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SERIES EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

The first volume in this series—Lucas Thompson’s Global Wallace—offered an intensive study of Wallace’s works, picking apart the texture of his intricately crafted oeuvre to reveal their often overlooked borrowings from, and allusions to, the corpus of world literature. The second volume in this series—which you are now holding in your hands—reverses this approach and, instead of tracing the recurrence of other works and writers within Wallace’s texts, maps the place of his fiction in the wider field of contemporary American literature. Yet, despite their different angles of approach, both studies seek to enlarge our map of the literary world within which Wallace wrote. If Thompson’s volume provided a timely corrective to the provincial impulse to confine a reading within American borders, then Marshall Boswell’s study challenges the widespread tendency for Wallace studies to treat Wallace’s work as sui generis within those borders, by deepening our sense of the context out of which Wallace wrote, and by measuring the sometimes ambivalent impact Wallace had on other writers, which Boswell calls the “Wallace Effect.”

The fact of Wallace’s influence on contemporary literature is, by now, well established and widely noted. Jeffrey Severs, for instance, begins his excellent study of value in Wallace’s work by arguing that his fiction “signalled a sharp turn against postmodernist tenets” and galvanized a “new phase in contemporary global literature” (1). Yet what is often overlooked is the extent to which that influence has overspilled the boundaries of any particular type of fiction. The experimental edge of his output, and his early sympathies for “extreme avant-garde shit” (Conversations 71), help account for his appeal to innovative writers at independent presses whose work abandons the codes and comforts of the well-made realist novel. Bennett Sims, for instance, dedicates his virtuosic reformulation of the zombie novel, A Questionable Shape (2013), to Wallace and bends his signature footnotes to match the book’s content (“the footnote digs a grave in the text, an underworld in the text” [16n1]). Similarly, Evan Lavender-Smith’s From Old Notebooks (2010) adopts the style of David Markson’s late works and periodically punctuates its atomistic structure with ideas about and reflections upon Wallace’s fiction:


Essay describing the structure of Infinite Jest as Hofstadterish strange loop, the novel’s structure being that of a circle with a missing section. (15)

David Foster Wallace is at his very best when he transforms the temperature of a particular mode of language from cold to warm. (114)



At the same time, it is equally common to find Wallace namechecked in more mainstream works. Thus, in Paul Beatty’s prizewinning The Sellout (2015), Foy Cheshire casually announces that his “reimagined multicultural text, Of Rice and Yen,” will put him in the company of “Virginia Woolf, Kawabata, Mishima, Mayakovsky, and DFW” (253).

Such references do not, of course, automatically indicate a uniformly detailed engagement with Wallace’s legacy and—in some instances—more accurately reflect the way Wallace’s name has become a floating signifier for variously amorphous cultural yearnings. Beatty’s namecheck is notable in this respect, inasmuch as he uses the quasi-brand name “DFW” rather than anything more personal and submerges his name in a list whose unity comes not from any shared style but from these writers’ fame as suffering artists. While it is no doubt significant that Beatty’s list reaches beyond the common canon of white tortured artists—Kawabata rather than Plath; Mishima rather than Hemingway—and while The Sellout’s book-length meditation on what happens to individual identity when everything about identity is subjected to relentless satire is not entirely divorced from Wallace’s own concerns, two salient points emerge from such examples. The first is that the mere invocation of a name offers insufficient grounds for documenting the extent of Wallace’s relevance to a text; the second is that Wallace’s biography mingles with his literary achievements as contemporary fictions come to terms with his legacy.

Marshall Boswell’s The Wallace Effect is the first full-length study of Wallace’s impact on American letters, and it is decisively attuned to such complexities that emerge from his legacy. In terms of the breadth of Wallace’s influence, the book offers the fullest studies to date of two of the key figures—Jonathan Franzen and Jeffrey Eugenides—who are most often associated with Wallace in that “sharp turn against postmodernist tenets.” But it also looks beyond those writers who were sufficiently indebted to postmodernism for a turn to be necessary, by addressing Wallace’s place in Claire Messud’s realist fiction, and—in a chapter partly devoted to Lauren Groff—challenging the male-centric model of literary achievement that is regularly invoked to measure Wallace’s work. In addressing this cast of authors, Boswell’s study zeroes in on the question of when and where Wallace’s influence can reasonably be attributed and is especially alert to those instances where an author explicitly denies Wallace’s “ghostly appearance” in their text. Across the whole book, these studies come together to document the way that these spectral appearances construct “Wallace” as a composite figure, partly assembled from the signature obsessions that run through his texts, but also drawing freely on his biography.

Boswell’s readings are eclectic and typically comprehensive, but they also open the door for readers to move outside his shortlist of novels and pursue further iterations of the Wallace Effect. After reading Boswell’s detailed account of the way Franzen diffuses Wallace trademarks throughout Freedom, the significance of Franzen’s persistent, yet apparently more subdued, allusions in Purity (2015) merit further attention: in a book rife with allusions to Hamlet, Tom Aberant almost echoes Wallace’s assignment to follow John McCain for Rolling Stone when he passes “up an opportunity to follow the Dukakis campaign for Rolling Stone” (409), while Anabel reprises one of the movies from James Incandenza’s filmography in Infinite Jest (“Every Inch of Disney Leith” [989n24]) via her plan to divide her body into “a grid of 32-square-centimeter ‘cuts’” that will each be individually filmed (401). Similarly, in light of Boswell’s exploration of how “the Wallace Effect registers an unmistakable strain of sexual menace,” the fact that Jennifer Egan’s parody of Wallace’s style in A Visit from the Goon Squad is also an explicit study of sexual menace may merit further examination.


Yet as The Wallace Effect points forward to later novels, it also—crucially—directs its gaze sideways and backward. In much Wallace criticism, “postmodernist tenets” are confined to an imaginary past, where they are archived as historical, immutable facts. Following Wallace’s own cues, John Barth, in particular, is forever locked in 1968 and denied the considerable artistic development that followed his landmark, yet arguably not-especially representative, achievements in Lost in the Funhouse. That this tendency has perpetuated misreadings of Wallace’s place in literary history has gradually been addressed by essays such as Charles B. Harris’s “The Anxiety of Influence” (2014) and Mary K. Holland’s “Your Head Gets in the Way” (2016), which substantially nuance and qualify what Wallace learnt from Barth’s funhouse. But Boswell’s particular achievement in the first part of this book is to draw our attention to the fact that not only did Barth—and postmodernism itself—exist in fluid progress through the decades when Wallace was articulating his critique of both but also that Barth was himself undertaking a continual process of self-criticism and creative revision. That the border lines between literary generations are not as limpid as many conventional accounts suggest is reinforced by Boswell’s chapter on Richard Powers. While we might think of Powers as having written his own Wallace Effect novel in Generosity (2009), Boswell’s account reveals how in significant, and largely unheralded, ways, Powers preceded his contemporary in exploring many of the same concerns that dogged Wallace through the late 1980s and early 1990s. The Wallace Effect, then, is on one level a study of a single writer’s impact, but it is also a study that encourages us to think of literary history as a mobile configuration of parallel developments, rather than as a static, linear sequence of fixed monuments.

The need to rethink Wallace’s place in literary history in this way reflects the arc of Wallace scholarship across the last two decades. The intricate architecture and flamboyant stylistic virtuosity of Wallace’s fiction required the first phase of Wallace scholarship to focus on literary aesthetics: to explain the purpose of apparent stylistic excesses, to untangle the scrambled chronology of Infinite Jest, and to identify hidden patterns where detractors saw formless chaos. With much of that work done, an increasingly vital task for recent Wallace criticism has been to situate his fiction and ask questions about its place in larger contexts: how, for example, questions of race (Tara Morrissey and Lucas Thompson, Samuel Cohen, Edward Jackson and Joel Roberts) and gender (Clare Hayes-Brady, Mary K. Holland) complicate Wallace’s position; how place—especially the Midwest and its regional narratives—filters into his writing (Jurrit Daalder); and how his treatment of therapy and depression relate to longer traditions (Jamie Redgate). The Wallace Effect, in many ways, is part of this movement, but as it adds substantial detail to our sense of Wallace’s literary context, it also “completes” a substantial phase of Marshall Boswell’s work. With Understanding David Foster Wallace (2003)—surely by some distance the most cited piece of Wallace scholarship—and his later essays on Oblivion (“The Constant Monologue inside Your Head”) and The Pale King (“Trickle-Down Citizenship” and “Author Here”), Boswell has written detailed analyses of every book of fiction Wallace published. With The Wallace Effect, he has produced a vital companion study to those studies, turning his attention from the intricacies of the Wallace text to the complex questions raised by his context.

Stephen J. Burn
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Introduction

“Next year’s book awards have been decided,” declared Walter Kirn in his February 1996 review of David Foster Wallace’s postmodern meganovel, Infinite Jest. “The plaques and citations can now be put in escrow. With Infinite Jest . . . —a plutonium-dense, satirical quiz-kid opus that runs to almost a thousand pages (not including footnotes)—the competition has been obliterated” (Kirn 54). Although Infinite Jest would in fact not win a single major award in the year following its publication, this oversight on the part of the nation’s literary gatekeepers hardly halted the novel’s irresistible momentum. As David Lipsky recalls in his Wallace memoir, Infinite Jest’s initial impact on the contemporary literary landscape had the seismic effect of an asteroid strike. At a New York party that same February, a female acquaintance of Lipsky’s told him, “Every anxious writer I know is obsessed with [Wallace], because he did what they wanted to do” (Lipsky xxv). She also revealed that “all these relationships are being screwed up by David Foster Wallace. All these men—because they secretly want to be David Foster Wallace—they flip out whenever he’s in the paper. All the girls are like ‘David Foster Wallace, he’s really cool.’ So the guys are like, ‘I hate David Foster Wallace’” (xxiv–xxv).

What I am calling the Wallace Effect refers to the mixture of envy, hagiography, and resentment that has come to mark Wallace’s presence in the contemporary literary imagination. Kirn’s declaration that, with 
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