’. The encyclopaedia defines itself as a description of ‘the world’: 

what is in it is ‘true’, and so the word triumphs over the world, and thus fiction over ‘reality’. 

Telegraph Avenue describes a similar situation as the vinyl records, Brokeland’s ‘black gold’ 

standard, invade the reality in an attempt to create Brokeland and the Brokeland dream.  

Having discussed the crucial role that vinyl plays it is not difficult to draw the parallels 

with Mr. Nostalgia’s trading cards as they share all the characteristics of Brokeland’s records. 

They too can be analysed as simulacra or Tlönian objects, and they too are largely determined 

by their sign-value. The only major difference lies in the fact that Telegraph Avenue provides 

a legitimising narrative that backs Brokeland’s ‘black gold’, whereas the reader does not have 

access to a similar grand narrative that legitimises trading cards. It is not that this story does not 

exist, it is just not the story that Chabon chose to tell us. Although Chabon does hint at the 

similarities and turns comparing ‘vinyl records’ with ‘trading cards’ into a gap-fill exercise. 

Just as Nat and Archy have invested in records, so too there are people obsessed with trading 

cards, ‘united in their pursuit of the lost glories of a vanished world’ (Chabon, 2012a, p.22). 

 

 

4.3.3 Poetics in Telegraph Avenue, or Chabon’s Brokeland Creole 

 

Poetics applies both to the poetics upheld by Chabon when writing Telegraph Avenue and the 

poetics expressed in Telegraph Avenue by some of its characters. As I have already shown, 

Chabon’s style is the poetical expression of what many characters think that art in the broadest 

sense of the word should be. Archy’s poetics, summarised perfectly as Brokeland Creole, are 

very close if not identical to Chabon’s project in Telegraph Avenue. In a way, although not as 

clear as in some more extravagant literary experiments, Telegraph Avenue is an example of 

what D’haen referred to as the ‘dissolution of character and narrative instance’ (1995, p.192). 

The gist of the description and analysis of Brokeland Creole I offered in the previous section 

can thus be applied here. Still, I would like to go into Chabon’s poetics in some more detail and 

illustrate how it is an example of postmodern literature. 

D’haen (1995, p.192-193) lists the following characteristics that are ‘generally regarded 

as marking postmodernism: self-reflexiveness, metafiction, eclecticism, redundancy, 

multiplicity, discontinuity, intertextuality, parody, the dissolution of characters and narrative 
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instance, the erasure of boundaries and the de-stabilisation of the reader’. To some I have 

already (in passing) referred, but I believe all of these characteristics can be traced in Telegraph 

Avenue, although some are more present than others. The most apparent of these postmodern 

traits in Telegraph Avenue are undoubtedly its high level of intertextuality and its heavy reliance 

on parody, as well as other forms humour. Therefore, I will devote this section to a discussion 

of intertextuality in Telegraph Avenue. Note that any postmodern novel that displays a high 

degree of intertextuality is likely to show signs of self-reflexiveness, metafiction, eclecticism, 

redundancy and multiplicity.  

In an attempt to construct an intertextual web, I have compiled a representative, though 

not comprehensive, list of sources that Telegraph Avenue interacts with. In no particular order, 

these sources include: Bruce Lee films, popular westerns, The Godfather, Star Wars, Frida 

Kahlo, Roman Emperor Augustus’s Meditations, Nathaniel Hawthorne, ‘muscular black music’ 

from the 1960s and 1970s, Thomas Pynchon, Pam Grier, Michael Jackson (in the 1980s), 

Quentin Tarantino in general and Kill Bill: Volumes 1 and Volume 2 and Jackie Brown in 

particular, Tim Burton, 2001: A Space Odyssey, Spike Lee, Miles Davis, Wolverine, Ulysses, 

Superman, Charles Mingus, Malcolm X, The Black Panther comic books, Frankenstein, the 

Grinch, The Lord of the Rings, Isaac Hayes, Spinoza, Back to the Future, Vincent Price, Willie 

Hutch, Alfred Hitchcock, Red Sonja, Iron Man, the Wu-Tang Clan and other rap artists, James 

Bond, Street Fighter, the Bible, Chabon’s own The Final Solution, The Matrix, Monty Python, 

Spiderman, Moby Dick, Peter O’Toole in Becket, Val Kilmer in Tombstone, etc.  

It is impossible to provide an exhaustive list of intertextual source material as the 

compilation of an intertextual list or web is the result of an individual reading process, 

subconsciously going on inside every reader’s mind. The list above, however, does offer a 

representative sample of the intertextual sources Chabon (ab)uses. I do not think I have to 

explain in what way Telegraph Avenue’s intertextuality is eclectic as a quick glance at the list 

shows an enormous variety of source materials. There are, however, a couple of remarks I 

would like to make. 

First, Telegraph Avenue displays a high degree of ‘intermedial’ intertextuality. In 

previous chapters I have shown that postmodern texts thrive on intertextual connections. In 

most cases, however, the intertextual examples I discussed were rather one-dimensional in the 

sense that it was mostly a case of literature interacting with other works of literature. In 

Telegraph Avenue, however, intertextuality has been unleashed with no restraint. The text 

incorporates narrative elements – characters, places, motifs, objects, styles etc. – that interact 

with and receive an additional semantic layer through the interaction with not only literature, 
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music, painting, cinema and television, but also history, the media and (pop) culture in general. 

I have already paid a lot of attention to Telegraph Avenue’s relation with music in the form of 

Brokeland Creole, but I have not yet established a firm link between Telegraph Avenue and 

cinema and television, arguably the two most extensively used intertextual sources next to 

music. It might not come as a unsurprised that Telegraph Avenue contains so many references 

to visual culture if one knows that it was originally intended as the screenplay for a television 

series. Chabon wrote a pilot for what he had in mind was to be a television series about 

Telegraph Avenue, but it was rejected by TNT Network. He dropped the idea of the screenplay, 

but years later he revisited the idea of writing about Telegraph Avenue. Even though Chabon 

claims the novel does not really bear any relation to the series, I do feel that Telegraph Avenue 

may be his most visual novel – although, to be fair, all of Chabon’s novels are very visual. 

Telegraph Avenue is special, however, in that it does not only borrow or ‘quote’ intertextual 

references; it does not merely interact with its intertextual sources, rather Chabon incorporates 

them into his own ‘referential’ tongue, a literary version of Brokeland Creole. Just as Brokeland 

musicians, like Cochise Jones, mix and match from any and every musical style they want, 

Chabon creates an intertextual Creole not only from different genres, but even different arts or 

domains altogether.   

Chabon’s style in many of his novels is characterised by the extensive use of metaphors 

and different forms of imagery all together. Telegraph Avenue is no different in this respect, 

but his imagery does get an extra layer or function in the context of this novel as the metaphors 

seemingly become shots that form a scene. Moreover, you get the feeling that these scenes are 

neatly tied together to form filmic sequences. Take for example the opening ‘shot’. Two 

nameless boys, one on a skateboard, the other on a bicycle, pass by ‘the camera’. The reader 

will quickly learn that these two boys are in fact Julie and Titus, but in that first ‘shot’, no names 

– or any other concrete references for that matter – are given. The reader is just presented the 

shot, as a perfect example of zero focalisation. An example of a highly intertextual, filmic 

sequence can be found the first time Gwen and Valletta Moore meet. They do not know each 

other at first and their figuratively ‘sizing each other up’ gets a very filmic treatment as the 

scene is set in Oakland’s Bruce Lee Institute and the two women circle each other in the centre 

of the dojo. Or, when Titus, Julie, Luther and Valletta are found by Chandler Flowers’s goons 

and a ‘martial arts shoot-out’ takes place, including ‘[p]urple tumbleweeds of lint’ that rolled 

by. Most filmic of all, however, is chapter three of Telegraph Avenue, or should I say ‘track 3’ 

as the chapter titles adorn the cover, which is styled after a 1960s or 1970s vinyl record. ‘Track 

3’, called ‘A Bird of Wide Experience’, exists entirely of one sentence that stretches for twelve 
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pages. It is ‘track 3’ of a 5-track record and it can be considered a halfway point, a quick recap 

of everything that happened before. Chabon has essentially chosen for a ‘one-take’, a ‘tracking 

shot’ following Cochise Jones’s parrot, Fifty-Eight, who has escaped after Jones’s death, in its 

flight along Telegraph Avenue. As the parrot flies by, the reader gets a quick glance through 

each of the houses’ windows.125  

Chabon’s sequences are also very filmic in that they tend to end on a one-liner. It is 

remarkable how many sequences end on a punch line. You can almost hear the director shouting 

‘cut’ as every sequence is brought to its end. This characteristic one-liner ending may also be a 

reference to pulp films that tend to do something very similar. Valletta Moore’s character 

‘Candygirl Clark’ has the catchphrase ‘Do what you got to do and stay fly’, which she often 

utters to conclude a scene. There are even instances when these two – Valletta Moore’s 

catchphrase and the scene-ending one-liner – co-occur. 

 

 “You want me to say it?” she said, doubtful, pleased. 

 “I think eighty-seven dollars buys me that,” Archy said. 

She sighed, pumped her fist once, like it was the head of a very heavy hammer, and said, “Do what you 

got to do.” The fist burst apart in slow motion, fingers blooming. “And stay fly.” 

She wrestled with the steel of the car door, resuscitated the engine by patience and finesse, and rolled, 

shocks creaking, away. 

“Stay fly, Valletta,” Archy said. 

[end of sequence]  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.84) 

 

 

The appearance and names of many of the characters are also highly filmic, to the extent even 

that the characters are blown out of proportion and become larger than life. Just think of Gibson 

‘G Bad’ Goode in his Minnie Riperton, or characters with nicknames like the King of Bling 

(Garnet Singletary) or the Undertaker (Chandler Flowers). The latter is actually an undertaker 

professionally – an occupation to which his surname metonymically refers – but his nickname 

stems from his younger years, when he tried to establish a tougher reputation for himself. Also, 

the way characters dress reflects their personality. So, when Archy shows up in ‘a purple suit 

even a pimp might have doubts about’ and ‘saddle shoes’ – an outfit that makes then senator 

Barack Obama comment that it ‘[t]akes a special kind of man to go around wearing a suit like 

that’ – he is portrayed as the larger-than-life character that he is within the pages of Telegraph 

Avenue. His personality is reflected in his appearance, which is always the case to some extent, 

but in this case it can be taken as literal as in old westerns in which the ‘good guys’ wore white 

hats and rode white horses, whereas the ‘bad guys’ wore black hats and rode black horses. All 

                                                           
125 These are the exact terms used by Chabon himself in an interview with TIME-magazine editor Belinda 
Luscombe on 20 September 2012. 
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of the examples above show that Telegraph Avenue is very much aware of the intertextual 

connections that it draws. And there is a metafictional purpose to this literary practice of 

foregrounding the establishment of an intertextual network. Telegraph Avenue carries these 

references as badges of honour, showing them off to the reader, making clear that characters 

are being construed in front of their eyes, (ab)using these stereotypes as they make a perfect 

target for postmodern parody. Moreover, Telegraph Avenue openly blurs the line between fact 

and fiction and self-consciously seeks to highlight the parallels between the ‘constructed-ness’ 

of films and its own literary identity. There is no real distinction between Luther Stallings, the 

actor, and Luther Stallings, the literary character. And Titus Stallings gets a feeling of belonging 

somewhere in this world by watching his grandfather’s old films, not by actually meeting him; 

that only comes afterwards. Similarly, Gwen asks herself at one point whether Valletta’s 

catchphrase and idioms were imagined by a ‘Jewish dude trying to think like an ass-kicking 

soul sister, or if they had started out as an ad lib, something that Valletta used to say for real’ 

(292-293). The fact that she – and the reader with her – cannot tell the difference makes it clear 

that Valletta Moore and Candygirl Clark are (to a large extent) one and the same person. This 

metafictional blurring of (narrative) worlds through intermedial intertextuality puts Telegraph 

Avenue as a literary construction on the spot. Mimesis or realism are not and cannot be the 

objective, rather Telegraph Avenue is almost a form of Gesamtkunst in Brokeland Creole. It is 

the image of a ‘new’ America written in a ‘new’ referential tongue. 

Second, regarding the list of references, one can only conclude that they do not only 

stem from different art forms and media, they are also gathered with a blatant disregard of any 

distinction between high and low art whatsoever. Popular fiction, music, cinema and television 

are put on the same level as their highbrow counterparts. This postmodern undoing of the 

difference between high and low art unsettles the readers’ firm poetical beliefs. It asks ‘uneasy’ 

questions like: What is art? What criteria can one uphold when analysing or even evaluating 

art? Who gets to choose what art is? These questions are obviously politically loaded as the 

DWEM cultural establishment is questioned. Blaxploitation films provide an alternative type 

of cinema made by and for the African-American community. Moreover, many of these films, 

such as Blacula, openly mimic ‘white’ models. As such, Blaxploitation cinema is a ‘segregated’ 

part of cinema. It is an attempt to portray a black cinematic identity, but it can never aspire to 

reach a broader audience, to receive more critical acclaim or to achieve any kind of 
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integration.126 Blaxploitation cinema constitutes ‘an-Other’ cinema, but it fails to put this 

cinema on the cultural map, which is still ‘white’. Through the postmodern (ab)use of 

Blaxploitation cinema – and pop culture and counter culture – by the likes of Chabon, this 

‘segregated’ culture is not merely juxtaposed to, but also mixed with highbrow and mainstream 

culture. In this regard, what Chabon does in Telegraph Avenue, is the same thing Quentin 

Tarantino has been doing in many if not all of his films. And Chabon is very much aware of 

this parallel. In his description of the summer course that Julie and Titus are taking, ‘Sampling 

as Revenge: Source and Allusion in Kill Bill’, Chabon includes the syllabus of films that Peter 

Van Eder (i.e. the editor of the Berkeley Daily Bugle who is leading the discussion group) 

proposed to screen and discuss: 

 
 Lady Snowblood (1973) d Toshiya Fujita 

 The Doll Squad (1973) d Ted V. Mikels 

 The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966) d Sergio Leone 

 Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41 (1972) d Shunya Ito 

Ghetto Hitman (1974) d Larry Cohen 

The Tale of Zatoichi (1962) d Kenji Misumi 

The Band Wagon (1953) d Vincente Minnelli 

A Clockwork Orange (1971) d Stanley Kubrick 

36th Chamber of Shaolin (1978) d Gordon Liu 

Coffy (1973) d Jack Hill 

 (Chabon, 2012a, p.96) 

 

 

Van Eder’s projected intertext for Kill Bill resembles the list we have compiled for Telegraph 

Avenue in that it also mixes – or samples – films from high and lowbrow culture.127 Canonical 

films, such as Sergio Leone’s The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966), are put on the same level 

as Ted V. Mikels’s The Doll Squad (1973). Asian martial art films, such as Lady Snowblood 

(1973), appear next to Blaxploitation films, such as Coffy (1973). By including this list, Chabon 

draws attention to the prominent place that intertextuality takes in his novel(s) and he seemingly 

gives a blueprint for his postmodern poetics. A closer look at the list, however, already reveals 

that there is something else going on. Chabon does not merely want to showcase his postmodern 

intertextual practice, he also wants to foreground the academic discourse that is drawn to 

intertextual discussion like moths to a flame. In this scene, Peter Van Eder, ‘whom Julie had 

always imagined, from his irritated tone in the Berkeley Daily Bugle, to be this one pudgy bald 

gentleman with aviator glasses and a square-tipped knit tie whom he would see from time to 

time at the California, glumly suffering the opening night of Planet of the Apes’ (93), 

                                                           
126 Note that the Blaxploitation genre can also be discussed in terms of what Carolyn Miller dubs ‘social 
actions’. (cfr. my chapter about The Yiddish Policemen’s Union and The Final Solution) 
127 Tarantino’s role as director is often likened to the function of a DJ. 



145 
 

personifies the conservative, politically correct, white academic milieu. Although Van Eder’s 

actual appearance does not fit Julie’s imagination – Van Eder is much younger than he thought 

– his discourse does chime with Julie’s image. When Titus (rightly) questions the inclusion of 

The Band Wagon on the syllabus Van Eder counters as follows: 

 
“Tarantino himself has often argued that his movies should be situated in the context of the big-screen 

musical, with the outbursts of violence serving the same structural narrative functions as the musical 

numbers,” Peter Van Eder said. “Like a lot of Minnelli, The Band Wagon exhibits a strong female 

character of the kind that has become to be foregrounded in Tarantino’s work. More important – I’m 

getting ahead of myself, but whatever – the self-enclosed, self-reflexive world of actors and dancers it 

portrays prefigures exactly the hermetic, empty universe of physical artistry that we find in Kill Bill. It 

also showcases the technical virtuosity of Minnelli that is an acknowledged influence not only on 

Tarantino but on Martin Scorsese as well. In other words …” 

Van Eder smiled, a stiff, genuine smile made more horrible somehow by its genuineness, in which were 

intermingled an ingratiating familiarity and a desire to put this kid in his place. 

“… gots to be hip to Minnelli, my man.” 

 (Chabon, 2012a, p.97) 

 

 

It is telling that it is Titus, the only black person in the room, who objects to the syllabus. Apart 

from Julie, who is too shy to say anything, everyone else seems to agree on the syllabus. The 

remainder of the audience, made up of a bunch of ‘old ladies – there were seven of them, all 

white’ and three men, were shocked, ‘either because they were old or because they were white 

or both’ (97). Indeed, apart from Julie and Titus, nobody seems to really understand what Kill 

Bill is about. Nobody gets the strategy of postmodern parody that Tarantino skilfully applies, 

least of all perhaps Peter Van Eder. He seems to analyse Tarantino’s style as an example of 

pastiche, blank mimicry without any ulterior motive, rather than parody. Although Van Eder 

does not assess Kill Bill – he may not like it at all, or he may have sensed that it is ‘cool’ to like 

it – his analysis does not run deeper and is in fact very similar to the critique of James Wood 

and Fintan O’Toole, both of them writers on the payroll of The Guardian, that Tarantino simply 

copy-pastes elements from a wide range of B-films, but does not succeed in creating a 

meaningful piece of art. Van Eder’s ignorance is further emphasised by his misappropriation of 

Ebonics slang and his pompous defence of The Band Wagon.  

Through the scene at the summer course Chabon not only forges a bond with Tarantino 

– they both rely on postmodern parody in their attack on the cultural establishment – he also 

targets the academic establishment that is unwilling to ‘read’ or incapable of ‘reading’ 

postmodern art. Moreover, by throwing caution to the wind Telegraph Avenue critiques the 

political correctness that is very much alive in academic circles. Telegraph Avenue’s Brokeland 

Creole message implies embracing the ‘Others’, but not paternalisingly cuddling them to death. 

Telegraph Avenue’s rejection of an overly political correct attitude – which Julie self-
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consciously refers to as ‘Berkeletude’ when Titus says he is not ‘eating any more of that 

tempeh’ – is again highlighted by postmodern parody. One of the seven old women at the 

Tarantino course is described as a ‘fearsome-looking, old, ex-nun-style, Communist, lesbian 

retired piano teacher’ (96), a walking and talking parody of ‘Berkeletude’. Other examples can 

be found in the portrayal of Lydia Frankenthaler, one of Gwen and Aviva’s patients, whose 

house is described as follows:  

 
A small black Buddha greeted her [i.e. Gwen] from a low table by the front door, where it kept company 

with a photograph of Lydia Frankenthaler, the producer of an Oscar-winning documentary film about the 

neglected plight of lesbians in Nazi Germany.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.50) 

 

 

Moreover, Lydia already has a girl, called Arabia Alabama – ‘she had a geographical name’ – 

and she is married to Garth, whom Gwen had pegged as ‘the gently feckless type of Berkeley 

white guy, drawstring pants and Teva sandals worn over hiking socks, sworn to a life of uxorial 

supportiveness the way some monks were sworn to the work of silence’ (55). The ironic 

distance that is created between reader and character creates tension and undermines the 

‘Berkeletude’ image.  

Third, a great number of the entries on the intertextual list I have compiled are mediated 

through television and television occupies a special place in the postmodern debate. Baudrillard 

even calls it ‘the paradigmatic form of postmodern signification because its transparent sign 

seemingly offers direct access to a signified reality’ (Baudrillard in Hutcheon, 1989, p10). 

Hutcheon, however, rightly mitigates Baudrillard’s claim as most television, ‘in its 

unproblematized reliance on realist narrative and transparent representational conventions’ 

(Hutcheon, 1989, p.10), is fundamentally not postmodern. Postmodern television in particular, 

and art in general, are ‘interrogative in mode and ‘de-doxifying’ in nature’ (10). I agree with 

Hutcheon that television is only a vehicle for postmodern art if it questions its own identity, if 

it consciously hunts for its own borders, if it is reflexive in nature and makes an attempt to 

expose the biases that have been baked into our culture. Although it is not the postmodern art 

form par excellence, there is a strong correlation between television and postmodernism. On 

the one hand, because television generates an endless stream of ‘pop culture’, which is an ideal 

target for postmodern parody. On the other hand, because the mass culture created by television 

arrives in the form of simulacra. In effect, television can be considered a simulation engine.  
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4.4 An Analysis of Telegraph Avenue 

 

I have shown that Telegraph Avenue is a portrait of Brokeland and that Brokeland in many 

ways represents the ‘new’ American identity. It is a postmodern society, characterised by social, 

ethnic, cultural, linguistic, political and economic multiplicity, which is at least partially the 

result of multiple deterritorialisation. 

I have also shown that Chabon’s portrait of Brokeland is written in Brokeland Creole. 

A different language is needed to describe a new reality and Brokeland Creole is precisely that. 

It is a blend of languages and codes, characterised by the way it integrates and contrasts the 

codes it eclectically borrows from, characterised by the way it parodies and (ab)uses its 

extensive intermedial library of intertextual sources, characterised also by its creative 

innovation and experiment, by its highlighting and questioning of boundaries, by its 

maximalism and imagery, and by its self-reflexiveness. This description of Brokeland Creole 

unsurprisingly reads as a catalogue of postmodern traits. Brokeland Creole is Chabon’s 

referential tongue and he has used it – allowing for minor variations – throughout most of his 

novels. It has been dubbed Brokeland Creole in the context of this novel, but although Chabon 

is a linguistic chameleon, his voice is recognisable throughout his oeuvre. Chabon tweaks his 

language, but his novels represent variations of the same ‘referential tongue’, variations of his 

postmodern Creole. 

Now, is this postmodern Creole a suitable vehicle for a ‘minor literature’? There are a 

number of reasons why I think it is. First, Chabon’s novels display a high coefficient of 

deterritorialisation. Brokeland is the product of multiple deterritorialisation and consequent 

reterritorialisation. In Telegraph Avenue, Chabon mostly (ab)uses the African-American 

deterritorialisation, whereas in his other novels he relies on, for example, the Jewish 

deterritorialisation. The choice involved in this multiple de- and reterritorialisation is best 

exemplified by Gwen’s family history. 

 
In the struggle to thrive and flourish on the planet of America, some black people had opted for the epic 

tragedy, grand and bitter, of terraforming; others, like Gwen’s parents and their parents and grandparents 

before them, had engaged in a long and selective program of pantropy.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.287) 

 

 

When trying to reterritorialise, you can either modify the environment to fit your needs and 

your identity, or you can adapt in order to fit into your new environment, survival of the fittest 

as it were. Chabon’s image of Brokeland provides examples of both choices, but ultimately it 

wants to advocate the latter. It does so not in an attempt to erase all the peculiarities or 
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idiosyncrasies that every culture brings to the table, but, on the contrary, to offer an almost 

utopian ideal of a postmodern, multi-cultural society, which is the successful result of multiple 

reterritorialisation. 

Second, everything in a ‘minor’ literature is political. Every portrait of Brokeland – 

Berkeley, Oakland and the connecting Telegraph Avenue – and the intertwined lives of black 

and white families along the borderlines is inevitably political. Gwen’s deep-rooted refusal to 

apologies in order to get out of a tricky situation – something which Aviva would quickly do 

even if she does not feel she is wrong – is a political and not just a personal act.  

Third, everything in a ‘minor literature’ has collective value. Telegraph Avenue does 

have collective value in its attempt to capture a ‘new’, postmodern American identity. Its 

characters are larger-than-life and they do not just represent themselves. Chabon’s utopian 

Brokeland is not an individual fantasy, it is a collective project. As such, Telegraph Avenue can 

be considered a rewriting of the American dream, a project that is dated, a dream that is no 

longer shared by the population its name covers. Telegraph Avenue’s politics lies in its 

suggestion of a different grand narrative for a different America, a narrative that has just as 

much or as little value as the one it seeks to replace. As in all of Chabon’s novels, Telegraph 

Avenue betrays an awareness of the powers and weaknesses of grand narratives. Never more so 

than in the Pynchon-esque ‘The Secret History of the Black Man in California According to 

Luther Stallings’, a ‘lecture’ in which Luther gives his version of the Californian black 

American Dream, ‘backing up his claims with cites and quotes drawn from irrefutable 

authorities whose names always seemed to be on the verge of being divulged’ (314). According 

to Luther, the name America is ‘actually a broken-down version of “Amenthe-Ra,” the land of 

the West in Ancient Egypt, where you went when you died’, and death in Ancient Egypt was 

considered ‘a kind of sleep’ (315). The history of the black American dream, however, started 

the ‘minute the white man wanted to get some sleep on a train’ (314). Luther continues to tell 

the story of George Pullman, an American engineer who invented a railroad sleeping car and 

employed a lot of freed black slaves to operate these Pullman sleeping cars.  
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The old man evoked the nightly scene, vigilant black men studying the sonorous nocturnal rumblings of 

wealthy sleepers in the sleeper cars, dreamers rocking through the great western darkness toward the land 

of sunset, the far shore of the American Dream […] 

He described the Pullman porters in terms that conjured up giant sleek-haired warriors of the night, 

armored in smiles, how they went from place to place, all these little backwoods, boondocks towns, seeing 

the world, carrying like undercover spies, hidden about their persons all the news of the clandestine world 

of black America, the latest records, gossip, magazines, hairstyles, spreading the lore and the styles across 

the country, to every place where black people lived, and most of all singing the song of California, to be 

specific the city of Oakland, where Pullman porters got off the trains to rest on their sunset couches in the 

houses they bought with the money they wrestled loose from Mr. George Pullman, houses in which they 

built up families that sent children and grandchildren to college and trade school and eventually to the 

United States Congress.  

(Chabon, 2012a, p.315-316) 

 

 

Luther considers the Pullman porters the founding fathers of the black United States, the sleeper 

cars being their ‘Mayflower’. Having arrived in California, these porters try to realise their 

project, their black American dream, which is remarkably similar to the ‘white’ American 

dream, to such an extent even that ‘by the time World War II blew up, Oakland was the 

Hollywood of middle-class black aspiration’ (316). More importantly, Luther’s dream – 

whether the resemblance in name is a coincidence or not – (ab)uses Martin Luther King’s 

dream, which was also ‘heavily rooted in the American dream’ and already established the 

night/dream imagery upon which Luther too relies. King’s dream, however, was not so much a 

black version of the white, liberal, capitalist dream as it was a utopian project in which all men 

were created equal under God. The Brokeland dream then, the grand narrative that underlies 

Telegraph Avenue, resembles King’s dream more than it does Luther’s. Chabon, however, 

cleverly juxtaposes these dreams and grand narratives and puts them on the same level. It is 

clear from the common denominator ‘dream’, that all of these grand narratives have as much 

or as little power as people want to give them by believing in them. Although there is a factual 

basis to some of Luther’s claims, it is not difficult to punch holes in his dream theory or grand 

narrative – most notably perhaps his etymological explanation of the name ‘America’. The 

white, capitalist dream does not fare much better in the context of Telegraph Avenue, but the 

Brokeland dream is supported by almost the entire Telegraph Avenue cast.  

Combining the three claims above, I have shown that Telegraph Avenue can be read as 

an example of a minor literature. It is not part of Jameson’s pessimistic vision on postmodern 

literature; on the contrary, it is part of a positive, ‘political’ postmodern literature of resistance 

that relies on postmodern poetics to give form to a postmodern world. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Postmodernism no longer dominates the academic debate as it once did and many critics have 

even declared postmodernism dead. I believe, however, it is more accurate to say its momentum 

has passed. Postmodernism has lost its avant-garde acuity. The ‘notorious and wild ride of 

radical challenge to institutionalized art and its generic categories’ was over by the 1990s, as 

Hoberek (2007, p.233) claims – which explains why the term is not used as often as it once was 

(Gladstone and Worden, 2011, p.291) – but many of the themes and techniques that are 

associated with the movement are still widely used. In fact, it seems that a great deal of 

postmodern traits have been absorbed by mainstream literature (Hoberek, 2007, p.236). 

Moreover, postmodernism has not only seeped into mainstream literature itself, but it has also 

been accepted and embraced as ‘mainstream’ by its readers. Gladstone and Worden claim that 

‘the contemporary eclipse of postmodernism might, then, register as its ultimate triumph, as 

methods of reading or aesthetics once thought to be specifically tied to the postmodern era are 

now disseminated as reading practices in many, even all, historical periods, and as standard 

reference points for contemporary art and literature’ (2011, p.292). 

A number of studies, such as Gladstone and Worden’s and Hoberek’s, are investigating 

the role postmodernism played in twentieth-century American literature. This investigation, 

which is part of the process of periodisation, involves questions such as: Did postmodernity 

ever begin? Is it now over? Is it a term that remains necessary for the current discourse in 

postwar US literary studies? Was it a major or minor aspect of postwar American literature and 

culture? Is the postmodern just modernism, after all? Does the postmodern now mark out the 

basic condition of life in the early twenty-first century, rather than an aesthetic vanguard? 

(Gladstone and Worden, 2011, p.302) Many of these questions remain (partially) unanswered, 

but the fact that these questions are asked, shows that postmodernism is still more relevant than 

it is often made to look. How relevant exactly? That is still up for debate. Gladstone and Worden 

seem to suggest that the viability of postmodernism is an academic, theoretical question rather 

than a literary one.  

 
On the one hand, postmodernism still retains the explanatory force that it once did for scholars who draw 

heavily on theory and who look to literature for moments of disruption, resistance, and Utopian imagining. 

On the other hand, postmodernism is reduced or abandoned by critics who turn to institutional histories 

of post-1945 literature and who see in that literature continuity with, and the institutionalization of, 

modernism. 

(Gladstone and Worden, 2011, p.301-302) 
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We still very much live in a postmodern world and there are still authors that try to capture this 

world through (postmodern) fiction. I am not advocating a revival of postmodern literature, I 

am simply pointing out that the emphatic declaration of its death does not correspond with 

reality and Chabon is the living proof that postmodern literature persists in twenty-first century 

American literature. 

This study focuses on the works of Michael Chabon, a contemporary author who 

embraces the postmodern legacy (yet rarely uses the term postmodernism in his nonfiction). 

Next to offering a book-length study on Chabon’s fiction, I have also set out to show which 

aspects of postmodernism Chabon has adopted. Apart from the first one, each chapter consists 

of two parts: a theoretical framework about one aspect of postmodern literature, followed by an 

analysis of one or two of Chabon’s novels focusing on the postmodern aspect outlined in the 

theoretical framework.  

In my first chapter I have read Wonder Boys from an intertextual and metafictional 

perspective. On the surface it looks like a fairly straightforward comic novel that combines 

elements from, among other things, the picaresque novel, the campus novel and the screwball 

comedy. Underneath the surface, however, Wonder Boys discusses the complex relations 

between creator and creation, and between reader and writer. All of the characters in Wonder 

Boys are either writers or avid readers of fiction, and all of them have an idea of what a novel 

should look like. In postmodern fashion, Wonder Boys does not formulate a single, clear-cut 

answer to this poetical question. On the contrary, the key seems to lie in the poetical plurality 

and interplay. Chabon’s Wonder Boys is an attempt to replenish the novel through a polyphony 

of poetical opinions. Chabon juxtaposes poetics, playfully (ab)using them. He does not merely 

give the floor to various poetical opinions and genres, he also puts his ‘many-sided’ poetics into 

practice.  

The second chapter discusses Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay as 

an example of epistemological and ontological doubt. On the one hand, it causes 

epistemological doubt by questioning the capacities of language and literature to capture reality. 

Can a novel portray the past? And, if it can, what form does that novel take? Representing the 

past in a novel is always problematic as every narrative representation is essentially a 

totalisation. I have used Linda Hutcheon’s concept historiographic metafiction to describe 

Kavalier & Clay as a novel that both represents the past and reflects on its potential as a 

representational vehicle. On the other hand, Kavalier & Clay creates ontological doubt as it 

questions our view or description of our universe. According to McHale, postmodern literature 

is characterised by ontological doubt; it does not merely question our knowledge of the world, 
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it questions the very existence of ‘our’ world. I have described the different ontologies that 

together form the ontological landscape of Kavalier & Clay. The interaction between these 

ontologies causes ontological doubt. The boundaries between ‘worlds’ cannot easily be drawn, 

making it impossible to distinguish them from each other. For the reader it is impossible to 

pinpoint the transgressions, it is impossible to tell where one ‘world’ merges with or replaces 

another. It is important that the destabilising techniques used to make ontologies interact (e.g. 

mythification and demythification) operate in the ‘dark areas’ of the collective consciousness 

of the past. Ultimately, Kavalier & Clay’s main theme, escapism, is applied on a number of 

different levels as the novel escapes not only the limits of language, but also those of literature 

and even of ‘our’ universe. 

The third chapter covers Chabon’s detective novels: The Final Solution and The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union. Chabon is known to write (postmodern) genre fiction, fully embracing 

‘lower’ genre literature. In fact, Chabon’s blatant disregard for the boundaries between high 

and low culture and his (ab)use of genre fiction are ways to critically evaluate the canon. 

Therefore, in my third chapter I have taken a pragmatic, functional approach to genre studies, 

rather than the traditional, structuralist approach, to show in what way Chabon (ab)uses and 

absorbs genre fiction in his (detective) novels. Whereas traditional ratiocinative and hard-boiled 

detectives set out to reassure their readers and are in fact part of a legitimising grand narrative, 

The Final Solution and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union do exactly the opposite. Chabon turns 

the ratiocinative and the hard-boiled detective genres against themselves, effectively 

deconstructing both genres and creating a type of (anti-)trauma literature that strips all 

metanarratives from their legitimising power.  

The fourth and final chapter contains an analysis of Telegraph Avenue and switches 

from a poetical to a political focus. Telegraph Avenue is arguably Chabon’s most political novel 

in that it portrays Brokeland, a slice of a ‘new’ postmodern society, and in order to describe this 

‘new’ world, Chabon has to use a ‘new’ language, Brokeland Creole. I have shown that both 

Brokeland and Brokeland Creole are characterised by multiplicity; they are essentially blends 

of respectively ethnicities and languages that were deterritorialised and consequently 

reterritorialised, creating a ‘new’ melting pot with a ‘new’ American identity. Telegraph 

Avenue presents a ‘new’ American Dream as the old one does not ‘work’ for the characters that 

populate Telegraph Avenue. The ‘old’ American Dream was a grand narrative that legitimised 

an older social model, one that does not correspond to the ‘reality’ of Brokeland. Chabon’s 

description of Brokeland is part of a positive, ‘political’ postmodern literature of resistance that 

relies on postmodern poetics to give form to a postmodern world. 
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Chabon is a cartographer who charts the postmodern world relying on postmodern 

techniques, ranging from metafiction and intertextuality, over the (ab)use of genres and codes, 

to the creation of ontological doubt and the deconstruction of grand narratives. 

This study is not the last step of the way. I have offered a portrait of Chabon’s novels 

and I have shown how they are indebted to the politics and poetics of postmodernism. It would 

be interesting to see if research into the rest of Chabon’s oeuvre, for example into his latest 

novel Moonglow (2016), would yield similar results. I also believe it would be interesting to 

see if Chabon’s strategies can be traced in the works of other contemporary authors, not only 

from an ‘archivistic’ drive to determine the legacy of postmodern literature, but also to provide 

interesting insights into the fiction of other authors. 
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