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Series Editor’s Introduction

Lucas Thompson’s Global Wallace is the first volume in Bloomsbury’s new series, David Foster Wallace Studies. The series is driven by the belief that the exponential growth in interest in Wallace’s work during recent years necessitates a corresponding evolution in the way we think about Wallace’s writing. It is no longer necessary to make a case for Wallace’s worthiness as a subject of scholarly attention when, as Jonathan Franzen notes, “a literary establishment that had never so much as short-listed one of his books for a national prize [has] now united to declare him a lost national treasure.”1 Nor, as books and essays on Wallace proliferate, is it necessary to offer a book-by-book appraisal of a body of work that has already received its preliminary surveys, and whose abiding obsessions and contours are largely clear. What is now needed is work that has absorbed the lessons of earlier scholarship and is ready to move Wallace criticism into new areas, rather than, as N. Katherine Hayles writes of Mark Taylor, acting as if the critic were “Robinson Crusoe, surveying a trackless beach, when in fact there are critical footprints everywhere.”2 This series attempts to facilitate that movement by publishing volumes that find a way to alter the horizons of Wallace scholarship. The focus of some of these volumes will be Wallace-intensive, taking as their goal the need to develop new perspectives on the now extant body of Wallace’s work; others will respond to the particularly urgent need to see Wallace in context, putting his work back into its vibrant literary, social, and cultural context. Whether re-formulating the axioms of Wallace criticism, bringing his work into dialogue with unexplored theoretical models, or remapping the coordinates that govern our understanding of contemporary fiction, the series will emphasize work that does not re-invent the wheel, but builds on earlier scholarship in an effort to genuinely advance Wallace studies.

Wallace criticism really begins in the early 1990s, though with few exceptions,3 his significance for academics at this time hinged almost entirely on his writing about rap music.4 With the publication of Infinite Jest (1996), this critical asymmetry was gradually corrected thanks, in part, to the novel’s obvious cultural range and significance, but perhaps also to the quality of the early essays—by Tom LeClair, Hayles, and Frank Cioffi—devoted to it. Built over these foundations, twenty-first-century Wallace criticism remains, at its best, a diverse field that “contains within itself an open … dialogue on the viabilities of its major methodological choices,”5 and it is important not to oversimplify its variety. Some of the most innovative recent approaches, for instance, manage to convincingly read Wallace’s work through unexpected dialogues with numismatics (Jeffrey Severs), approaches to the “infowhelm” (Heather Houser), and institutional frameworks (Mark McGurl). Nevertheless—and with that caveat in mind—it is possible to trace some of the field’s most persistent preoccupations.

Perhaps the first lesson we learn when looking back on the extant body of Wallace scholarship is that to write about Wallace for many critics is to write about the mechanics of literary influence. For good reasons, Wallace scholarship has carried on a kind of stereoscopic project, where the Wallace text under investigation is read in parallel with some antecedent work that is laid alongside it. This approach was inaugurated by LeClair’s pioneering reading of Infinite Jest as the work of a “Pynchon protégé,”6 was extended in early note articles linking Wallace to Stendhal (by Timothy Jacobs) and Shakespeare (by Jonathan Goodwin), and continued through Marshall Boswell’s alert reading of Broom’s dialogue with Updike to Brian McHale’s account of submerged Pynchonian traces in The Pale King. The second lesson we learn is about the Americanness of Wallace’s American literature. By far the most common reference points that Wallace scholarship invokes are to what Steven Moore calls the “totemic postmodern masterpieces” that key American writers produced in Wallace’s formative years (Moore, more expansive than most, identifies Pynchon, Gaddis, Delany, Coover, Barthelme, Barth and Sorrentino as the central figures).7 Even where more cosmopolitan traditions are envisaged, overseas writers (most often Dostoevsky) tend to be normalized to fit within a narrow American trajectory.

Neither trend is entirely aberrant. Reading Wallace in stereoscopic fashion has persisted, in part, because it responds to a real dimension of Wallace’s artistic practice. Equally, properly rigorous accounts of Wallace’s specifically American literary ancestry—such as Charles B. Harris’s exemplary reading of Wallace’s relation to Barth—deepen our understanding of the writer’s national reference points. These two approaches, then, have provided what we might think of as the generative axioms for some of the best Wallace scholarship to date, yet at the same time these axioms also mark the explanatory horizons of this approach to understanding of Wallace’s writing. It may be, for instance, that Wallace’s intertextual compositional process typically requires an appeal to an ancillary text, yet it has been rare for critics to formalize their discussion of Wallace’s patch writing into a larger model of cultural transmission. Equally, while we need to better understand Wallace’s American engagements, we need to do so without effacing, for instance, his fascination with Latin American writers, which stems back at least as far as his seminal exposure to the Boom writers in Andrew Parker’s classes at Amherst.

Part of the significance of Lucas Thompson’s monograph precisely lies in its axial reconsideration of these elements of Wallace studies. In addressing Wallace’s varied revisionary strategies, Thompson engages with and critiques received models for cultural transmission—notably Harold Bloom’s map of “enigmatic patterns” between poets8—while he also formulates Wallace’s conception of literary influence in fluid terms that move across a sequence of different analogies (the programmer, the holograph and so on) as the writer’s career progressed. This framework allows him to offer a pioneering challenge to the orthodox view of Wallace’s American genealogy, which is replaced by the most expansive map to date of Wallace’s eclectic reading. The familiar white male core of US postmodernism is convincingly supplemented by both much richer accounts of literary ancestors that have been (in some cases) only partially acknowledged (from Dostoevsky, through Kafka, to Walker Percy), and by a sequence of unexpected names (from Jean Rhys to Jamaica Kincaid). Thompson’s approach is simultaneously centrifugal—reaching out from Wallace’s texts to connect his writing to larger currents in World Literary studies—and centripetal—probing into the core of Wallace’s working procedures, especially as they are revealed by his archival materials. In this latter respect, Thompson seems to me to have examined the Harry Ransom Center’s archive of Wallace’s paper in more detail than any other critic, and I find it hard to imagine a serious Wallace reader who will not learn something new about Wallace’s work from these pages. Indeed, while D.T. Max’s indispensable Every Love Story is a Ghost Story (2012) has provided us with the most extensive account of Wallace’s life that we currently have, it necessarily did so in the typical mode of biography that privileges the suffering man over the story of books such as Oblivion; Thompson’s volume might, on one level, be thought of as the counterpoint to Max’s project, inasmuch as its exhaustive archival dimension restores the biography of the books.

There is still significant critical work to be done on Wallace’s American genealogy,9 and perhaps such research might begin by trying to think beyond the novel. For all the references Wallace made to Louise Glück and other poets, for example, scholars have rarely explored the importance of poetry to his work. Similarly, while Wallace described reading Donald Barthelme’s “The Balloon” as a seminal moment in his growth as a writer, with few exceptions (notable, albeit brief, comparisons by Mary K. Holland and Lee Konstantinou), the duration of his relevance to Wallace’s growth has rarely been discussed. How might the combination of adult and childlike perspectives in “Me and Miss Mandible” map onto “The Soul is Not a Smithy”? How does Barthelme’s use of just one side of an interview (the questioner’s) for part of “Kierkegaard Unfair to Schlegel” relate to Wallace’s own interview-based narration? In somewhat larger terms, Wallace’s place within writer networks might also merit investigation, especially in relation to Somerville, Massachusetts, where Wallace, Franzen, and Richard Powers all lived in the 1980s. Yet, as Thompson persuasively shows, this is only one part of Wallace’s story, and his fiction’s scope needs to be rethought beyond national boundaries.

Global Wallace is, in my view, a fitting volume to open this series both because of the way it enlarges our previously narrow understanding of Wallace’s contexts, and because of the rigor and quality of its insights. Those insights open up new avenues for investigation—I find myself wondering, for instance, how Wallace’s interest in Craig Raine’s Haydn and the Valve Trumpet (1990), for instance, might be read in dialogue with Martian poetry and what Cioffi called Wallace’s tendency to “syntactically reinvent … the English language”10—but they are also a timely companion to our growing understanding of Wallace’s global influence. If Thompson demonstrates that Wallace drew on larger swathes of world culture than readers have previously recognized, then it is also true that Wallace is himself beginning to exert a more expansive influence beyond the boundaries of his Anglo-American readership. Wallace’s standing in Italy, for example, is sufficiently strong to sustain the first journal issue devoted to exploring his engagement with mathematics, and sufficiently widespread to prompt critics to lament his influence on writers such as Alessandro Raveggi.11 Similarly, growing interest in Finland has prompted the publication of an edited volume titled Mitä David Foster Wallace Tarkoittaa? (What Does David Foster Wallace Mean?).12 Readers in English—like those in other countries—are themselves still coming to terms with what Wallace meant, but Global Wallace reminds us that that meaning was constructed in far more extensive networks than we’ve previously realized.
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Introduction. Wallace and the World

In many ways, David Foster Wallace was a profoundly American writer. Indeed, it is difficult to think of another turn-of-the-century literary figure who addressed American cultural concerns so overtly, nor one who so deliberately signaled that his work was intended to be read along national lines. Wallace spoke at length about the desire for his novels and short stories to respond to a quintessentially American condition: He claimed to have used his early fiction to map a particularly “American type of sadness,” stated that his primary intention in 1996’s Infinite Jest was “to do something real American, about what it’s like to live in America at the turn of the millennium,” and conceived of The Pale King (2011) as an investigation into what America’s taxation agency might reveal about the national character.1 Similarly, his nonfiction often explicitly addressed those psychological proclivities that Wallace saw as endemic to the national character. There are endless examples of such statements from Wallace’s wide body of nonfiction: His 1992 review of Tracy Austin’s tennis memoir, for instance, draws attention to “the comparison-based achievement we Americans revere”; his 2001 address on Franz Kafka discusses the comedic expectations of undergraduate students whose “neural resonances are American”; and “Consider the Lobster” (2004) characterizes the “pure late-date American” tourist experience as being “alien, ignorant, greedy for something you cannot ever have, disappointed in a way you can never admit.”2 Moreover, his 2003 essay on John McCain addresses “a very modern and American type of [political] ambivalence,” and Brief Interviews with Hideous Men (1999) addresses what Wallace saw as the “spiritual emptiness of hetero-sexual interaction in post-modern America.”3

Within his fiction, many of Wallace’s characters reach for similarly abstract truths about national preoccupations and experiences. Steeply, from Infinite Jest, describes the “genius” of the American social structure as centering on the dictum that “each American seeking to pursue his maximum good results in maximizing everyone’s good” (424), and The Pale King’s DeWitt Glendenning claims that “Americans are in a way crazy. We infantilize ourselves. We don’t think of ourselves as citizens—parts of something larger to which we have profound responsibilities” (132). In the same vein, Skip Atwater, the protagonist of the 2004 story “The Suffering Channel,” suggests that “the great informing [drama] of the American psyche” is the “management of insignificance” (284). Moreover, Wallace’s national focus was often given an extra layer of specificity, in his oft-stated thesis that his own generation of US citizens have an even narrower and more tightly focused subset of concerns. Wallace claimed that the impetus behind Infinite Jest stemmed from the realization that his own generation was experiencing “a very American illness,” suggesting that “the idea of giving yourself away entirely to the idea of working in order to achieve some sort of brass ring that usually involves people feeling some way about you.”4 His characterization of “sub-40” Americans in his 1997 review of John Updike’s Toward the End of Time is even more specific about the particular problems besetting his own generation, with Wallace noting that “[t]oday’s sub-40s have different horrors, prominent among which are anomie and solipsism and a peculiarly American loneliness: the prospect of dying without once having loved something more than yourself.”5 These examples, taken from across Wallace’s career, form a small sample of his views on what he took to be the uniquely troubling aspects of being an American. They are indicative of both the depth of Wallace’s engagement with US culture and of his strategic attempts to dictate the terms of his own reception, by signaling his own contributions to a national conversation.

Since Wallace’s critique of late-capitalist US culture is so clearly visible throughout his work, both scholarly and nonscholarly readers alike have sought to position Wallace as an archetypally American figure. Indeed, his work ostensibly fulfills William Dean Howells’s famous exhortation to US writers, to focus on intrinsically American themes and thereby find the originality and singular “distinction” of American life. “I would have our American novelists be as American as they unconsciously can,” Howells proclaimed in an 1891 essay, arguing that though Matthew Arnold had found nothing particularly noteworthy about American life, this erroneous assessment should encourage novelists to prove the great poet (and other naysayers) wrong:


Matthew Arnold complained that he found no “distinction” in our life, and I would gladly persuade all artists intending greatness in any kind among us that the recognition of the fact pointed out by Mr. Arnold ought to be a source of inspiration to them, and not discouragement.6


In fact, Wallace is frequently positioned as an exceptionally incisive interpreter of American culture, the preeminent representative of his literary generation. Steven Moore argues that Wallace’s lexical brilliance allowed him to capture “the way modern America sounds in all its cacophony better than any of his contemporaries”; Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorrance Kelly argue that his writing catalogues myriad forms of “modern American lostness”; and Stephen J. Burn positions Wallace as “arguably the most intellectually-gifted American writer of his generation,” a writer whose “prose range was unparalleled.”7 Even more forceful is Burn’s later assertion that “Wallace was, in a non-trivial sense, an American writer—engaged with the cultural, social, and political issues thrown up by his nation state—and his artistic inheritance draws heavily on American arts.”8 As these examples reveal, the overwhelming critical impulse has been to restrict interpretations of Wallace’s fiction to a narrow, American context, within what Rémy Marathe, in Infinite Jest, describes as the “walled nation” (127) of the United States. Biographer D.T. Max is similarly concerned with emphasizing the particularly American aspects of Wallace’s artistic project, interpreting his work with exclusive reference to the US postmodern literary tradition. Perhaps most tellingly, Don DeLillo, himself a significant influence on Wallace’s career, described the younger writer’s style as embodying the very adjective American, concluding his 2007 memorial tribute with: “Youth and loss. That is Dave’s voice, American.”9 This latter comment shows the Wallace-as-national-metonym interpretation at its purest, though many scholars have made similarly territorial claims, positioning his work as the apogee of a particularly American brand of culturally incisive, ambitious literature, and tracing its diffuse legacy within contemporary US fiction. Burn, for instance, suggests that Wallace’s legacy exerts considerable force on current American literary trends, arguing that “[d]espite only publishing two novels, the imprint of [his] fiction nevertheless circulates through the bloodstream of American fiction.”10 Wallace’s frequent pronouncements on the state of contemporary US literature invite such interpretations, and many scholarly readings have hewn closely to Wallace’s own conception of his work, focusing on connections between Wallace and an earlier generation of postmodernists, and revealing his many important interventions within the American postmodern tradition.

The predominately American focus surrounding Wallace’s reception is thus, in some ways, a natural extension of the recurring themes within his work. Along with the many explicit references to US culture detailed above, Wallace often focused on particularly American phenomena: The rapidly changing American media landscape, hyper-consumerism, advertising, US sports, entertainment, and politics are all recurring interests throughout his fiction and journalism. It is also the case that Wallace’s narratives are invariably set in geographically specific American locations. Indeed, Lee Konstantinou points out that across Wallace’s career, his fictional settings became increasingly US-centric, with the posthumously published novel The Pale King being “even more inward-looking that its predecessors,” making “little reference to anything outside the territorial boundaries of the United States.”11 Moreover, Wallace was deeply familiar with an enormous range of American literary texts, with much of this reading informing the way he taught American literature to undergraduates at Amherst College, Illinois State University, and Pomona College. But though the widespread emphasis on Wallace as a quintessentially American figure has some justification, the argument of this book is that such obvious American investments have obscured the more oblique, though equally important, global dimensions of Wallace’s work.

My claim is that alongside Wallace’s primary focus on American themes and his ongoing conversation with “the early [American] postmodern writers of the fifties and sixties,” there is also a more subtle, international literary exchange taking place in his work.12 The more counter-intuitive—and partially occluded—aspect of Wallace’s intellectual life was his profound engagement with a diverse body of world literature, with those texts that, in David Damrosch’s phrase, “circulate beyond their culture of origin.”13 This engagement can be traced back to Wallace’s years at the University of Arizona’s creative writing department, where he railed against the widespread MFA emphasis on studying—and ultimately learning to write within—a particular tradition of American literature. Mark McGurl’s The Program Era (2009), which positions creative writing institutions as “the sine qua non of post-war literary production,” attests to the narrowly American focus of creative writing programs, and of their frequent status “as shrines to vivacious American individualism.”14 For Wallace, such a rigidly nationalistic focus was disabling and unnecessarily limited. In a later interview, he emphasized the program’s narrow, parochial approach to literature:


One of my big complaints about Arizona was that though I liked a lot of the students, and I liked a lot of the regular faculty, I didn’t much like the creative writing faculty. They really disparaged the idea of learning how to write as part of learning how to take part in the tradition of Western letters.15


Wallace’s assessment resonates with similarly disparaging and provocative comments from Horace Engdahl, who in his 2008 role as permanent secretary of the Swedish Academy addressed the long absence of US Nobel Prize laureates by suggesting that


Europe still is the center of the literary world … not the United States…. The US is too isolated, too insular. They don’t translate enough and don’t really participate in the big dialogue of literature. That ignorance is restraining.16


Although Wallace might have taken issue with Engdahl’s pejorative assessment, there is a crucial sense in which his own experience in graduate school prompted him to renounce a constrictingly nationalistic idea of fiction, in the attempt to “participate in the big dialogue of literature.”

In “Fictional Futures and the Conspicuously Young” (1988), Wallace echoed these sentiments, bemoaning the fact that, for most institutionalized creative writing students, international classics such as those written by “Homer and Milton, Cervantes and Shakespeare, Maupassant and Gogol—to say nothing of the Testaments—have receded into the mists of Straight Lit,” while aspiring young writers labor under the delusion that “Salinger invented the wheel, Updike internal combustion, and Carver, Beattie and Phillips drive what’s worth chasing.”17 (His rancor toward MFA programs was also given expression in his irreverent renaming of the creative writing degree, in 1996, as a “master of flatulent arts,” and in the parodic newsletter Wallace distributed while studying at what he and a friend rechristened as the “University of Aridzona Piety Center.”18) Alluding to T.S. Eliot’s eccentric account of literary progression in “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” Wallace’s essay goes on to indict the ideological underpinnings of the MFA for its narrowness and ahistoricity, accusing it of promoting a reductive view of literature as limited to a sociocultural “Now.” His primary concern is that


[w]e as a generation are in danger of justifying Eliot at his zaniest if via a blend of academic stasis and intellectual disinterest we show to the dissatisfaction of all that culture is either cumulative or is dead, empty on either side of a social Now that admits neither passion about the future nor curiosity about the past.

(62)


Wallace’s analysis here preempts a later critique in “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,” which rails against “a generation whose eyes have moved fish-like to the sides of its head, forward vision usurped by a numb need to survive the now.”19 He thus reprises the recurring postmodern argument about having crossed a historical threshold, though his primary concern is with the impact that this historical broach will have on literature. Wallace thus surely encountered, in this institutional perpetuation of American fiction, the kind of national rigidity that Wai Chee Dimock describes as the reflexivity and “self-eviden[ce]” of American letters: “nowhere is the adjective American more secure,” Dimock contends, “than when it is offered as American literature; nowhere is it more naturalized, more reflexively affirmed as inviolate.”20 Wallace’s response also aligns with the career-defining realization of an American figure from an earlier generation, Susan Sontag, who characterized world literature in similar terms, as a necessary antidote to “provincialism” and “inane schooling”:


To have access to literature, world literature, was to escape the prison of national vanity, of philistinism, of compulsory provincialism, of inane schooling, of imperfect destinies and bad luck. Literature was the passport to enter a large life; that is, the zone of freedom.21


Shortly after completing his MFA, Wallace’s interviews and journalism took on a correspondingly international dimension: In a 1993 interview, for instance, he claimed to be “the only ’postmodernist’ you’ll ever meet who absolutely worships Leo Tolstoy,” while from 1994 onward, he began conceiving of Fyodor Dostoevsky as a crucial “model” in the attempt to heighten the ethical force of his own fiction.22 It is clear that in the years following his MFA at Arizona, Wallace thus distanced himself from an emphasis—within not only creative writing programs, but also within American literary culture more generally—on twentieth-century US fiction, in the attempt to participate within a more expansive, international literary tradition.

Although Wallace’s specific reference is to “the tradition of Western letters,” in reality, his newfound commitment to extramural fiction encompassed many global traditions. There are countless ways in which Wallace engaged with a radically expanded notion of literature after this early moment of realization. He read and taught numerous translated texts, reviewed and wrote on many of these same works, and—as I argue throughout this book—incorporated the ideas, themes, and stylistic devices of numerous international figures within his own fiction. Moreover, from a wide body of evidence—within the archived collection of his personal library, allusions within his fiction, and various interviews—we know that Wallace read and engaged with an enormous amount of world literature. Specifically, he was familiar with a wide range of French writers (including Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Jacques Roubaud, Jean-Paul Sartre, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Albert Camus, Blaise Pascal, Guy de Maupassant, Stendhal, Francis Picabia, Rabelais, Andre Gide, in addition to theorists such as Barthes, Foucault, Lacan, and Derrida), as well as a diverse collection of Latin American fiction and poetry (including the work of Guillermo Cabrera Infante, Gabriel García Márquez, Manuel Puig, Jorge Luis Borges, Carlos Fuentes, José Donoso, Octavio Paz, and Julio Cortázar). He was also particularly taken with German-language writers (among them Thomas Mann, Franz Kafka, Bertolt Brecht, Robert Musil, Peter Handke, Hans Robert Jauss, Goethe, Rainer Maria Rilke, Arno Gruen, Günther Grass, Max Frisch, Jürg Federspeil, Siegfried Kracauer, Viktor Frankl, and Alice Miller), various Eastern European figures (Emil Cioran, Jerzy Kosinski, Milan Kundera, Bruno Schulz, Joseph Conrad, Witold Gombrowicz, Zbigniew Herbert, and Henryk Sienkiwicz, among others), and was enamored with a diverse group of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Russian authors (predominately Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, but also Nikolai Gogol, Anton Chekhov, Ivan Turgenev, Alexander Pushkin, Ivan Goncharov, Daniil Kharms, and other twentieth-century Russian absurdists). In addition, and perhaps even more unexpectedly, Wallace was familiar with some Italian literature (in 2006, he claimed that Italo Calvino was his “favorite Italian,” adding that he “re-read Calvino a lot”), Japanese fiction (Wallace read Banana Yoshimoto’s Kitchen, Yukio Mushima’s The Sailor who fell from Grace with the Sea, Yasunari Kawabata’s Palm-of-the-Hand Stories, and took a Japanese history course at Amherst titled “History 48—Japan since 1800”), Dutch authors Cees Noteboom and Philibert Schogt, Greek novelist Apostolos Doxiadis, as well as several international authors whose national affiliations encompass multiple territories, such as J.M. Coetzee, Peter Carey, and Christina Stead. Moreover, in his role as Associate Editor for Dalkey Archive’s The Review of Contemporary Fiction during his time at Illinois State University, Wallace edited a vast number of international short stories, smoothing English translations and enhancing their readability for an American audience. In this role, he worked on special issues devoted to Danish, Finnish, and Latvian fiction, many of whose stories he annotated extensively. His personal library at the Harry Ransom Center also holds relatively obscure medieval literary titles, such as the middle-English romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and the French medieval text Yawain: the Knight and the Lion.23 While this dizzying list includes widely read, hypercanonical figures such as Goethe, Tolstoy, and Borges, it also includes many writers who, in Damrosch’s terms, produce “counter-canon” and “shadow canon” texts, those texts that comprise “the subaltern and contestatory voices of writers in less-commonly taught languages and in minor literatures within great-power languages.”24 Although many other major American authors would doubtless be familiar with a number of figures from this list, what is notable in Wallace’s case is the sheer diversity of his literary engagements, which encompass numerous continents, genres, historical periods, and languages. This extensive collection of authors and texts, along with his profound debts to many of these figures, prompts us to reconsider the prevailing interpretation of Wallace’s work in exclusively American terms, along with the often unconscious aligning of his work within a national framework. What becomes apparent from such a study is the vast range of Wallace’s artistic debts, as well as the sense in which he belongs to a particular strain of avant-garde, intellectually cosmopolitan fiction. As Daniel Medin has argued with regard to contemporaneous figures such as J.M. Coetzee and W.G. Sebald, my claim is that Wallace belongs to a group of postmodern authors “for whom immersion in others’ fiction has always been crucial to the creation of their own.”25

One possible reason why scholars have not, by and large, made these kinds of artistic connections is that while Wallace





















“Territorial reconfigurations”: Wallace and world literary space
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