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INTRODUCTION: 

POSTMORTEM 

“There remains no place for fragmentary writing unless it comes into focus as the impossible 

necessary: as that which is written in the time outside time, in the sheer suspense which without 

restraint breaks the seal of unity by, precisely, not breaking it, but by leaving it aside without this 

abandon’s ever being able to be known.” 

-Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster (61) 

“Like every trace, a book, the survivance of a book, from its first moment on, is a living-dead 

machine, sur-viving, the body of a thing buried in a library, a bookstore, in cellars, urns […] but 

a dead thing that resuscitates each time a breath of living reading, each time the breath of the 

other or the other breath, each time an intentionality intends it and makes it live again by 

animating it, like […] a body, a spiritual corporeality, a body proper…” 

- Jacques Derrida, The Beast and the Sovereign, Vol. II (131) 

The Many Deaths of the Author 

 In a surprisingly insightful satire of posthumous publication practices, the Onion once 

joked that a sheaf of blank paper found in Samuel Beckett’s Paris estate “[might] as well be [a] 

lost Samuel Beckett play.” In the parodic newspaper’s account, the discovery of the new 23-page 

works ignites a fierce controversy among literary scholars and critics—while many Beckett 

scholars observe a startling continuity between the newly discovered play and the playwright’s 

existing oeuvre, some more cautious commentators note that the work could well have been the 

work of Beckett’s friend and collaborator Rick Cluchey. And, though many scholars praise the 

work as “vintage Beckett,” others more critically note the absence of certain traditional Beckett 

trademarks: “[The play] does feature certain classic Beckett elements, such as sparse stage 

directions […] But Beckett’s traditional imitation of an unrelenting will to live, the possibility of 

an escape from the vacuous indifference that surrounds us—that’s missing,” one fictional critic 
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muses.1 Nonetheless, the new play is enthusiastically embraced by at least one theatre company, 

which immediately announces its intention “to stage the play during the intermission of an 

upcoming production of Waiting for Godot.” 

 The absurdity of the imagined “new Beckett play” aside, the Onion article accurately 

diagnoses many of the challenges faced by scholars and editors upon introducing a posthumous 

work into a late author’s existing oeuvre and offers an insightful representation of the unusual 

publishing environment that arises after the death of a well-known and highly regarded writer. 

Ostensibly, the death of the author represents the closure or completion of their corpus by 

permanently halting artistic production—after the death of Samuel Beckett, there can be no new 

Samuel Beckett plays. However, in the cases of certain well-established figures, authorial death 

can actually enable the publication of new works, as the loss of the venerable writer effectively 

transforms the standards for what constitutes “publishable” material. Letters, journals, juvenilia, 

early drafts of published texts, and even unfinished works may be brought to press, though they 

would never have been published during the author’s lifetime—because they were considered 

unready, unsuitable, or even uninteresting for a mass audience. While it may be ridiculous to 

consider the possibility of 23-blank pages being published as a lost Samuel Beckett play, many 

texts we might consider nearly as outlandish have in fact provoked intense interest for academics 

and lay readers alike—consider the example of The Original of Laura, a series of rough sketches 

of a few scenes of a never-written novel by Vladimir Nabokov, published in a lavish 280-page 

hardcover edition in 2009, or the six-year old David Foster Wallace’s poem about Vikings, 

 
1 He goes on to suggest that, “[w]ere that his vision,” Beckett likely would “have used perforated 

paper.” 
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analyzed at length by biographer D. T. Max in The New Yorker in 2012.2 These unusual texts 

are, like the Onion’s imagined Beckett play, typically analyzed and evaluated on the basis of 

their perceived similarity to the author’s previously published works, revealing a tacit readerly 

and critical investment in the overall unity and coherence of a single body of work.3 

 This project attempts to reevaluate authorship as a social, cultural, and economic 

institution through the lens of the posthumous. Roland Barthes famously announced the death of 

the Author in 1967, ostensibly dethroning the sovereign Author and transforming the text into “a 

multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash” 

(Image Music Text 146). Ironically, however, the literal death of an author reinforces the 

importance of the individual figure, providing a convenient occasion for the reevaluation of his 

oeuvre, potentially cementing or complicating his position within the contemporary canon.4 

Authorial intention likewise assumes greater importance as readers and critics attempt to 

evaluate works that were not published during the author’s lifetime. Unfinished texts invite 

readers to position themselves as the late author, imaginatively completing his work; 

 
2 Admittedly, Wallace’s childhood writings have never, to my knowledge, been included in any 

printed edition of his works; however, the Viking poem was widely circulated online after the 

Harry Ransom Center’s acquisition of Wallace’s archives. The work seems to have first come to 

public attention in 2010 after being mentioned in Meredith Blake’s account of the archive’s 

contents (“What’s in the David Foster Wallace Archive?”) and was soon made widely available 

by Alex Balk on The Awl (“David Foster Wallace, ‘Viking Poem’”). 
3 See, for example, Max’s perhaps tongue-in-cheek suggestion that “there are moments in [the 

Viking poem] that herald (or just accidentally foreshadow?) the mature David’s American 

plainsong voice, particularly the “real” and “really” of the second couplet.” (“There [sic] ships 

were made of real strong wood / as every good ship really should.”) 
4 When referring to the generalized “Author” or the author as a function of discourse, I use 

masculine pronouns because the modern author figure has traditionally been conceptualized in 

problematically hyper-masculine terms. In doing so, I do not wish to reinforce perceptions of 

authorship as an inherently masculine institution, but rather to emphasize the extreme degree to 

which common perceptions of authorship are implicitly gendered. 
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additionally, the release previously unseen or incomplete texts may incite public debates over the 

ethics of posthumous publication.5 

 But perhaps there has always been something ghostly about the Author, this spectral 

figure who traverses time and space, who speaks without a voice, who exists simultaneously as a 

disembodied function of discourse and as a fully corporeal being. Even as Barthes, Foucault, and 

Derrida supposedly minimized the importance of the flesh-and-blood author, the language of 

mortality and morbidity has shaped and permeated the discourses of poststructuralism and 

deconstruction. Barthes clearly views the Author as a relic of a previous age; however, he argues 

that even those who believe in the Author think of him in the past tense: “The Author, when 

believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own book: book and author stand 

automatically on a single line divided into a before and an after” (Image Music Text 145). In his 

response to Barthes, Foucault preserves the Author in a diminished form, as the “Author-

function”; the Author’s name, in his reading, refers not to an embodied person, but to a particular 

corpus (“What is an Author?” 893-896). In Foucault’s framing, however, this corpus can 

seemingly only be named and understood as a unified whole after its author’s death—he 

explicitly treats the author’s work as their literary remains, culled from “the millions of traces left 

by someone after his death” (891); similarly, his elaboration of the Author-function is based on 

 
5 The second chapter of this dissertation concerns the controversy surrounding Dmitri Nabokov’s 

decision to publish The Original of Laura against his late father’s wishes; I, however, refrain 

from taking a position on the ethics of posthumous publication. While I respect the positions of 

critics who would have preferred Nabokov’s manuscript be burned in accordance with his 

request, I find it curious that such debates seldom concern works published before the twentieth 

century. Few contemporary commentators would argue, for example, that Emily Dickinson’s 

entire oeuvre should have been destroyed on the basis on the basis that she did not express an 

explicit desire that it be published; fewer still seem particularly concerned the Virgil is said to 

have desired that the manuscript of the Aeneid be burned upon his death. 
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Saint Jerome’s criteria for attributing texts to late writers (895). Building on Foucault’s insights, 

Derrida argues in “Signature Event Context” that the authorial signature implicitly signifies the 

Author’s absence or disappearance—foreshadowing his ultimate disappearance (8).6 

 Authorship and mortality are also deeply connected in still more concrete sense, however. 

The modern institution of authorship developed in the eighteenth century, in tandem with 

copyright law.7 Early copyright law was designed to protect the Author’s ownership of his own 

work during his lifespan; in the late eighteenth century, Thomas Jefferson proposed a copyright 

term of 19 years, a figure derived from his study of actuarial tables (Saint-Amour, The 

Copywrights 125). However, copyright has become, in Paul K. Saint-Amour’s words, 

“increasingly death-oriented since Jefferson’s day,” as copyright terms have become extended 

into the postmortem; in the United States, the United Kingdom, and European Union, 

copyrighted works are now protected for 70 years after their author’s death (The Copywrights 

125).8 Copyright arguably protects the Author’s postmortem cultural legacy, conferring 

 
6 Translators Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Melman note here that Derrida specifically uses the 

word disparition, which can refer to both disappearance and death (8). 
7 See Martha Woodmansee, “The Genius and the Copyright,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 17.4 

(1984): 425–448. I discuss the relationship between authorship and copyright at greater length in 

the second chapter of this dissertation. 
8 Curiously, the long copyright terms that allow literary estates to maintain control over an 

author’s work are themselves part of a tribute to a late artist. After musician and Congressman 

Sonny Bono died unexpectedly in 1998, his widow, Mary Bono, was elected to his seat in the 

U.S. House of Representatives, where she became a highly vocal supporter of copyright term 

extension. As Saint-Amour notes, Congresswoman Bono explicitly framed her commitment to 

copyright reform as a means of honoring her late husband, lobbying Congress to pass the Sonny 

Bono Copyright Term Extension Act as “a very fitting memorial for Sonny” (Modernism & 

Copyright 2). 
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immortality upon him—or, at the very least, upon his work. However, Saint-Amour argues that 

copyright also serves to “make the author feel immortal before death”: 

In creating copyrightable works, as in making a will, I participate through the 

prosthesis of the law in a future I will not corporeally experience. In this respect, 

postmortem copyright gives authors the virtual experience of being undead before 

they are dead, of holding proleptic sway over the living from beyond a grave they 

have not yet gone to. (The Copywrights 128) 

While Foucault claimed that the Author is effectively effaced by his work, such that he “must 

assume the role of the dead man in the game of writing” (“What is an Author?” 891), the legal 

reality seems to be far more complex—copyright distorts the seemingly clear boundary between 

life and death, paradoxically allowing the Author to experience forms of both life-in-death and 

death-in-life. 

 My investigation privileges posthumous texts generally and unfinished posthumous texts 

specifically as spaces in which cultural fantasies and anxieties about authorship, aging, and 

mortality coalesce and clash. These fragments, I argue, serve as limit cases. Their authors have 

no control over their final, published form—they are, quite literally, unauthorized works—yet for 

readers and critics, authorial intention often assumes an exaggerated importance. The very act of 

publishing a posthumous fragment signals an assumption that readers have an investment in the 

figure of the late Author—after all, why would a reader devote their time and energy to a text 

they know to be incomplete? For this reason, my project admittedly focuses chiefly on canonical 

writers. While there have been some cases where texts by previously unknown writers were 

published posthumously—John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces is one famous 

example—these works are few and far between, and do not excite readers’ imaginations and 

frustrate their expectations in quite the same way as, for example, a beloved writer’s early draft 
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of a never-finished novel. Like the readers of the Onion’s imagined lost Beckett play, we search 

posthumous texts for familiar signatures, echoes of the departed Author’s always silent yet now 

silenced voice. 

Media and Mediation 

 While this project is focused rather narrowly on the novel, specifically American novels 

written in the latter half of the twentieth century, I have drawn heavily from media studies in 

order to reframe and theorize these texts. The two posthumous fragments to which I have 

principally devoted my attention, Nabokov’s The Original of Laura and Ralph Ellison’s 

unpublished and untitled second novel, exist at opposite ends of strange spectrum. While 

Nabokov began work on Laura in the final years of his life and succeeded in composing only a 

handful of scenes, Ellison labored on his novel for more than four decades and composed 

thousands of pages of text. Surprisingly, however, the rough narrative contours of Laura’s entire 

plot have been clearly defined, while it is unclear how Ellison intended to complete his work (or, 

for that matter, if he had any definite plans for the text’s conclusion). Despite their differences, 

however, it’s clear to me that these texts have one thing in common: reading and treating them as 

“novels,” in any conventional sense requires an act of great imagination on the part of the reader, 

an attempt to perceive the texts not as they are, but as they might have been or would have been 

had their authors only survived to complete them.9 Michael Pietsch, the editor of another 

posthumous novel, David Foster Wallace’s The Pale King, in fact directly entreats readers to 

engage in such imaginative revision and overlook some of the work’s flaws, as he confidently 

asserts that Wallace would have corrected them before the text’s publication; he tells us that “the 

terms ‘titty-punching’ and ‘squeezing his shoes,’ for example, would probably not be repeated as 

 
9 It might have very well have taken poor Ellison another four decades to achieve this task. 
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often as they are,” and suggests that Wallace would not have included two separate characters 

with “Doberman hand puppets” in the final version of the novel (xi). Reading these incomplete 

posthumous novels as novels, it would seem, requires a mix of fantasy and faith. And yet, even if 

they were conventional texts, I suspect approaching them directly would yield limited insights 

into their unusual allure. The pleasures of these texts, to the extent that there are pleasures, derive 

not from their rhetorical flourishes, nor the twists and turns of their plots, but from the sense that 

these works are haunted, and that in reading them we might experience a fleeting encounter with 

the dead.10 I’ve thus chosen to read them obliquely, as both texts that serve as mediated images 

of their authors and works that can be read and understood as other forms of media. 

 My approach here has been heavily influenced by Edward Said’s On Late Style: Music 

and Literature Against the Grain, a collection of essays that explore the problematics of 

aesthetics, aging, and mortality and which was itself assembled and published after Said’s death. 

Said’s essays both respond to and expand upon Adorno’s work on late style, first explored in the 

brief 1937 essay “Late Style in Beethoven.” Contemporary studies of late style have frequently 

framed the phenomenon entirely as mode of biographical criticism or sought to defend it from 

that charge, critical moves made largely in response to Said’s essays.11 However, Adorno’s 

 
10 For Barthes, textual pleasure is greatest at moments when the Author is not fully in control and 

when reader imagines he has seen something that the author did not intend to reveal: “Is not the 

most erotic portion of a body where the garment gapes? […] it is intermittence, as 

psychoanalysis has rightly stated, which is erotic: the intermittence of skin flashing between two 

articles of clothing” (The Pleasure of the Text 9-10).  We might conclude, then, that textual 

pleasure is heightened in posthumous works, where the Author has virtually no control; however, 

I suspect Barthes would find these works totally unsatisfying. Where Barthes revels in the 

briefest glimpse of the Author, a quick flash of skin, posthumous texts arguably leave the Author 

totally exposed. 
11 Robert Spencer, for example, claims that while Said’s work is heavily indebted to Adorno, for 

Said “it is the special sagacity of old age and especially the agitated confrontation with mortality 

that imbue the senescent mind with an aptitude for facing facts, as well as relinquishing nostalgic 
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approach to late style (and the corresponding concept of lateness) explicitly treats lateness as an 

aesthetic and historical phenomenon rather than a biographical one.12 While Adorno does treat 

works composed in the final years of Beethoven’s life as examples of “late style,” in his 

theorization, late style is related not simply to a moment within the life of the artist, but to the 

larger historical context in which those works appear. Adorno does directly identify some 

characteristics of late style, namely fragmentation, dissonance, and the disappearance of 

subjectivity (“Late Style in Beethoven” 566-567); however, he also treats late style as a 

historically contingent phenomenon. Ben Hutchinson stresses that, for Adorno, “individual ‘late 

style’ relates to epochal ‘lateness’” (loc. 8883), noting that Adorno himself claimed in a 1966 

radio lecture that “the late style of significant artists assumes a completely different form and 

function in different phases” (in Hutchinson loc. 8889). Robert Spencer similarly argues that 

Adorno’s theorization of late style can best be understood not through reference to an individual 

artist’s biography, but through the work’s relationship and response to late capitalism (in 

McMullan and Smiles 221).13 

 

dreams and precipitate visions” (in McMullan and Smiles 221). Gordon McMullan and Sam 

Smiles similarly argue that Said’s readings problematically replicate “the romantic understanding 

of lateness” and caution that On Late Style “has become something of a touchstone for 

discussions of late style, often simply as a kind of critical shorthand, a way to avoid fuller 

engagement with the topic” (6). Ben Hutchinson, on the other hand, disputes the idea that Said’s 

views on late style differ significantly from Adorno’s (locs. 9268, 11449). 
12 For my own part, I believe the extent to which Said’s analysis can be reduced to mere 

biographical criticism has been dramatically overstated. I will address Said’s formulation of late 

style at greater length in the first chapter of this dissertation, “Late Criticism, Late Style: Edward 

Said and the Aesthetics of Catastrophe.” 
13 See Spencer, “Lateness and Modernity in Theodor Adorno,” in Late Style and its Discontents: 

Essays in art, literature, and music, ed. Gordon McMullan and Sam Smiles (Oxford: Oxford, 

2016), 220-235: “To be explicit, the ‘late’ in ‘late style’ refers to capitalism and in particular 

capitalism’s senescence, its unsustainability and its inability to realize its own ideals” (221). 
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 Crucially for my thinking, however, Adorno and Said’s formulations of late style are not 

bound to any single form of media. Adorno derives his understanding of dissonance from 

Beethoven’s late style in conjunction with Michelangelo’s and Rembrandt’s (Aesthetic Theory 

151), while Said examines late style in Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice alongside and 

through Benjamin Britten’s operatic adaptation of the text (On Late Style 148-160).14 Said 

perhaps extends the equation further still, suggesting that Adorno’s criticism itself exemplifies 

the kind of radical intransigence that he ascribes to Beethoven’s late works; indeed, he declares 

that Adorno “is lateness itself, hell-bent on remaining untimely and contrary in the Nietzschean 

sense” (92). While I admittedly lack Said or Adorno’s expertise in musicology, my reading of 

Said’s On Late Style in my first chapter is heavily indebted to Said’s understanding of 

counterpoint and his formulation of criticism as a contrapunctal medium. Said’s reading of 

pianist Glenn Gould’s withdrawal from live performance and his valorization of recording 

technologies also plays a crucial role in my understanding of authorship and criticism’s 

performative dimensions. 

 Chapter One, “Late Criticism, Late Style: Edward Said and the Aesthetics of 

Catastrophe,” attempts to theorize posthumous reading and publication practices alongside and 

against Said’s formulation of late style, treating On Late Style as both a primary and secondary 

text. While contemporary responses to Said have frequently reduced his understanding of late 

style to a mode of biographical criticism or an antiquated celebration of Authorial genius, I seek 

 
14 See Adorno, Aesthetic Theory: “The more deeply artworks immerse themselves in the idea of 

harmony, of the appearing essence, the less they can be satisfied with that idea. From the 

perspective of history, it is hardly an improper generalization of what is all too divergent if one 

derives the antiharmonic gestures of Michelangelo, of the late Rembrandt, and of Beethoven’s 

last works not from the subjective sugaring of their development as artists but from the dynamic 

concept of harmony itself and ultimately from its insufficiency” (151). 
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to mobilize Said’s formulation of lateness in order to disrupt the totalizing force of the 

posthumous. I argue that posthumous publication is often framed as a form of memorialization, 

or an attempt to complete the late Author’s oeuvre; as such, the practice itself is inherently 

invested in the figure of the Author and his posthumous legacy. Furthermore, the Author’s estate 

is typically controlled by his heirs, who have both emotional and financial investments in 

securing his place within the canon and continuing to publish “new” works under his name. Late 

style, in my reading, represents a radical rejection of the established Authorial signature and 

disruption of the existing body of work. This chapter concludes with a meditation on the 

significance of queer figures within On Late Style and my own attempt to reformulate lateness as 

a mode of futurity, reading Said’s essays alongside Lee Edelman’s No Future and José Estaban 

Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia. My reading parallels Said’s valorization of late style with Muñoz’s 

attempts to step outside of or to disrupt what he terms “straight time” in order to imagine a queer, 

utopian future. 

 The subsequent chapters of my dissertation read The Original of Laura, Don DeLillo’s 

Libra, and Ellison’s unfinished novel through the lenses of media and mediation. Chapter Two, 

“A Portrait of the Artist as a Dying Man: Vladimir Nabokov and the Sight of Death,” treats The 

Original of Laura as a posthumous portrait of the late Nabokov, a literary momento mori. While 

I do address the controversy surrounding Laura’s publication, I am less interested in the text’s 

reception than the personal investments and aesthetic judgements that its critics betrayed in their 

responses to the work, particularly in regard to its author’s public image and the text’s implicit 

representation of his failing health. When Dmitri Nabokov finally chose to publish Laura 

(against his father’s express wishes), he made the unusual decision to release the text as a 

facsimile of the manuscript, written in the elder Nabokov’s own hand. In my reading, Laura is an 
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example of what W. J. T. Mitchell refers to as an “imagetext,” a work whose visual and textual 

dimensions work in conjunction with one another in order to produce meaning (Image Science 

39-40). Using Siegfried Kracauer’s short essay “Photography,” Walter Benjamin’s “Little 

History of Photography,” and Roland Barthes’s Camera Lucida, I argue that Laura 

simultaneously creates an image of its author as an embodied being while effectively effacing his 

body of work. The resulting portrait is uncanny, at once familiar and foreign. 

 Chapter Three, “Acts of Seeing: Autopsy and Posthumous Reading in Don DeLillo’s 

Libra,” approaches DeLillo’s fictionalized history of the Kennedy assassination through the 

figure of autopsy. DeLillo’s novel juxtaposes an account of Oswald’s life with fictional CIA 

analyst Nicholas Branch’s attempts to construct a “secret history” of the assassination (15). I 

read Branch’s investigation alongside the history of the autopsy as both a means of producing 

knowledge and an exercise in sovereign power. I focus particularly on the extent to which 

autopsy has been imagined as both a specifically visual experience and a firsthand, unmediated 

encounter with the body, examining 18th and 19th century anatomical atlases and discussions of 

the early modern anatomical theater alongside the Warren Report, the Zapruder film, and John F. 

Kennedy’s autopsy photos. Elizabeth Klaver contends that the proliferation of conspiracy 

theories surrounding the assassination is a direct result of the failure of the President’s autopsy to 

suture together the ideological field ruptured by the assassination (108). Building upon her 

insights, I argue that the autopsy itself mediates and effaces the body of the late sovereign, such 

that his body becomes both unseeable and unknowable. Indeed, I claim that in treating the body 

as a document, autopsy mediates and effectively transforms the matter of the corpse.  

 My concluding chapter, “Unfinished and Unbound: Ralph Ellison’s Encyclopedic 

Archive,” approaches Ralph Ellison’s unfinished second novel as both an encyclopedic text—a 
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work that attempts to archive a particular time, place, and culture—and an archive in its own 

right — a text that exists in multiple forms, incorporating Ellison’s handwritten notes, 

typewritten drafts, and computer files. In many respects, Ellison’s novel could be considered a 

fairly conventional encyclopedic text: it is a sprawling account of Black American history, 

grounded in the recent past, incorporating Classical and Biblical narratives alongside early 

American cinema and Black spirituals. I argue, however, that the unfinished text offers a unique 

reframing of the encyclopedic project in both its form and content. While Saint-Amour has 

argued that the encyclopedic novel aims to preserve the cultural present against the threat of 

future erasure (Tense Future 182), Ellison dedicated his work to “That Vanished Tribe into 

Which I was Born: The American Negroes” (Juneteenth n.p., emphasis mine), suggesting that 

this erasure has in fact already occurred. Simultaneously, it is an unfinished, protean text, whose 

meaning constantly unfolds into the future. The novel’s protagonist, the aging preacher A. Z. 

Hickman, is himself a figure of lateness and a living archive. The novel inverts structures of 

filiation, as Hickman travels to the bedside of his dying prodigal son—who was himself killed by 

the child he abandoned. While Ellison treats history as an inescapable force that reverberates 

continually into the present, its meaning remains unsettled and open-ended, much like the text 

itself. 

Afterlives 

   My intellectual trajectory has been heavily influenced by Roland Barthes’s early attacks 

on the institution of Authorship, as well as his later attempts, particularly in The Pleasure of the 

Text, to revive the Author in an augmented form.15 Like Barthes, I have learned to both distrust 

 
15 See Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, Trans. Richard Miller, Hill and Wang, 1975: “As an 

institution, the author is dead […] but in the text, in a way, I desire the author: I need his figure” 

(27). 
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and desire the Author; I believe he is an artificial construct, yet one that nonetheless has real and 

lasting cultural import and power. I’m reminded of Colin Dayan’s discussion in The Law is a 

White Dog of the legal status of ghosts. Dayan opens her study with a discussion of Stambovsky 

v. Ackley, a 1991 lawsuit filed after the sale of a supposedly haunted house. Helen Ackley had, 

she claimed, shared her home for 20 years with spirits she believed to be friendly, and had 

learned to live with the sounds of “steps on the stairs doors slamming, beds shaking, and 

chandeliers moving back and forth” (1). Yet when she chose to sell the 18-room Victorian to 

Jeffrey and Patrice Stambovsky, she failed to disclose the presence of these resident ghosts. 

When the Stambovskys filed suit, the New York Supreme Court ultimately decided in their 

favor, declaring the home to be, for all legal purposes, haunted (2). The ontological status of 

ghosts, it would seem is irrelevant—whether or not they exist, they have been endowed by 

superstition, tradition, and even the law itself with the power to affect our world, our lives, and, 

in a very concrete way, our property. The Author may be dead, but that does not mean he does 

not exist in a real social, cultural, and legal capacity. 

 This project, then, seeks to both examine the afterlives of particular authors and to 

imagine an afterlife for the Author himself. I’ve chosen the word “afterlife” very specifically, 

and not simply for its ghostly connotations. While we associate afterlives with death, they are 

also lives, a kind of posthumous survival. Gerhard Richter, in his study of “afterness,” suggests 

that the idea of coming after or following carries with and in itself that which is said to have been 

left behind: “The experience and thinking of afterness would have to unfold always in terms of 

their hauntedness, the ways in which the after stages a hauntedness of what has been, or is 

believed to have been, overcome or superseded” (Afterness 15). Posthumous texts, in my view, 

must be specifically read and approached as posthumous. While their editors and readers no 
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doubt maintain an investment in the continuity and consistency of the Author’s voice, we are 

haunted by the knowledge of his absence, the persistent sense of the uncanny. In his examination 

of Percy Shelley’s unfinished poem The Triumph of Life, Derrida writes that “unfinishedness” 

“cannot be reduced to an incompleteness or inadequacy,” yet it can overwhelm or encroach upon 

the perceived unity of the existing work (“Living on/borderlines” 84-85). 

 Yet in a sense, afterness is also a beginning, and my project attempts to investigate the 

ways in which posthumous texts unsettle both the individual legacies of dearly departed authors 

and broader legal and social conceptions of Authorship itself. When this dissertation was still in 

its embryonic stages, I observed that there was a way in which posthumous publication seemed 

to scramble conventional temporalities, to knock time out of joint. E. M. Forster’s Maurice, for 

example, was completed in 1914, but was not pushed until 1971. Ellison began work on his 

second novel in the 1950’s; it has now appeared in two distinct published versions, Juneteenth, 

in 1999, and Three Days Before the Shooting… in 2010, the latter of which incorporates material 

from both Ellison’s early drafts and later sequences composed on his computer. But I also 

believe that these texts disturb temporality in a more meaningful sense; in my discussions of Said 

and Ellison particularly, I attempt to reorient their posthumous works toward the future.
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LATE CRITICISM, LATE STYLE: 

POSTHUMOUS PUBLICATION AND THE AESTHETICS OF CATASTROPHE 

“It is true that, with respect to the disaster, one dies too late. But this does not dissuade us from 

dying; it invites us—escaping the time where it is always too late—to endure inopportune death, 

with no relation to anything save the disaster as return.” 

-Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster (4) 

Introduction 

 Edward Said opens “Timeliness and Lateness,” the first essay in his collection On Late 

Style, with a meditation on the course of his own scholarly career. Beginning, appropriately 

enough, with Beginnings (1975), Said conceptualizes his life’s work as a study of self-making. In 

Beginnings, Said argues that “the mind finds it necessary at certain times to retrospectively 

locate a point of origin for itself” (4). These mysterious “points of origin,” which become 

apparent only after the fact, “necessarily involve an intention that either is fulfilled, totally or in 

part, or is viewed as totally failed in successive time” (4-5).16 Returning, retrospectively, to 

Beginnings implicitly allows the now-venerable Said to position On Late Style, his meditation on 

aesthetics, aging, and death, as the telos of his career, making the perhaps surprising trajectory of 

his thinking seem not only logical, but inevitable. Yet On Late Style is not a book about 

endings—if anything, On Late Style represents Said’s refusal to come to an end and his denial of 

his own venerability. Against the accepted notion of old age as accompanied by a unique 

wisdom, “a special maturity, a new spirit of reconciliation and serenity” (6), Said formulates his 

theory of lateness as a refusal of any sort of resolution, a reopening of “questions of meaning, 

 
16 Curiously, Said’s first published book was Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography 

(1966), not Beginnings (1975). By opening his meditations on his life’s work with Beginnings 

(1975), Said both underscores the extent to which points of origin are always established 

retrospectively and reframes his lifelong critical project. 
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success, and progress”: an ultimate artistic intransigence (7). 17 On Late Style represents Said’s 

ultimate rejection of teleology itself—a sort of non-ending which seems an oddly fitting 

conclusion to a career that began with a non-beginning, or an interrogation of beginnings. And, 

as Said’s wife Mariam notes in her introduction to On Late Style, Said himself had no intention 

of concluding his career quietly. After being hospitalized for three weeks, Said furiously 

renewed his work on Humanism and the Democratic Condition, From Oslo to Iraq and the Road 

Map, and On Late Style. Three days later, his illness would overtake him for the last time, 

leaving the collection incomplete (vii). 

 On Late Style thus became an endpoint to Said’s career only through a biographical 

accident. We must recognize, when perusing the volume, that we are reading an unauthorized 

work, a text compiled and edited not by Edward Said, but by a dedicated team of Said’s friends, 

students, and colleagues, chiefly Mariam Said, the literary critic Richard Poirier, and the scholar 

Michael Wood. In the years after Said’s death, On Late Style undoubtedly took on new meaning 

as both a continuation of Said’s work and a memorial to its late author. However, the impulse to 

read the work as a commentary on Said’s own life and work is nearly irresistible, transforming 

Said’s commentaries on Beethoven, Mozart, and Britten into a thinly veiled autobiography and 

implicitly blurring the lines between artist and critic. As a volume that was deliberately 

constructed to form a fitting end to its author’s long and storied career, On Late Style offers its 

readers the very sort of tidy narrative closure that Said rejects in his valorization of “a 

 
17 While the concept of “late style” precedes both Adorno and Said, in this chapter, I am chiefly 

interested in their formulations. When I refer to a “late work,” I do not necessarily mean a work 

that came late in an artist’s life, but rather a work that evinces both a particular orientation 

toward death and an uneasy relationship with the author or artist’s existing oeuvre. For a history 

of older formulations of late style, see Linda and Michael Hutcheon, “Historicizing Late Style as 

a Discourse of Reception,” in Late Style and its Discontents: Essays in art, literature, and music, 

ed. Gordon McMullan and Sam Smiles (Oxford: Oxford, 2016), 1-12. 
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nonharmonious, nonserene tension, […] a sort of deliberately unproductive productiveness going 

against….” (8, ital. in original). 

 In this respect, On Late Style highlights a peculiar tension between late works and 

posthumous editorial practices. While late works represent both a kind of catastrophic disruption 

of expected artistic trajectories and a radical rejection of any sense of authorial identity or 

coherence, editors and readers of posthumous works share investments (most often emotional, 

though sometimes literal) in the figure of the author and the preservation of his artistic legacy. 

To this extent, posthumous editorial practices may in fact serve to blunt or curtail some of the 

more disquieting effects of artistic lateness. While Said and Adorno claim that late works are 

representations of “lost totality” (On Late Style 13), readers and editors of posthumous texts 

instinctively attempt to restore that totality. Posthumous reading and editorial practices allow us 

to embed late works within a comfortable biographical narrative, explaining away their most 

difficult and troubling elements as mere unhappy accidents. In doing so, we shore up a certain 

conception of authorial genius. A posthumous text is pure contingency—its flaws are simply the 

result of its author’s untimely death, errors that surely would have been resolved had he lived 

long enough to complete his work. 

 Of course, I do not mean to suggest that all posthumously published texts qualify as late 

works—diaries, letters, and juvenilia, for example, are often published after the death of a 

celebrated writer, none of which could be considered examples of lateness. And, of course, even 

a text written near the end of an author’s life might not necessarily meet Said and Adorno’s 

criteria; Said himself admits that he is investigating a particular “type of lateness” (7). 

Nonetheless, a significant proportion of posthumous texts (particularly unfinished texts, or 

posthumous fragments) could potentially be considered late works. In this chapter, I seek to 
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explore the uneasy tensions between artistic lateness and posthumous reception in order to reveal 

certain processes by which we construct and maintain particular myths about authorial genius, 

bodily degeneration, and death. Since its emergence in the eighteenth century, the modern 

institution of authorship has been romanticized as an avenue through which the individual genius 

could transcend his own mortality and create an enduring legacy, both cultural and financial.18 

Posthumous publication, in my eyes, is driven by this fantasy of life-after-death; we take the 

fantasy one step further by enabling the late author to continue to publish new works long after 

his demise, simultaneously testifying to his lasting cultural impact, enriching his heirs, and 

imaginatively animating the dead. 

 While the term “late style” has a long philosophical history, critics have recently begun to 

question its utility. In their contribution to the recent volume Late Style and its Discontents, 

Linda and Michael Hutcheon allege that late style is ultimately a discourse of reception rather 

than aesthetics, one which has ultimately led to problematic and reductive evaluations of aging 

artists. In their view, discussions of late style as a universalizing concept have resulted in 

“explicit or implicit denigrations of later-life creativity that are, in fact, ageist” (in McMullan and 

Smiles 54).19 More moderately, musicologist Karen Painter has called for a reevaluation of the 

 
18 For a brief yet comprehensive discussion of the development of the modern institution of 

authorship, see Martha Woodmansee, “The Genius and the Copyright: Economic and Legal 

Conditions of the Emergence of the ‘Author,’” The Printed Word in the Eighteenth Century. 

Spec. issue of Eighteenth-Century Studies 17.4 (1984): 425-448. Woodmansee argues that 

notions of authorial genius developed alongside and in conjunction with copyright law—the 

author’s claim to original expression justified his exclusive control over his work (430-431). The 

author’s artistic legacy has thus always been closely intertwined with his estate. I will discuss 

Woodmansee’s study of the historical development of authorship in greater detail in the 

following chapter of this dissertation. 
19 While the Hutcheons are critical of the discourse of late style, their work bears a clear 

resemblance to Said’s On Late Style. In Four Last Songs (2015), Linda and Michael Hutcheon 

explore “the intersection of aging and creativity in Western European culture of the last two 

centuries” (3).  
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concept of late style while recognizing the term’s lasting cultural and critical importance, 

cautiously regarding analyses of late style as both “seductive and suspect” (Late Thoughts 6). 

Even Said’s work on late style has been criticized as an essentially biographical mode of 

criticism.20 Admittedly, it is often difficult to discuss artistic lateness in terms of clearly 

identifiable aesthetic qualities—late style is an unusual hybrid category, defined by both “certain 

internal qualities (such as fragmentation, intimacy, nostalgia, or concision)” and “external factors 

(such as the age of the [artist], his or her proximity to and foreknowledge of death, a sense of 

authorial belatedness with respect to significant predecessors, or a feeling of having lived too late 

within a historical period)” (Straus 3).21 This difficulty is compounded by the fact that late works 

are, with few exceptions, identified retrospectively, after their authors’ deathes, contributing to a 

problematic conflation of late works with last works.22 In my own attempt to resolve these 

admittedly considerable difficulties, I propose we think of late works as bearing a particular 

 
20 See, for example, Robert Spencer’s contribution to Late Style and its Discontents, in which he 

argues that Said’s formulation of late style is “based on an incomplete understanding of 

Adorno’s reflections on modernity and modernism”: “…whereas Said traces late style’s origins 

to the aging artist’s life, Adorno is more interested in art’s capacity to articulate the lateness of 

moribundity of capitalism itself” (221). Although Said does place a great deal of emphasis on the 

process of aging, conceptualizing his study of late style as an examination of “the relationship 

between bodily condition and aesthetic style,” I nonetheless find Spencer’s characterization of 

Said’s work somewhat misleading and reductive. In spite of Said’s bold statements about aging 

in “Timeliness and Lateness,” later essays in On Late Style offer readings more in line with 

Adorno’s analysis. “Glimpses of Late Style” for example, suggests late style may be a product of 

the artist’s relationship with the historical era in which he lived; Said even goes so far as to 

suggest that “literary modernism itself can be seen as a late-style phenomenon” (135), 

downplaying the importance of individual biography. 
21 I have borrowed this description of artistic lateness from an essay focusing specifically on late 

style in music; however, the identified characteristics are generalizable to late works in other art 

forms as well. 
22 This conflation of “late” and “last” is particularly noticeable in the Hutcheons’ critique of the 

discourse of late style. Their argument crucially hinges on their claim that we cannot make any 

“meaningful generalizations… [about] all elderly artists’ work in all genres and in all times and 

places” (53, ital. in original), reflecting the twin assumptions that a) any work produced by an 

elderly artist is necessarily a “late work,” and b) late works are only produced by elderly artists. 
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relation not to the author’s physical body, but to his textual body—the aptly named corpus. Late 

works, then, are not simply works which come at the end of the author’s life, but works which 

disrupt the overall coherence of his existing oeuvre, simultaneously challenging expected artistic 

trajectories and forcing a reevaluation of his artistic legacy. 

 This chapter, then, will use On Late Style as both a primary and a secondary text, 

deploying my own slightly augmented formulation of lateness in order to disrupt the totalizing 

power of the posthumous. I read On Late Style as both a refracted critical autobiography and 

Said’s attempt to renegotiate the boundaries between art and criticism, artist and oeuvre, and 

even life and death. On Late Style thus functions simultaneously as a theoretical text and an 

aesthetic performance, challenging us to imagine alternative modes of intellectual and artistic 

practice. In his presentation of lateness as a mode of intransigence, Said offers a vision of 

criticism and artistic creation as activities fundamentally at odds with traditional models of 

futurity and commonly held assumptions regarding late-life creativity. Simultaneously, late 

works resist assimilation into the kinds of comforting meta-narratives constructed around and 

through posthumous publication. While posthumous texts often serve to reinforce existing ideas 

about authorial genius and artistic development, late works unsettle established temporalities and 

disrupt narratives of growth and maturation. As both a late work and a posthumously published 

text, On Late Style fittingly serves as a memorial to its late author and repositions Said as a 

scholar and critic, allowing him to adopt a position of not only geographic but also temporal 

exile. 

 For obvious reasons, late style has traditionally been associated with old age, 

problematically leading to broad generalizations about the affects of bodily degeneration on 

creativity and potentially transforming an ostensibly aesthetic concept into a form of 
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biographical criticism. Yet it is still possible to speak of artists who died young as having a “late 

style”—Mozart, as Linda and Michael Hutcheon note, was only thirty-five at the time of his 

death, yet Said cites Così fan tutte as a paradigmatic instance of artistic lateness (“Late Style(s)” 

2). Likewise, while all artists with a career of significant duration will have a late style, not all 

late works will exhibit the kind of lateness which interests Said. The slipperiness of the term 

seems to result in part from the English language conflation of two related yet distinct German 

words: Spätstil (late style) and Altersstil (old-age style). If, as Gordon McMullan and Sam 

Smiles contend, “the essential element… is that these last works, irrespective of their author’s 

age at the time of production, are ‘late’ insofar as they are—or are presumed to be—the final 

utterances of a major creative voice” (3), we might very reasonably conclude that “lateness” is 

determined by proximity to death. Yet “lateness” is simultaneously (and perhaps more 

importantly) a form of relation to that which has come before—to borrow a term from Gerhard 

Richter, lateness is a form of afterness.23 In other words, lateness is not the anticipation of a 

traumatic rupture, but rather a response to the catastrophe of survival. 

Lateness then becomes an aesthetic and temporal problem, unsettling established models 

of artistic maturation and historical positivism through an apparent disregard for traditional 

narratives of progress and continuity. Where we might expect an artist’s last works to articulate a 

clear and unified artistic vision, building upon the foundation established earlier in his career, 

late works instead constitute a radical break from all that has come before. For Said, the value of 

 
23 Richter defines “afterness” loosely as “a particular figure of modernity, that of following, 

coming after, having survived, outlived, or succeeded something or someone” (Afterness 2). It is 

both a relationship to and a definitive break from the past, “the figure of a repetition that does not 

repeat, a living on and after that both remains attached to what came before and, precisely 

through an analysis of that abiding yet often invisible attachment, departs from it in ever-new 

directions” (4). Late works are likewise largely defined by the texts that preceded them—after 

all, only an artist with a substantial body of work can be said to have a “late style.” 
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the late work seems to lie in its capacity to resist assimilation into any grand totalizing system—

in the late Beethoven, he suggests, we find a radical refutation of Hegelian aesthetics:  

Beethoven’s late works remain unreconciled, uncoopted by a higher synthesis: 

they do not fit any scheme, and they cannot be reconciled or resolved, since their 

irresolution and unsynthesized fragmentariness are constitutive, neither 

ornamental nor symbolic of something else. (On Late Style 12)  

The catastrophic force of these compositions, however, fully emerges only when they are 

considered in relation to that which has come before (and, implicitly, that which can never be 

fully left behind). In this sense, lateness is not precisely an aesthetic feature, although both Said 

and Adorno do seem to associate lateness with certain aesthetic features, most notably 

fragmentation.24 Rather, lateness is more precisely an absence of familiar stylistic markers, a 

dissolution of the author’s established persona and a disruption of the existing oeuvre. 

Paradoxically, however, in effecting a radical break, late works counter-intuitively come to be 

defined by earlier ones. To borrow Richter’s language of afterness, “what has superseded or 

outlived remains intricately indebted to the very thing it has outlived or overcome” (Afterness 6). 

This tension, in my view, is the animating contradiction at the heart of On Late Style, and 

implicitly, at the heart of Said’s intellectual relationship to Adorno, his chief interlocutor in the 

text. On Late Style is heavily indebted to and serves as a continuation of Adorno’s Essays on 

Music; simultaneously, Said (like Adorno) rejects traditional narratives of filiation and 

 
24 Neither Said nor Adorno provide a comprehensive list of aesthetic features associated with late 

style, but from their examinations of the late Beethoven we can extrapolate that late works 

typically exhibit fragmentation, disjointedness, and little to no sense of internal continuity. In this 

chapter, I discuss lateness primarily as a form of relation rather than as a clearly identifiable and 

definable style. However, in listing these characteristics, I nonetheless must acknowledge that 

Said and Adorno’s descriptions of late style bear a potentially problematic resemblance to 

symptoms of dementia and Alzheimer’s. Part of the difficulty in defining late style, I suspect, 

also stems from the term’s applicability to both literature and music (and potentially criticism as 

well). 
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progression.25 Ultimately, On Late Style offers a formulation of creative and critical practice that 

is productive without being reproductive. Lateness, in Said’s formulation, is defined not by the 

anticipation of death, but by a sense of having already survived long enough to have become an 

anachronism. Like Benjamin’s Angel of History, late style is paradoxically backward-looking 

and forward moving. 

Domesticating Lateness 

 While we might expect certain resonances between late and posthumous works—there is 

certainly plenty of overlap between the two categories—late style and the posthumous are, in 

many cases, fundamentally at odds with one another.26 The posthumous, in my understanding, 

represents both a desire for and a resistance to the closure of an oeuvre after an author’s death. A 

late writer’s letters, drafts, and journals, for example, arguably may contribute to a more 

complete or nuanced understanding of their previously published works, but their publication 

also evinces a completionist impulse: the need to assemble an entire body of work. Perhaps there 

is also a desire for mastery inherent in this impulse, an implicit sense that a corpus is only fully 

 
25 Said jokingly claimed to be “the last Jewish intellectual… the only true follower of Adorno” in 

an interview with the Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz (Power, Politics, and Culture 458). While the 

claim has been understood as tongue-in-cheek, Said’s identification as “a Jewish-Palestinian” is 

nonetheless potentially revealing. In positioning himself as Adorno’s intellectual successor, Said 

implicitly suggests that the proper inheritor of the Jewish intellectual tradition—a tradition 

founded in exile—is ultimately the Palestinian. As a “Jewish-Palestinian,” Said has adopted a 

seemingly impossible and self-negating subject position, appropriately enough for a follower of 

Adorno. Said also explicitly acknowledges his relationship to Adorno in “Reflections on Exile”: 

“To follow Adorno is to stand away from ‘home’ in order to look at it with the exile’s 

detachment” (185) 
26 In speaking generally of “the posthumous” as a category, I refer to editorial practices, cultural 

narratives that shape reader responses, and the complicated network of discourses surrounding 

illness, death, and creativity that shape the reception and circulation of posthumously published 

works. Admittedly, this is a very loose term to describe a number of distinct yet related 

behaviors, attitudes, and narratives; however, I find it useful as a shorthand for certain 

interconnected beliefs and practices. 
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knowable once it has been closed.27 Simultaneously, however, posthumous publication may also 

serve as an imaginative denial of death, a mechanism for keeping the author’s voice or persona 

alive after the flesh-and-blood person has ceased to be. An author’s passing may actually 

occasion a proliferation of new works, many of which would have been considered 

unpublishable during his life. There is a common belief that hair and nails continue to grow after 

death. This is, of course, an illusion created by the retraction of the skin as the body dries out and 

shrinks. So too does the corpus appear to expand after an author’s death, the uncanny appearance 

of growth actually signifying the ultimate closure of the ouevre.28 

 Admittedly, it would be impossible to create a complete catalogue of the various goals 

and motivations that compel executors, editors, and scholars to posthumously publish an author’s 

work. Undoubtedly, many are driven by the desire to memorialize the dead—Michael Pietsch, 

for example, described his work on David Foster Wallace’s incomplete final novel The Pale 

King as “the best act of loving remembrance [he] was capable of” (vii). Others may seek to 

redeem controversial figures, revise the author’s existing public image, or cement his cultural 

 
27 The author’s death, of course, makes it possible for the first time to publish, either within a 

single volume or as a series, his complete works. In his discussion of renaissance-era compilation 

practices, Jeffrey Todd Knight notes that collected works volumes are “in modern book culture 

the assumed telos of a distinguished literary career,” suggesting that the format itself serves “to 

monumentalize and stabilize an individual writer’s corpus” (155). 
28 In his discussion of the allegorical importance of the corpse to the German mourning play or 

Trauerspiel, Walter Benjamin observes that the hair and nails which become signs of 

posthumous life in the corpse are in fact “cut away as dead matter from the living body” (The 

Origin of the German Tragic Drama 218). Likewise, many texts that might be published 

posthumously—incomplete works, aborted early or variant drafts of published writings, personal 

correspondence, etc.—would be seen as unfit for inclusion in the ouevre during the author’s life 

but allow for the continued growth of the corpus after his death. The following chapter, on 

Vladimir Nabokov’s almost absurdly incomplete final novel The Original of Laura, will, I hope, 

illustrate this phenomenon to great effect. 
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legacy.29 Ted Hughes has notably been criticized for his role in editing and revising Sylvia Path’s 

Ariel after her suicide, as well as for his decision to destroy her journals from the final months of 

her life (Perloff 10-12), though he defended his decisions as editor and executor on the basis that 

he was both protecting his children and attempting the honor his late wife by publishing only her 

best work (Hughes 163). When Hughes and Plath’s daughter Frieda Hughes later released Ariel: 

The Restored Edition, she framed the text not only as a commemoration of her mother’s life, but 

also as a defense of her father’s editorial decisions (xv-xvii, xx-xxi). Despite their varying 

motivations and philosophies, however, most editors of posthumous text share an implicit goal: 

to craft a coherent narrative around a life, with a clear beginning, middle, and end. In doing so, 

they often work to situate the new text within the author’s existing oeuvre, with the goal of either 

transforming our understanding of previously published works or creating the sense of an 

appropriate ending to the author’s literary career. 

 The act of creating these metanarratives around posthumous works, however, has the 

potential to blunt or neutralize the destabilizing force of a late work. Said specifically frames late 

works as those which do not neatly fit within established cultural narratives about aging and 

creativity. Rather than bringing an artist’s career to a fitting end or offering the serene wisdom 

that supposedly accompanies old age, late works “tear apart the career and the artist’s craft and 

 
29 It would of course be naive to pretend profit does not play a role as well, particularly on the 

part of an author’s executors. Ted Hughes, for his part, admitted that his revisions to Ariel were 

partially aimed at maximizing the volume’s sales, but in doing so suggested he was merely 

“follow[ing Plath’s] principle” by “manag[ing] the writing in ways that will earn as much 

income as possible” (163). Jeffrey Di Leo, in his evaluation of Pietch’s version of The Pale King, 

suggested that the unfinished novel’s publication was ultimately an attempt to “[create] a 

‘literary event’ to squeeze a few more bucks out of a popular author’s identity” (“The Executor’s 

Dilemma”). For my own part, I must confess that I feel great discomfort in speculating on 

individual executors’ financial motives while acknowledging that economic concerns will 

inevitably play a role. 
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reopen the questions of meaning, success and progress that the artist’s late period is supposed to 

move beyond” (On Late Style 7). In other words, late works by definition reject the very notion 

of closure and confound our expectations of artistic development and progression. This becomes 

particularly problematic in any attempt to create a coherent sense of authorial purpose across an 

oeuvre, making it impossible to speak of any unifying project across a body of work. To the 

extent that readers expect both continuity and development over the course of an author’s career, 

lateness threatens our understanding of the author function itself. Because the death of the author 

provides a convenient occasion for the reshaping of the corpus—before he is canonized and 

cultural rigor mortis sets in, so to speak—posthumous publication may effectively allow for the 

domestication of a late work. In crafting a narrative around an unfinished text, for example, an 

editor may problematically read instances of fragmentation or internal contradiction not as the 

author’s deliberate aesthetic choice, but as the result of his premature death. In fact, Adorno 

observes that commentators on Beethoven’s late works “seldom fail to make reference to 

biography and fate,” implicitly framing their fragmentariness and dissonance as effects of the 

composer’s hearing loss. In this sense, “late works are relegated to the outer reaches of art, in the 

vicinity of the document” (“Late Style in Beethoven” 564). 

 Furthermore, readers understand and evaluate late works in terms of the texts that 

preceded them. In the case of a posthumous fragment, we are even inclined to imaginatively 

complete the text (or even, in the case of an editor, to impose a sense of an ending on it). This 

sort of unusual reading practice can be seen, for example, in a representative review of F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s unfinished final novel, The Last Tycoon: 

[U]ncompleted though it is, one would be blind indeed not to see that [The Last 

Tycoon] would have been Fitzgerald’s best novel and a very fine one… within 

these half dozen chapters, running to 128 pages, Fitzgerald has created a 
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memorable figure in Stahr, Hollywood’s “last tycoon”; he had marvelously 

conveyed the atmosphere in which a mammoth American industry is conducted; 

he would have ended, we can see, by bringing it clearly into focus as a world of 

its own within the larger pattern of American life as a whole. (Adams, ital. added) 

The reviewer praises not the existing text, but the text that might have been, the work that he 

imagines Fitzgerald had intended to create. The mechanisms by which readers and editors 

imaginatively “finish” unfinished works, however, are potentially problematic.30 If, as I have 

suggested, we always evaluate posthumous works in relation to the author’s existing oeuvre, then 

the fragment comes to be defined by the author’s previous works. An editor struggling to 

assemble multiple disjointed drafts of a single text into a coherent whole may understandably 

look to the author’s published works for guidance, basing the structure of the posthumous work 

on narrative patterns they had previously favored.31 Likewise, readers attempting to reconstruct 

(or perhaps simply construct?) the author’s intended text from existing fragments of narrative 

will likely turn to previous works as models. These sorts of reading practices, for all their utility, 

leave no room for aberration across the course of an author’s career—Fitzgerald’s The Last 

Tycoon then becomes a shadow of The Great Gatsby. Lateness becomes not only undesirable, 

but also unthinkable. 

 It is against this backdrop that I wish to examine On Late Style as both a study of and 

exercise in self-making. In his introduction to On Late Style, Michael Wood suggests that, in 

 
30 Fitzgerald’s The Last Tycoon is itself an excellent example of editorial overreach. In his 1993 

edition of the text, Matthew J. Bruccoli notes that the Edmund Wilson’s 1941 edition creates the 

impression of a much more complete work than actually existed at the time of Fitzgerald’s death 

and “silently emends—not always correctly—Fitzgerald’s words, styles the punctuation, 

combines episodes into chapters, and moves two scenes” (xvi). 
31 Pietsch, for example, seems to have taken this approach in assembling The Pale King: “It 

became apparent as I read that David planned for the novel to have a structure akin to that of 

Infinite Jest, with large portions of apparently unconnected information presented to the reader 

before a main storyline begins to make sense” (xii). 
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spite of his interest in questions regarding the relationships between aging, mortality, and 

creativity, Said himself did not have a late style: 

My sense is that for all his deep interest in lateness and his awareness of the 

shortage of his own time, Said was not attracted by the idea of a late, dissolving 

self… Said wanted to continue with the self’s making, and if we divide a life into 

early, middle and late periods, he was still in the middle when he died at the age 

of sixty-seven in September 2003, twelve years after the first diagnosis of 

leukemia. Still a little too early, I think he would have said, for real lateness. 

(xvii) 

While Wood’s claim that Said was still in his middle period is potentially undercut by Said’s 

own admission that he has “obvious personal reasons” for taking up the topic of lateness (6), he 

is nonetheless correct in his assertion that On Late Style represents a continuation of Said’s 

lifelong study of self-making. While the backward-looking nature of On Late Style might seem 

uniquely characteristic of old age—Said both frames lateness as a form of belatedness and uses 

personal memories as his entry points into several of the essays (135-136)—Said’s particular 

orientation toward questions of filiation and futurity in fact dates back to Beginnings, in which he 

argues self-making is ultimately a retrospective project (29). More importantly, however, 

Beginnings opens a discussion of anachronism and exile that continues into On Late Style. 

 Beginnings presents the critic as a figure of exile, “going from place to place for [their] 

material” (8). While exile is a recurring motif in Said’s work—he even explicitly invokes the 

position of exile in the title of his autobiography, Out of Place—Beginnings crucially stresses the 

temporal dimensions of exile as well as the geographic ones. The contemporary scholar, in 

Said’s formulation, experiences transcendental homelessness insofar as they lack a sense of 

working within an established tradition and “can no longer know what it means to stand in a 

direct line of descent” (8-9). This sense of uprootedness—of being both out of place and out of 



 30 

time—represents both a deep wound and a strange potentiality. After all, moments of rupture, of 

breaking away or leaving behind, are also, in a sense, beginnings. In On Late Style, however, 

Said describes lateness in almost identical terms, asserting, for example, that Beethoven’s late 

works “constitute a form of exile” (8), again, chiefly in a temporal sense: “The masterpieces of 

Beethoven’s final decade are late to the extent that they are beyond their own time, ahead of it in 

terms of daring and newness, later than it in that they describe a return or homecoming to realms 

forgotten or left behind by the relentless advancement of history” (135).32 Lateness, then, is also 

perhaps beginning, of a sort—a beginning again, a beginning that is also always an afterness, a 

rupture that is itself a kind of return. 

 Said’s own positioning as the scholar in exile paradoxically does place him in a direct 

line of descent, however, specifically in the Jewish intellectual tradition. The trope of the 

displaced scholar is a familiar one, given the extraordinary number of writers, thinkers, and 

theorists displaced by the rise of fascism. Erich Auerbach famously completed his masterwork, 

Mimesis, during the eleven years he spent living in Istanbul. As a classically trained philologist, 

Auerbach represents the last generation of scholars who, according to Said s model, would have 

understood themselves as actively working within a long and robust critical tradition; he 

nonetheless suggests that it was ultimately his experience of being cut off from that tradition 

 
32 It is worth stressing here that exile is not a romantic posture for Said, as he makes explicit in 

“Reflections on Exile.” “…To concentrate on exile as a contemporary political punishment,” he 

writes, “you must…map territories of experience beyond those mapped by the literature of exile 

itself. You must first set aside Joyce and Nabokov and think instead of the uncountable masses 

for whom UN agencies have been created” (175). If Said seems to poeticize exile in his work on 

Adorno and Beethoven, then, it is perhaps in an attempt to, to borrow his own phrase, “lend 

dignity to a condition legislated to deny dignity” (175). 
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which allowed him to undertake a project as massive as Mimesis.33 Siegfried Kracauer, whose 

work directly preceded and heavily influenced the Frankfurt School, has been frequently 

described as an outsider even within his native Germany, his Otherness inscribed in both his 

appearance and his speech. In reference to his own experience of marginality, Kracauer 

described himself as “extraterritorial” (Adorno rather uncharitably used the same adjective to 

describe Kracauer’s face) (Richter, Thought-Images 111).34 And Adorno himself, of course, 

spent the wartime years in exile in California, where he wrote Dialectic of Enlightenment with 

his fellow émigré, Max Horkheimer.35 As I noted in the introduction to this chapter, Said once 

joked that he was “the last Jewish intellectual” and “the only true follower of Adorno. ” In 

describing himself specifically as the last Jewish intellectual, Said positions himself as the final 

representative of a dying line. In positioning himself as a “Jewish Palestinian,” Said embodies 

the culmination of an existing tradition in its negation. Moreover, in placing himself at the end of 

this line, Said implicitly disrupts existing narratives of filiation, suggesting that this tradition can 

only properly be inherited by an outsider. Indeed, in “The Future of Criticism,” he writes that 

“the notion of an Adorno fils is quite laughable” (953). Said, in this sense, positions himself as 

the orphaned son of a childless father. 

 
33 See Auerbach’s epilogue: “…it is quite possible that the book owes its existence to just this 

lack of a rich and specialized library. If it had been possible for me to acquaint myself with all 

the work that has been done on so many subjects, I might never have reached the point of 

writing” (557). 
34 See also Gerhard Richter, “Kracauer’s Extraterritoriality, Derrida’s Monolingualism” in 

Thought-Images: Frankfurt School Writers’ Reflections from Damaged Lives: “[Kracauer’s] 

childhood was marred by a pronounced speech impediment that marked his mother tongue, 

German, as “other” even within the German context. Kracauer spoke his proper native language 

only as something improper and alien” (111). 
35 For brevity’s sake, I discuss only the examples most pertinent to my argument in the body of 

this chapter, but the list of Jewish intellectuals in exile could also include Hannah Arendt, Walter 

Benjamin, and Jacques Derrida. 
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 In his brief essay “Reflections on Exile,” Said frames exile as a “contrapunctal” subject 

position: “Most people are principally aware of one culture, one setting, one home; exiles are 

aware of at least two, and this plurality of vision gives rise to an awareness of simultaneous 

dimensions” (186). In other words, exile is not simply the condition of being marginalized, living 

as a stranger in a strange land. Rather, the exile is an Other to himself, simultaneously occupying 

two distinct and potentially contradictory positionalities. In the context of lateness, this definition 

is particularly important; in his claim that lateness is a “form of exile,” Said suggests not only 

that the artist has survived long enough to have become an Other in his own time and his own 

home, but to have become an Other to himself and his own work. While we might 

understandably interpret this as a form of double-consciousness, from Said’s perspective the 

contrapunctal position instead represents a kind of potentiality. Richter in fact advances a similar 

argument in his analysis of Kracauer’s embrace of extraterritoriality, which he defines as “the 

experience of radical insecurity in which the self encounters itself as an other.” Building on 

Deleuze’s assertion that “The Other, as structure, is the expression of a possible world,” Richter 

argues that this encounter with the self as Other is an “anticipatory expression of a possible 

world that is still to come,” a possible future that is always deferred (Thought-Images 112-113). 

 It is this sense of radical Otherness within one’s own subjectivity that defines lateness for 

Said—the sense that even in the final years of an artist’s life, their identity may still remain 

unstable, unsettled—the sense that other worlds are still possible, or perhaps even the sense of 

having survived long enough to become someone else entirely. To this extent, Said suggests that 

it is in fact an aging artist’s continuing capacity for radical creativity that audiences often find 

unnerving. I thus wish to turn to On Late Style’s autobiographical framing in order to examine 

Said’s deconstruction and reconstruction of his own critical persona. While On Late Style is by 
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no means an explicitly autobiographical work like Adorno’s Minima Moralia or more 

contemporary works of autotheory, Said nonetheless frequently refers to personal experiences 

throughout the volume. Moreover, in his brief essay “The Future of Criticism,” Said explicitly 

links identity to praxis, arguing that “there is an urgent and irreducible bond between what critics 

do and who they are” (951). On Late Style is thus simultaneously a study of and an exercise in 

self-making. 

Reading On Late Style 

 In On Late Style’s most clearly autobiographical chapter, “Jean Genet,” Said briefly 

memorializes a late friend and colleague, Hanna Mikhail, later known as Abu Omar. Their lives, 

Said acknowledges, were remarkably similar for a time: 

Hanna and I were exact contemporaries, he as a Palestinian undergraduate at 

Haverford in the mid-1950s, I at Princeton. We went to graduate school at 

Harvard at the same time… He was always an exceptionally decent, quiet, and 

intellectually brilliant man, who expressed to me a quite unique Palestinian 

Christian background, firmly rooted in the Quaker community of Ramallah. He 

was committed to Arab nationalism, and, very much more than I, at home in 

both the Arab world and the West. I was flabbergasted when in 1969, after what 

I gathered was a difficult divorce from his American wife, he quit a good 

teaching position at the University of Washington and enlisted in the revolution, 

as we called it, which was headquartered in Amman. (75) 

Admittedly, Said does not discuss Mikhail’s life or his role in the fight for Palestinian 

independence at length; however, in a momentary aside, he suggests that “permission to let 

people be themselves was the true focus of Hanna’s search for liberation” (77). Although 

Mikhail makes only a fleeting appearance in On Late Style, I believe his encounter with Said, 

their parallel lives, and their disparate fates—Mikhail disappeared in 1976 and was presumed 
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dead—nonetheless are key to understanding Said’s formulation of identity. As a fellow exile, an 

Other who is like him, Mikhail is both Said’s double and his foil, and his desire to create space 

“for people to be themselves” itself mirrors Said’s study of self-making. 

 On Late Style, however, calls into question what it means to “create space for people to 

be themselves.” As Said’s analysis of Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice and Benjamin Britten’s 

operatic adaptation makes clear, lateness is simultaneously an expression and negation of 

subjectivity. While both works openly invite biographical reading, they conclude with 

pronounced detachment, depicting Aschenbach, the late protagonist, as “a carefully distanced 

object—pathetic and sad, it is true—from whom author and composer have already departed” 

(149-150). In distancing themselves from Aschenbach, Said argues, Britten and Mann “seem to 

be saying [this] is not me, despite the numerous parallels and suggestions” (150). Of course, 

layers of irony separating protagonist, narrator, and author are hardly unique to late works; 

however, in concluding with the image of Aschenbach as object, both Britten and Mann define 

their authorial subjectivities through negation, by destroying and undoing an image of the self as 

Other. Britten’s opera, however, goes further in its non-ironic depiction of unresolved 

contradiction, both through the music’s “‘ambiguous’ tonal idiom” and its depiction of 

Aschenbach. Aschenbach is defined not as a clearly unified, rational subject, but through “an 

accumulation of identities… all of them anchored in Venice, Venice as glorious city of 

Christendom and City of the Plain, Venice as European and Asiatic, as art and chaos” (159). It  

is ultimately through this almost limitless self-negation and accretion of identities that Britten 

dissolves his established persona. 

 If On Late Style then depicts self-making as a constant process of self-negation, how, 

then, should we read Said’s own memorialization of the late Hanna Mikhail, the Other who is 
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like him? We might surmise that Mikhail represents an alternative but foreclosed future for Said, 

or that, in his radical remaking as Abu Omar, Mikhail’s life illustrates the ultimate mutability of 

identity, an individual’s almost limitless capacity to undo and remake their being. I suspect, 

however, that a more nuanced answer might lie in Said’s understanding of counterpoint and his 

descriptions of Mikhail’s structuring but limited participation in Said’s conversation with Genet. 

Rather than assuming a dominant role in their dialogue, Mikhail “sat quietly in the shadows, 

making occasionally interjection, answering a question, laughing at one of Genet’s frequent 

apercus. He never forced himself into the discussion, but instead remained as a patient, modest 

and enabling presence” (“Preface” xii).36 

 In his discussion of Said’s understanding of polyphony, musicologist Rokus de Groot 

emphasizes the extent to which counterpoint allows individual voices to respond to and 

transform one another: 

the voices may be perceived as transforming each other continuously. Because 

of their harmonic interference, they elicit sonorous aspects in each other that 

cannot be observed if the voices were sung or played separately. Even new 

voices may be heard which are not performed as such. This is due to the 

interference between overtones, and may also be effected when voices are 

crossing each other in pitch position (Stimmtausch), thereby partly losing their 

identity (at least in comparison with the situation in which they were considered 

separately). In the latter instance, possibilities arise of perceiving fresh melodic 

formations out of fragments of these crossing voices. (emphasis mine, 223) 

Through his introduction and his relative silence, Mikhail creates a space for Said and Genet’s 

exchange of ideas. More importantly, however, his voice and his laughter harmoniously 

 
36 This particular quotation is taken not from On Late Style but from Said’s preface to Mikhail’s 

Politics and Revelation: Mawardi and After, which includes another version of the anecdote Said 

recalls in “Jean Genet.” 
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punctuate the conversation, transforming the encounter and allowing for new possibilities 

through this crossing of voices. De Groot suggests that polyphony functions within Said’s work 

as a model for humanist practice; Said’s own description of humanism’s project as “the 

preservation of difference, without, at the same time, sinking into the desire to dominate” closely 

resembles both contrapunctal composition and Mikhail’s approach to facilitating the 

conversation between Genet and Said (Barenboim and Said 154, qtd. in de Groot 231). 

Moreover, Mikhail’s presence—his signature, so to speak—is most acutely felt in his silence, 

just as “late style implies the paradox of an authorial signature present in its withdrawal” 

(Rosenthal 121). 

 Conversely, On Late Style suggests that a clearly defined author function or characteristic 

style is itself a misidentification, or in some cases even an act of ventriloquism. Early in the 

Genet essay, Said describes watching Genet speak at Columbia University, when a student 

translator transformed Genet’s subdued commentary into a profanity laden diatribe. 

Paradoxically, his mistranslation more accurately represented Genet’s authorial persona than 

Genet’s own words, adopting “the bordello and prison scatology of some of  [Genet’s] plays and 

prose writings” (74). While Said describes the translator’s performance as “an appalling tirade” 

(74), Genet himself approvingly admits “I may not have said those things… but… je les pensais” 

(77). Counterintuitively, Genet’s thoughts take their proper form only in the words of the Other, 

conspicuously in a language and an idiom that is not his own; his author function, likewise, is 

divorced from his physical presence, such that Said describes him as being utterly unlike his 

writing (79). In a fortuitous coincidence, the protagonist of Genet’s play Les Paravents is named 

Said, allowing for the slightly jarring moment when, in writing his own name, the author refers 

to the fictive Other (89-90). 
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 Said takes up questions of authorship and identity most directly, however, in his 

discussion of the virtuoso pianist Glenn Gould, who officially retired from performance in 1964, 

(Hecker 77). As Said notes, Gould’s withdrawal from the stage was extremely unusual, 

particularly given the historical construction of the virtuoso and Gould’s public status as a 

performer. While prominent musicians like Mozart would have been considered composers first 

and foremost, the nineteenth century saw the rise of “the idea of the performer as a specialized 

object of wonderment for the paying public,” first and most prominently in the case of Franz 

Liszt (On Late Style 118). Before his retirement from the stage, Gould himself was known for the 

extreme physicality of his performances, “the humming, gesticulating, untoward grimacing and 

conducting he indulged in as he played” (119). For Said, Gould’s preemptive departure from live 

performance is chiefly an intellectual statement, deliberately transforming his recording practice 

into a form of cultural criticism; composer Tim Hecker echoes Said’s arguments, interpreting 

Gould’s retirement as an argument for a “new form of creative communication that would break 

down the creator/listener axis by granting new interpretive agency to listeners and in turn 

liberating those listeners from the dominance of the artist as singular visionary” (77). 

Nonetheless, Gould’s disavowal of live performance in favor of the recording studio also 

inadvertently reinforced and re-entrenched his celebrity status, in effect cementing his position as 

a “singular visionary.” 

 In his introduction, Michael Wood writes that Gould “created his own form of lateness by 

removing himself from the world of live performance, intransigently becoming posthumous, so 

to speak” (xvii). Gould himself might have taken issue with this choice of words; after all, his 

declaration that “the concert is dead” would seem to suggest that he viewed performance as 

posthumous and his recorded music as very much alive (Rothenstein). Wood’s identification of 
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Gould as “posthumous” is perhaps uncannily accurate, however, as Gould’s decision not to 

perform live may have paradoxically contributed to the development of the performer’s mythos. 

In this sense, Gould’s retirement, like an author’s literal death, arguably reinforced the 

importance of his public persona and heightened his artistic authority. While he may have 

vanished from the stage, Gould certainly did not disappear from the public eye, giving frequent 

interviews and publishing writings about his views on music, technology, and performance, even 

once going so far as to interview himself for Piano Quarterly (in Page 43-50).37 In becoming 

posthumous, so to speak, Gould counterintuitively gained a greater platform to promote his 

creative philosophy. Simultaneously, Gould’s retirement appeared to be an extension of his 

personal eccentricities in certain respects, to the extent that some commentators have suggested 

his stated investments in recording technology were effectively “an elaborate philosophical 

superstructure hiding much baser motives: his hatred of traveling, his love of isolation, his 

hypochondria, his reclusiveness” (Jones-Imhotep 278). Gould’s well-documented reclusiveness 

in fact defined his public image so greatly that his absence from the stage paradoxically 

functions as an authorial signature. 

 In his rejection of live performance and embrace of recording technology, Gould likewise 

gained creative control even as he sacrificed artistic autonomy. As Said notes, recording 

 
37 In this respect, we might liken Gould to the contemporary author Elena Ferrante, who uses a 

pseudonym and attempted to keep her identity a secret (Ferrante was doxed by investigative 

reporter Claudio Gatti in 2016). While Ferrante claimed her decision to remain anonymous was 

part of an attempt to reduce the importance of the figure of the Author, she has nonetheless 

written and published a considerable volume of her views on literature. Frantumaglia: A 

Writer’s Journey notably also contains many of Ferrante’s responses to readers’ letters, 

emphasizing the importance of her singular persona through the epistolary format.  For Gatti’s 

article revealing Ferrante’s identity, see “Elena Ferrante: An Answer?,” New York Review of 

Books, 2 Oct. 2016, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2016/10/02/elena-ferrante-an-answer/. For 

Ferrante’s views on authorship and poststructrualism, see Frantumaglia, particularly “The Gift 

of the Befana” (14-15) and “Women who Cross Borders” (348-354). 
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liberated Gould from “the implacable chronological sequence” that defines and limits live 

performance (On Late Style 131)—in Gould’s own idiosyncratic terminology, “non-take-two-

ness” (Page xii). The studio on the one hand protected Gould from the potential embarrassment 

of a poor performance—he frequently likened concert audiences to angry mobs who 

unconsciously desired to see the virtuoso fail (Jones-Imhotep 298)38—and allowed for greater 

exploration and invention. In a playful rebuke to critics who claimed editing and splicing created 

in the studio led to recordings that lack the “authenticity” of live performance, Gould likened the 

musician to the author: “I wonder how often Vladimir Nabokov’s publisher has pondered a third 

and not-yet final draft and declared, “Volodya baby, I’ve told you already, let it all hang out. So 

you dropped a comma, so you split an infinitive, that’s truth, man” (in Page 358).39 However, 

while Gould’s invocation of authorial craftsmanship seemingly reflects an investment in the 

figure of the individual genius, the process of studio recording is of course highly collaborative. 

Though the individual musician’s artistic vision may determine the form of the final product, 

they are reliant upon producers, sound engineers, and technicians. 

 Gould himself espoused a rather utopian view of the studio as a collaborative space. In 

his criticism, Gould argued that the collaborative nature of recording would destabilize the 

conception of the performer as individual genius, as the artist’s contributions would be 

indistinguishable from those of the technicians and editors who assisted him: 

…it would be impossible for the listener to establish at which point the authority 

of the performer gave way to that of the producer and tape editor, just as even 

the most observant cinemagoer cannot ever be sure whether a particular 

 
38 See, for example, “The Prospects of Recording,” in which Gould refers to live performance as 

“the last blood sport”: “Elizabeth Schwatzkopf appends a missing high C to a tape… and 

indignant purists… howl her down, furious at being deprived a kill” (in Page 340). 
39 Gould would have been horrified had he lived to see the publication of The Original of Laura, 

Nabokov’s unfinished final novel and the subject of my next chapter. 
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sequence of shots derives from circumstances occasioned by the actor’s 

performance, the exigencies of the cutting room, or the director’s a priori 

schema. That the judgement of the performer no longer solely determines the 

musical result is inevitable. (in Page 339) 

While Gould was perhaps correct in his assertion that the contributions of individual 

collaborators become indistinguishable, his assumption that this form of collective creativity 

would lead to a decline in the cult of the individual genius has proven ill-founded.40 In spite of 

Gould’s valorization of collaborative artistry, Hecker argues that his  practices can be better 

understood as a “reinscription of the 19th-century mental-manual distinction, a division of labor 

bifurcating mental culture from manual labor” (80). Gould’s reliance on his assistants to not only 

aid him with the technical work of recording and splicing together tapes but even to do basic 

household tasks clearly undermines his ostensible view that they were equal creative partners 

(Hecker 80). Like a posthumous text then, Gould’s recordings were constructed largely through 

the invisible labor of his collaborators but distributed under his name and marketed largely on 

the basis of his persona. In fact, despite Gould’s insistence upon his right to splice together and 

edit recordings to create an ideal performance, his humming and the squeaking of his piano 

bench are clearly audible on some tracks—sounds which arguably contribute nothing to the 

music but do remind the listener of the particular identity and personality of the pianist (Hecker 

80).41 

 
40 Edward Jones-Imhotep notes that Gould’s aesthetic practices have often been read as a 

precursor to contemporary practices of sampling. In this sense, Gould’s vision of the potential of 

technology to change musical practices has actually come to fruition within contemporary hip-

hop, a genre where individual virtuosity is still very much celebrated. See “Malleability and 

Machines: Glenn Gould and the Technological Self” 308-309. 
41 Hecker suggests that these noises “reveal the physical space and the artifice of the studio 

within the recording itself” (80); however, given Gould’s disdain for the notion of authenticity 

and the meticulous craftsmanship evident in his practice of splicing together multiple takes, I 

find this argument unconvincing. 
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 In spite of these apparent discrepancies between his stated philosophy and his actual 

practices, however, Gould remains an important figure for Said as both an extraterritorial figure 

and as a musician whose work transcends genre to make an intellectual argument. For Said, 

Gould’s creative practices—not only his recordings and writings, but also his public appearances 

and disappearances—“[furnish] an example of the virtuoso purposefully going beyond the 

narrow confines of performance and display into a discursive realm where performance and 

demonstration present an argument about intellectual liberation and critique” (121). In this sense, 

Gould’s work is itself contrapunctal, simultaneously operating as a performance and a critique, 

while not fully inhabiting either role. In his retirement from performance, Gould purposefully 

vacated a central position in his own field in order to launch an intellectual critique from the 

margins, much as Said deliberately positioned himself as an exile within the academy well into 

the later years of his career.42 In this sense, Said and Gould both found themselves contending 

with the power of their own Author functions and their canonization in their respective 

disciplines. 

 Arguably, On Late Style’s publication might undermine Said’s resistance to 

institutionalization through its memorial function; however, Said constantly decenters himself in 

the text, in part through his deployment of counterpoint as both a metaphor and a rhetorical 

device. Said’s own contributions to the existing critical discourse on late style are often framed 

as mere reinterpretations of Adorno, whom he frequently quotes at great length. “Timeliness and 

Lateness,” for example, includes six (!) extended block quotations from Adorno in a mere 22 

 
42 See, for example Stathis Gourgouris for a discussion of the hostile reception to Said’s essays 

on humanism and his opposition to poststructruarlism (39-42). Said is perhaps indirectly 

referencing his strained relationship to poststructuralism in his withering paraphrase of Adorno: 

“To reproduce the dissonances academically or institutionally a generation later without risk or 

stakes… is completely to lose the shattering force of the new” (17). 
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pages (8, 9-10, 11, 12, 19, 20). In fact, On Late Style ends with a quotation from Adorno, very 

literally giving the last word over to him (160). The extent to which Said relies on the words of 

his predecessor might be interpreted as insecurity in a younger and less experienced scholar—

like many graduate students, I learned in my earliest introductions to academic writing to treat 

ending a paragraph in a quotation, for example, as an abdication of one’s rightful place in the 

critical conversation. However, Said’s stated investments in polyphony and his deliberate moves 

toward the margins of any institutional space suggest this deployment of citation may be an 

intentional strategy for developing a countrapunctual voice—literally speaking through the 

Other, letting his thoughts take shape in an idiom that is not their own. 

 It is through Said’s discussion of Adorno that On Late Style most clearly—if indirectly—

memorializes its late author. In his reverential description of Adorno, Said very easily could have 

been writing his own obituary—and, effectively, he was. Whether by design or accident, On Late 

Style seems to refer to its author even as he pronounces Adorno a man who “opposed the very 

notion of productivity by being himself the author of an overabundance of material, none of it 

really compressible into a… system or method. In an age of specialization he was catholic, 

writing on virtually everything that came before him” (22-23). Perhaps it is even a mistake to ask 

if it was a matter of accident or intention, for On Late Style is, of course, the product of many 

individual’s labors and intentions, constructed, like one of Gould’s recordings, from fragments of 

different times. It is a work that was assembled as much or more than it was authored. 

 This inevitably raises one of the questions that has persistently dogged critical 

conversations surrounding late style: to what extent is late style a merely a discourse of reception 
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rather than an observable aesthetic phenomenon?43 In his introduction, Wood ambiguously 

writes that late style “can’t be a direct result of aging or death, because style is not a mortal 

creature… But the approaching death of the artist gets into the work all the same” (xiii), leaving 

the mechanism by which death enters into the work unidentified. I would like to claim that late 

style is a bit like pornography—I know it when I see it—but, to be perfectly frank, I don’t always 

know it when I see it.44 Late style is, frustratingly, highly relational, based on the individual 

artist’s relationship to their contemporaries, the social mores of their time, and the existing 

structure of their own body of work; moreover, what might be considered “late” in one artist’s 

time could very easily be normalized a generation later. The relationship between late style and 

the posthumous itself complicates and clouds the issue, in part because posthumous publication 

so explicitly invites readers to evaluate texts in terms of biography, or even to engage in 

counterfactual thinking, imagining the text that would or might have been. 

Queer Futures 

 Before concluding this chapter, I’d like to momentarily examine the relationship between 

late style and futurity, particularly in light of the prominence of queer men in On Late Style. 

While Said does not directly discuss lateness as a queer phenomenon, he repeatedly cites notable 

queer figures as exhibiting late style, including Thomas Mann, Benjamin Britten, Glenn Gould, 

and Jean Genet. In his essay on Gould specifically, Said does briefly allude to a relationship 

between Gould’s sexuality and his creative output, contrasting the pianist’s celibacy and his 

“unreproductive isolation” with the “parental responsibility” Gould claimed to feel toward 

 
43 As I note in the introduction to this chapter, the Hutcheons have been by far the strongest and 

most outspoken proponents of this claim. See “Historicizing Late Style as a Discourse of 

Reception” in McMullan and Smiles, Late Style and its Discontents, Oxford, 2016. 
44 Late style, that is. 
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Bach’s work (131-132).45 Given late style’s obvious relationship to questions of death, 

extinction, and artistic legacy, Said’s citation of so many queer artists seems far from 

coincidental. Admittedly, it is perhaps counter-intuitive and even potentially problematic to read 

On Late Style through the lens of queer theory in light of Said’s heavy reliance on and explicit 

indebtedness to Adorno, who troublingly wrote in Minima Moralia that “Totalitarianism and 

homosexuality belong together” (46).46 I nonetheless want to argue that late style is, in its 

disruption of traditional notions of fixed identity, an inherently queer phenomenon. Just as 

queerness “confounds the notion of being as being at one with oneself,” lateness necessarily 

represents a deliberate negation of the self (Edelman, Against Survival: Queerness in a Time 

that s Out of Joint” 148). Moreover, late style presupposes a queer orientation toward futurity, 

one that neither derives from heteronormative conceptions of reproduction and filiation nor 

constitutes a wholesale rejection of investments in the future. In this sense, late style is again 

potentially at odds with the goals and desires of the readers and editors of posthumous works. 

Nonetheless, posthumous texts themselves disturb our tidy and seemingly settled temporalities, 

 
45 Admittedly, Gould’s actual sexual orientation remains unclear. Robin Elliott notes that 

biographers of the notoriously private Gould “have variously claimed he was heterosexual, 

homosexual, bisexual, and/or asexual” (116). Elliot observes that most writing on Gould’s 

possible orientation seems intended to preemptively defend against the perception of 

homosexuality. I nonetheless, however, include Gould in my discussion of queer figures on the 

grounds that 1) Gould is publicly perceived as either asexual or closeted and 2) Said’s own work 

on Gould explicitly invokes his celibacy. While Gould may or may not had relationships with 

women, his sexuality was considered sufficiently non-normative to provoke frequent speculation 

and remain an ongoing point of contention in the pianist’s legacy. 
46 Adorno’s homophobia is expressed most explicitly in the “Tough Baby” section of Minima 

Moralia, which I have cited above. Horkheimer and Adorno also problematically associates 

latent homosexuality with fascism and aggression in Dialectic of Enlightenment; in their 

discussion of the psychoanalytic understanding of projection, they assert that “the proscribed 

material converted into aggression is usually homosexual in nature” (158).  
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inviting us to imagine possible futures outside of the text, even as these futures have already 

been definitively foreclosed. 

 In his polemical No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, Lee Edelman argues that 

heteronormative politics are premised upon an investment in the figure of the Child, “the 

emblem of futurity’s unquestioned value,” an embodiment of purity and innocence who must be 

protected at all costs (4). Through the Child, we collectively imagine a future that is reproductive 

both in the sense that it is conceived of specifically in terms of heterosexual procreation and in 

the sense that it literally reproduces the past; indeed, the figural Child’s imaginary future consists 

of ultimately having children of its own (19). In late style, we see a rejection of reproductive 

futurity and the politics of filiation—a rejection of traditional trajectories of aging and dying, 

appropriately embodied by the queer and aging artist. But it would be incorrect to align late style 

with Edelman’s death drive; after all, Said himself argues that “the very act of doing criticism 

entails a commitment to the future, more particularly, a commitment to appearing in, making a 

contribution to, or in other ways forming and affecting the future” (“The Future of Criticism” 

952). Building upon Said’s identification of Gould’s artistic practice with intellectual labor, we 

could perhaps extend his claim: the very act of writing literature or recording music or creating 

art entails a commitment to the future. 

 I want to instead suggest that lateness constitutes a rejection of what José Muñoz calls 

“straight time,” time in which “the only futurity promised is that of reproductive majoritarian 

heterosexuality, the spectacle of the state refurbishing its ranks through overt and subsidized acts 

of reproduction” (22). In its “untimeliness,” the late work disrupts straight time and the logic of 

filiation, “break[ing] away from the amazingly persistent underlying compact between the notion 

of the successive ages of man (as in Shakespeare) and aesthetic reflections of and on them” (5). 
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Said himself describes late style as anachronistic, simultaneously belated and ahead of its time. 

In his brief discussion of literary modernism, for example, Said suggests that Joyce and Eliot 

seem in a way to have been out of their time altogether,” but the radical newness” of 

Modernism was, he notes, also a return to classical form and a reinvention of myth (135). Said 

invokes Thomas Hardy’s Little Father Time as a representative figure of Modernism, a 

manifestation of “Age masquerading as Juvenility” (135). While Said concludes that Little 

Father Time’s suicide and murder of his half siblings suggests that “so scandalous a mixture of 

extreme youth with extreme age cannot survive for very long,” the tragedy also curiously inverts 

the logic of reproductive futurity. In his final declaration, “Done because we are too menny” (sic, 

Hardy 272), Little Father Time suggests that the mandates of reproduction effectively foreclose 

the future for actual, non-figural children.47 

 If late works represent both a negation of the Author’s established persona and a 

disruption of the existing oeuvre, then we can conclude that lateness is non-reproductive in a 

very literal sense: they do not resemble or reproduce past works, and, in fact, are defined largely 

by the absence of the familiar authorial signature. Late works are perhaps queer in a much 

broader sense, however. In their active engagement with and dismantling of the author’s existing 

oeuvre, late works are not merely non-reproductive, but rather anti-reproductive; simultaneously, 

in their “untimeliness,” late works do not simply “disrupt” straight time but effectively express 

and perform a desire for another kind of futurity. Stathis Gourgouris’s framing of late style as 

“the form that defies the infirmities of the present, as well as the palliatives of the past, in order 

 
47 It is perhaps ironic that the figure of the child has become a potent image of futurity, given that 

historically many children would not be expected to live to reach adulthood. Likewise, though 

we now understand the figure of the pregnant woman as an image of futurity, historically 

pregnancy would have been a life threatening condition for many women, given the high 

instances of death in childbirth. 
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to seek out [a] future… even if in words and images, gestures and representations, that now seem 

puzzling, untimely, or impossible” (45) closely aligns with Muñoz’s framing of queerness as a 

utopian desire for an as yet unattained (and in fact unattainable) future: “to live inside straight 

time and ask for, desire, and imagine another time and place is to represent and perform a desire 

that is both utopian and queer” (Muñoz 26). And if, as Said asserts, late works violate our 

unspoken belief in cycles of living and dying, perhaps there is something quietly radical (or 

something queer?) in the aging artist’s continuing creativity and innovation, and in their ongoing 

investment in a future that is not merely “for the Children.” 

 In my consideration of lateness as both an orientation toward the future and a disruption 

of straight time, Gould’s recording practices and stated artistic commitments are particularly 

important. It is perhaps ironic that Said refers to Gould in particular as “unreproductive,” given 

his extensive use of recording technology and its central importance to his career—if anything, 

Gould’s work demonstrates the infinite potentiality of reproduction. However, in at least one 

crucial respect, Said is correct: in splicing together multiple recordings, Gould was creating new 

performances, performances that never actually occurred in linear time. Gould’s valorization of 

the essential “take-two-ness” of recording technology demonstrates both a desire to infinitely 

revise and reshape the past and a commitment to create the “perfect” performance—one which 

cannot occur within straight time. In his writings on the future of performance, particularly in 

“The Prospects of Recording” and “Strauss and the Electronic Future,” Gould specifically 

envisions recording as a mechanism for the radical transformation of music as both an industry 

and an art form, going so far as to predict listeners will soon be empowered to recut recordings 

themselves: 

It will not, it seems to me, be very much longer before a more self-assertive 

streak in the listener’s participation, before… ‘do-it-yourself’ tape editing is the 
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prerogative of every reasonably conscientious consumer of recorded music… In 

fact, implicit in electronic culture is an acceptance of the idea of multilevel 

participation in the creative process. (Page 93) 

This vision of the active and empowered listener, the listener as editor and creator, is 

undoubtedly utopian—Gould clearly did not foresee the stultifying effects of a robust copyright 

regime or consider barriers to access like the high cost of recording equipment. Crucially, 

however, Gould’s prediction also imagines the future as a time when collective authorship 

becomes normalized and artificial boundaries between listener and artist dissolve. His hope for a 

new artistic future parallels Muñoz’s understanding of queer futurity as a desire for a “future 

collectivity” (25). Moreover, Gould explicitly imagines the perfect recording being achieved by 

the collective labor of listeners and artists mobilizing and remaking past performances, stepping 

outside of time in an impossible moment Muñoz might identify as the “time of queerness” (25). 

 If posthumous publication sometimes serves as a mechanism for domesticating a late 

work, it could potentially impose a normative framework upon a queer text. After all, copyright 

law is animated, in part, by an investment in reproductive futurity. In the introduction to his 

collection Modernism and Copyright, Saint-Amour notes that the long postmortem terms favored 

by the current American and European copyright regimes are based in part on the problematic 

assumption that authors are chiefly motivated by “the desire to bequeath a patrimony to their 

children and grandchildren” (28). Posthumous publication likewise is driven not only by an 

investment in the late author, but by the need to provide a literal and figural inheritance to his 

heirs, an estate that will continue to produce revenue for his children and his children’s children, 

passed down through generations. Nonetheless, the publication of a posthumous work is still an 

uncanny and arguably queer event, an imaginative animation of the dead. Posthumous 

publication can represent a temporal disruption in a very literal sense—when, for example, a 
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long dead author’s unfinished novel appears in the New Fiction section of a book store—but 

more importantly, the circumstances of a posthumous text’s publication can actively shape the 

text’s form and reception in ways that disrupt straight time. 

 E. M. Forster’s posthumously published novel Maurice likely would not meet Said’s 

criteria for lateness—it is, in many respects, a fairly conventional love story, and it was 

completed in 1914, fifty-six years before Forster’s death. Yet the novel’s unusual road to 

publication has, arguably, transformed the text, exaggerating its queer temporality in ways its 

author could not have predicted when he began writing and transforming it into a work that is 

untimely in both the literal and figurative senses. Because the novel explicitly addresses 

homosexual relationships, Forster reserved the text for publication until after his death. In an 

afterward written in 1960, Forster acknowledges that Maurice might have been publishable 

during his lifetime had it ended “with a lad dangling from a noose” (Forster 250); however, 

Maurice ends happily, as protagonist Maurice Hall prepares to begin his life anew with his lover, 

Alec Scudder. The novel’s dedication— “Dedicated to a Happier Year” (np)—thus anticipates 

and invokes a possible future when the lovers might live happily and where the novel itself might 

be published—when Maurice and Maurice might both find acceptance, so to speak. This future 

which Forster imagined for his protagonist, however, had already been definitely foreclosed at 

the time of the novel’s publication. Originally, the author had included an epilogue at the end of 

the text but he ultimately felt compelled to remove it, as the novel is set around 1912, on the eve 

of the First World War, during which Maurice and Alec likely would have been killed (254). 

This “Happier Year,” then, is outside of time all together, an impossible future already consigned 

to the past. In this unique case, a posthumous text has perhaps, through its particular historical 

circumstances, become late. 
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 While the relationship between posthumous publication and late style is often messy and 

difficult to parse, both phenomena are essentially defined by a constitutive relationship to time. 

In his lecture series The Beast and the Sovereign (which was itself posthumously published), 

Derrida notes that “posthumous” is derived from the Latin posterus, “the follower or the 

descendent, the one who is going to come, or even the future itself” (The Beast and the Soverign 

Vol. II 174). The adjective “posthumous” was in fact used in the seventeenth century to refer to 

children born after the death of the father, e.g., “a posthumous child.”48  In this sense, 

“posthumous” refers very literally to the future in the form of the child, but it is a future defined 

by death, an after rather than an origin, carrying with it, in Richter’s words, “the subterranean 

aftershock of the undead” (Afterness 14). “Late works,” by contrast, are written before the death 

of the author, but the term carries within itself a reference to mortality. Lateness, funnily enough, 

precedes actually becoming late. The specific example of Maurice speaks to the multiple 

intersecting meanings of “late” that Wood references in his introduction to On Late Style. “Late” 

can variously mean delayed, belated, deceased, or simply coming toward the end of a given 

period of time (as in “late evening” or “late October”). “‘Lateness’ doesn’t name a single relation 

to time,” Wood writes, “but it always brings time in its wake” (xi). 

 As a posthumous text, On Late Style is implicitly concerned with Said’s future place 

within the critical canon. The essays contained within the volume speak to how Said’s survivors 

would like him to be remembered and reinforce his existing image as both a venerable humanist 

and constant provocateur. As a kind of literary monument, the text itself necessarily (and 

understandably) speaks to and is concerned with the flesh-and-blood Author, in an extremely 

 
48  See “posthumous, adj. and n.” OED Online, Oxford University Press, September 2019, 

www.oed.com/view/Entry/148537. 
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personal way. Simultaneously, however, the text represents Said’s own contribution to and 

attempt to influence the future—a future he rightly predicted he would not live to see. In this 

sense, On Late Style is itself a contrapuntal text, one that simultaneously anticipates and mourns 

the death of its author, that functionally canonizes him even as he attempts to align himself in 

writing with outsiders and exiles.49 If On Late Style disrupts or attempts to disrupt straight time, 

one question becomes, for my inquiry at least, critically important: what kind of future does Said 

anticipate or hope to create? What futures does the work imagine for On Late Style and for 

criticism itself? 

 While Said characterized late style as “deliberately unproductive” (7), he does not 

understand lateness as a merely negative or deconstructive force. His insistence that late style as 

pure and simple negation “would be totally uninteresting and repetitive” (18), echoes his 

criticisms of “those varieties of deconstructive Derridean readings that end (as they began) in 

undecidability and uncertainty” (Humanism and Democratic Criticism 66).50 For Said, both art 

and criticism necessarily entail a commitment to and an effort to influence the future. 

 
49 The danger of potentially domesticating radical figures through memorialization has, of course, 

been an ongoing conversation in queer communities for decades. The Names Project Quilt, for 

example, has been heavily criticized for effectively divorcing queer death from queer sexuality. 

In Melancholia and Moralism, Douglas Crimp suggests that it is in part by erasing queerness that 

the quilt makes gay death mournable: “Does the quilt sanitize or sentimentalize gay life? Does it 

render invisible what makes people hate us? Does it make their continuing disavowal possible?” 

(199). Bonnie Honig offers a concise and deft reading of the politics of mourning and queer 

activism in her discussion of the Names Project in Antigone, Interrupted (56-67). 
50 Those who know me well will not be surprised to hear that I both find this comment 

infuriatingly reductive and feel personally implicated. Rather than writing a page-length anger- 

and anxiety-ridden footnote, I will simply say that it strikes me as odd that Said would single out 

Derridean readings as insufficiently productive, given both his valorization of Adorno’s negative 

dialectics and Derrida’s explicit and repeated invocations of the future (in his own idiosyncratic 

language, the “still to come”). I suspect Said himself would be equally annoyed were he alive to 

hear me say that I find his project in On Late Style—that is, the dismantling of the concepts of 

style and identity in service of an emancipatory future—to be queerly Derridean. 
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Nonetheless, he very clearly and definitively rejects critical or aesthetic practices that “[project] 

the future as an extension of the already thought, a repetition of the past and its achieved 

conclusions” (Rosenthal 106). In “The Future of Criticism,” his most direct statement on the role 

of the academy and his vision for the future of the profession, Said recognizes the continuing 

importance of the university while simultaneously arguing for the radical transformation of the 

English department and the reimagining of its role, arguing that the then-dawning era of 

interdisciplinarity represented “an opening out from a preservative horizon to an investigative 

one” (955). While Said does make a case for his own formulation of secular humanism, he 

nonetheless remains critical of “defenders of traditional humanism” who categorically resist the 

rise of poststructuralism, evincing his own resistance to systematization.51 It is, in fact, in this 

essay that Said approvingly claims that Adorno’s work does not (and cannot) “produce effects of 

disciplehood or doctrine in the reader” (953).52 In this sense, Said is both attempting to influence 

the future of the profession while also recognizing the limitations of his own position. If 

disciplehood and doctrine are the enemies of innovation, the naming of an intellectual heir would 

represent the domestication of Said’s critical project. In identifying a new horizon for the 

profession, Said is effectively imagining a future without himself. 

 
51 In what is perhaps the essay’s most inflammatory and resonant passage, Said deliberately 

positions himself in opposition to both poststructuralism and traditional humanism, suggesting 

that any formal school of thought can be too easily domesticated and appropriated by capitalism. 

“The intellectual correlative of political upheaval during the late sixties was the shaking up of 

traditional humanism that was given by what were considered outré theoretical approaches 

making their claims felt… Such changes occurred right across the board but, I should like to add, 

there were assimilated too readily on the one hand, and spurned too categorically by defenders of 

traditional humanism on the other. I don’t think it is too much to say that the domestication of 

critical theory, as much as resistance to it, was undertaken in modes stunningly compliant with 

the commodity fetishism and market consumerism everyone was at pains to disavow” (emphasis 

mine, 955).  
52 One of Said’s chief criticisms of Derrida was in fact that he [Derrida] was “very interested in 

having disciples and followers” (Power, Politics, and Culture 167). 
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 It is in this sense that Said’s thinking most directly parallels Muñoz’s. For Muñoz, 

queerness is not only an as yet unrealized desire, but a desire that can never be fully realized. In 

identifying queerness as a “horizon,” Muñoz concretely locates the queer future in space as a 

place that always remains on the periphery of sight and, crucially, can never be reached. The 

“moments of queerness” he identifies are disruptions which make queerness thinkable, yet still 

we live within straight time. Similarly, Said suggests that late style stands “oddly apart” from its 

time, yet he definitively rejects any possibility of transcendence: “lateness includes the idea that 

one cannot really go beyond lateness at all, cannot transcend or lift oneself out of lateness, but 

can only deepen the lateness” (13). Lateness and queerness, then, allow us to imagine another 

future—another world—even as it remains unattainable to us as individuals. 

Conclusion… 

 This brings me, appropriately enough, to the question of endings. On Late Style curiously 

forms an appropriate conclusion to Said’s lifelong project through its definitive rejection of tidy 

conclusions. Said constantly and tirelessly worked to position himself peripherally, to 

deconstruct seemingly stable categories of identity, and to dismantle established hierarchies. I’ve 

struggled to find an appropriate way to conclude this chapter, neatly weaving together the many 

strands of my argument. On a personal note, I feel compelled to admit that I have been working 

on this chapter on and off for three years now; at my lowest point, during a prolonged depressive 

episode, I imagined that I would not live to complete it. It’s strangely terrifying to be writing a 

conclusion, but perhaps it’s time. If not to conclude, which seems to carry certain teleological 

connotations and imply a sense of finality and closure, then at the very least to end. In 

Beginnings, Said contrasted “beginnings” with “origins.” While an origin is passive and divinely 

ordained, a beginning is active, “secular, humanly produced, and ceaselessly re-examined” (xiii). 
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Similarly, while “conclusion” implies a sense of resolution and meaning, “ending” is potentially 

messier and more ambiguous. 

 The conclusions to our lives are written by those who survive us, who inherit (often 

literally) the archives we leave behind. Posthumous publication provides one mechanism for 

imposing a sense of an on the life of an author. Derrida once described the book as a “living-

dead machine… a dead thing that resuscitates each time a breath of living reading,” and indeed 

posthumous publication acts as a mechanism for imaginatively animating the dead (The Beast 

and the Sovereign Vol. II 131). Paradoxically, while posthumous texts always seem to feel like 

conclusions—the author’s literal last words—they are perhaps better understood as continuing 

attempts to defer an ending. Every unfinished novel, every diary or letter, every once-forgotten 

draft published after the death of the author forestalls the final closure of the oeuvre, keeping his 

voice—and his intellectual property—alive. Late style, by contrast, represents a rejection of the 

very idea of a conclusion, but contains within it the promise of radical newness. In lateness, 

beginnings and endings are frustratingly and catastrophically intertwined. Adorno ends his essay 

“Late Style in Beethoven” with the pronouncement that “In the history of art late works are the 

catastrophes” (597). The works themselves, he suggests, represent radical ruptures, moments 

when both an artist and their age are irrevocably transformed. It is, in fact, the force of the new—

the truly, radically new—within lateness that is unsettling and disturbing to us. 

 I’ve been thinking a lot about my own relationship to poststructuralism lately, and what it 

means to have come up through graduate school in age that is post-poststurcturalism, post-

postmodernism, post-posthumanism, post-postcolonialism. Forty-four years ago, a young 

Edward Said wrote that the working writer “can no longer easily accept—for many reasons, 

spiritual or sociological—a place in a continuity that formerly stretched forward and backward in 
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time” (Beginnings 9); today, however, this condition is perhaps still more extreme. In its 

proliferation of post-isms, our own disciplinary language has taken on an almost apocalyptic 

quality, each movement framing itself as the aftermath of what has come before. Like 

posthumous children, we are defined by a rupture that preceded us. This project, in many 

respects, is my own return and response to “The Death of the Author,” and has been consistently 

dogged by my own anxiety over having arrived too late. 

 Wood recounts his own suspicion that Said himself did not truly wish to finish writing 

On Late Style. “Completing the work,” he writes, “would have been too much like writing the 

end of a life, closing the long chapter about the making of the self that opened with Said’s book 

Beginnings or, even earlier, with his book on Conrad” (xvii). On Late Style thus paradoxically 

concludes Said’s project even as it expands his oeuvre; its publication represents a desire to carry 

forward his work even as it provides a form of intellectual closure. And yet in its rejection of the 

very idea of concluding, it is difficult to say what kind of “closure” the volume might provide. 

Wood, for his part, suggests Said was not truly “attracted by the idea of a late, dissolving self” 

(xviii), yet On Late Style effectively dissolves the notion of the self entirely. It is perhaps queerly 

appropriate that the author himself was unable to publish it, that the project was ultimately 

carried forward by the Other.
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A PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A DYING MAN:  

VLADIMIR NABOKOV AND THE SIGHT OF DEATH 

“And here the essential question first appeared: did I recognize her? According to these 

photographs, sometimes I recognized a region of her face, a certain relation of nose and 

forehead, the movement of her arms, her hands. I never recognized her except in fragments, 

which is to say that I missed her being, and that therefore I missed her altogether. It was not she, 

and yet it was no one else.” 

-Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (67) 

Introduction 

 In November of 2009, over thirty years after Vladimir Nabokov’s death, his unfinished 

final novel The Original of Laura at long last appeared in print. The famously fastidious author 

had instructed his wife, Véra, to burn his manuscript should the novel remain incomplete at the 

time of his death; however, Véra hesitated, in her son Dmitri’s words, “due to age, weakness, 

and immeasurable love” (Laura xvii). After her own death in 1991, the manuscript passed to 

Dmitri Nabokov, who, after years of vacillation, finally agreed to publish the text in order to 

“alleviate [the] sufferings” of critics and journalists (xviii). However, rather than alleviating any 

suffering, Laura’s publication triggered intense controversy. Excerpts of Laura first appeared in 

the December 2009 issue of Playboy. Although Amy Grace Loyd, the magazine’s literary editor, 

touted Playboy’s long relationship with Nabokov (he published excerpts of Ada, or Ardor with 

them in 1969), her assurances that both Playboy and Hugh Hefner himself were “devoted… to 

Nabokov and his legacy” were undermined by an unfortunate typo that labeled the text “The 

Original of Laura by Vladimir Nabakov” (Flood, “Playboy to provide first look at final Nabokov 

novel”). Still worse, the shrink-wrapped book that arrived in stores—an imposing black 280-

page hardcover volume—sparked a bitter debate, in part because it concealed within its pages 
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not a “novel” in any traditional sense, but rather the barest skeleton of a narrative spread across 

138 index cards.53 

 In total, the existing fragments of the would-be novel, approximately 9,000 words in all, 

could hardly constitute even the slimmest of novellas. In what some would cynically deem a 

shallow attempt to justify a lavish (and, at $35, relatively expensive) edition, Dmitri Nabokov 

chose to publish his father’s final novel not as an ordinary transcription of the draft, but as a full-

color facsimile of the existing manuscript, made up of 138 index cards of indeterminate order.54 

More bizarrely, these cards were perforated for removal from the book, in order to allow the 

reader to shuffle and rearrange the fragments of text into alternative configurations, in an 

apparent acknowledgement of the uncertain narrative structure of Nabokov’s intended text. 

Although many reviewers responded skeptically to the text’s invitation to readers to rearrange 

the index cards “as the author likely did when he was writing the novel” (xxi)—Irish novelist 

John Banville, for example, objects to alternative arrangements of the text on the basis that many 

of the cards (particularly those from more fully-developed episodes) have “run-over text,” and 

further doubts any reader “would be so wanton as to remove the very vitals of the book” (in 

Leving 171-172),55 while Nathaniel Rich more suspiciously notes that the unusual format 

necessitates the use of relatively expensive heavyweight paper (in Leving 183)—the decision to 

publish Laura as a disjointed manuscript rather than a traditional codex foregrounds the 

 
53 For a more detailed account of Laura’s publication history, see Boyd and Leving, 

“Chronology of a Novel in Fragments” in Leving, Shades of Laura, 17-26. 
54 In references to particular cards, I will refer to the card by its page number. The Original of 

Laura, as published in 2009 by Knopf in the United States and republished in 2013 by Vintage, 

is made up of 138 index cards, although critics have questioned the inclusion of some cards 

within the manuscript set. Additionally, Nabokov scholar and biographer Bryan Boyd has argued 

that 21 more recently discovered cards should be considered part of Laura. See Leving 26. 
55 Banville may well be correct. It took five years for me to take the leap and remove the index 

cards from my copy of Laura, and I did so only after ordering a second copy. 
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fundamentally unfinished nature of the text, hence the volume’s curious subtitle, “A novel in 

fragments.”  

 Given Laura’s history, its fragmentary form, the stature of its author, and the fervor of his 

devoteés, the controversy incited by its publication, in direct violation of the wishes of its late 

author, may seem inevitable in retrospect. However, reviewers’ objections to Laura’s 

publication, in spite of high-minded pronouncements about filial duty and respect for the dead, 

ultimately seem to hinge on aesthetic rather than ethical concerns. While Laura did have its 

defenders, most prominently Nabokov biographer Bryan Boyd, the general consensus among 

reviewers seemed to be that the text reveals an unflattering image of its late author in his final 

years, his once formidable artistic powers finally failing—in the words of reviewer Alexander 

Theroux, “the writer’s version of a great athlete in decline: not so, to speak, the glorious Lou 

Gehrig of 1927, but the feeble shadow of the same man, retiring at midseason in 1939” (in 

Leving 174). 

 Although it is difficult to determine from the existing fragments of the narrative what sort 

of structure the finished version of The Original of Laura would have had, the manuscript (in its 

default arrangement) seems to follow three narrative threads. The manuscript begins in medias 

res as a woman named Flora leaves a party with an unknown man, presumably a writer (“Her 

husband, she answered, was a writer, too” [1]), with whom she engages in a brief, emotionless 

tryst—apparently one of a near-constant string of infidelities. The narrative then shifts to Flora’s 

upbringing and sexual history. Notably, when she is twelve, her mother takes a lover by the all-

too-familiar sounding name of Hubert H. Hubert, who seemingly attempts to sexually molest the 

young Flora (53-75). Flora’s narrative thread, which primarily focuses on her numerous affairs 

and her unhappy marriage to neurologist Philip Wild, breaks off rather abruptly as the text 
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transitions into Wild’s diary. Wild suffers from a number of physical ailments, and, as a result, 

becomes obsessed with his own corporeality. Wild attempts to efface his grotesque body through 

a series of bizarre mental experiments, which I will later describe in greater detail. The third 

narrative thread concerns one of Flora’s lovers, most likely the unknown man from the opening 

episode, who writes a book about their affair. His novel, My Laura, describes a man’s attempt to 

“[destroy] his mistress in the act of portraying her” (121). Flora is then the titular “original of 

Laura,” the actual woman over-written and obscured by her fictional counterpart. 

 In this chapter, I attempt both to elucidate the controversy surrounding Laura’s 

publication and to complicate contemporary theories of authorship by reading the work not only 

as a destabilizing addition to Nabokov’s oeuvre, but as a fragmentary, uncanny image of its 

author—an image which, perhaps, destroys Nabokov in the act of portraying him. As a 

posthumous text, Laura implicitly centers the figure of the author, given that every aspect of the 

novel’s publication and the reader’s experience are inextricably linked to and structured by the 

fact of his death. Simultaneously, however, the text disrupts traditional masculine notions of 

authorial mastery, transforming a figure once conceptualized as the potent creator and arbiter of 

meaning—in Barthes’s terms, the Author-God (Image Music Text 146)—into the passive object 

of readerly desire depicted within the work. Laura perhaps succeeds in resurrecting the late 

author, but in an augmented and diminished form. Crucially, the text accomplishes this feat 

chiefly through the mass production of the manuscript, an unusual move that breaks down the 

traditional distinction between words and images. As such, I turn to media studies to read Laura 

through photographic theory as an authorial death portrait. 

 In treating Laura as hybrid of image and a text—an imagetext—I hope to not only 

provide a new explanation for the publication controversy, but to complicate seemingly 
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straightforward relationships between manuscript and text, as well as the Author’s physical body 

and his body of work. W. J. T. Mitchell uses “imagetext” to denote “composite synthetic works 

(or concepts) that combine image and text” (Picture Theory 89). In my use of this term, I refer to 

work that produces meaning both graphically and semantically and whose visual and verbal 

aspects cannot be neatly separated from one another without fundamentally altering or damaging 

our understanding of the whole. While we might conceptualize Laura as either a novel or a series 

of images, both readings would be incomplete; ultimately, the work’s importance emerges only 

when we consider its dual nature. Much like Wittgenstein’s famous duckrabbit, the imagetext 

embodies both of its aspects fully and simultaneously, though we may only glimpse one of them 

at a time. 

 If we follow Walter Benjamin’s thinking, by reproducing Nabokov’s manuscript, Laura 

strips the original of its aura in a process of democratization and secularization.56 The 

manuscript, however, is not simply one piece of the Author’s literary corpus; rather, it is a trace 

of his physical body and a mark of its absence. In treating the text as image, Laura then performs 

an unsettling dissolution (or perhaps dismemberment) of the Author, fragmenting his singular, 

seemingly inviolable form and leaving it unrecognizable (I will expand on the idea of 

fragmentation in the third section of this chapter). Admittedly, the questions that have chiefly 

 
56 While we do not typically think of written works as having “originals,” it is important to note 

that written works are still subject to the effects of mechanical reproduction described by 

Benjamin. Prior to the invention of the printing press, manuscripts would have been laboriously 

produced by hand, each new text a copy of a copy, presumably descended from a sacred 

Original. Benjamin does allude to “[t]he enormous changes which printing… has brought about 

in literature” (“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 218-219), but does not 

discuss them in detail. Nabokov himself presented his works as reproductions of some 

metaphysical original “ready ideally in some other, now transparent, now dimming, dimension” 

which he had the task of “tak[ing] down… as precisely as [he was] humanely able to” (Strong 

Opinions 69). 
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dominated the critical conversation surrounding Laura—namely, whether the work should have 

been published and whether it is of a piece with the rest of Nabokov’s oeuvre—do not interest 

me here. Rather than offering ethical or aesthetic judgements, I hope to use Laura as a tool to 

reimagine and reformulate conceptions of authorial genius and originality. The Author as Laura 

presents him is neither a radically creative figure nor the ultimate arbiter or meaning in his work; 

rather, he is a fully corporeal being whose physical deterioration simultaneously serves as a 

catalyst for and imposes limitations on his creativity. Even this formulation of Authorship, 

however, is constructed through tacit negotiations between readers, editors, critics, and 

Nabokov’s estate. 

 Before embarking upon this project, however, it will be perhaps be useful to provide 

some biographical context, focusing particularly on the final years of Nabokov’s life, his 

persistent health problems, and his failed efforts to complete Laura before his death. Laura 

would first begin haunting Nabokov in 1973, a full four years before he would succumb to 

complications from bronchitis. Though he had not yet completed Look at the Harlequins!, the 

author was already planning his next novel, which he anticipated would consume him in the 

coming years. In a letter to his friend George Weidenfeld, Nabokov declined to celebrate his 

75th birthday, fearful of diverting any energy away from his writing: “I feel that I need all my 

strength to complete [LATH!]… and I already have another book planned for immediately after” 

(in Leving 17). After LATH! finally made it to print in 1974, the French translation of Ada would 

occupy the majority of his days, leaving little time for the incipient work now “adding nightly a 

couple of hours to [his] habitual insomnias.” He would tentatively record the title of the novel in 

his diary in December of ’74 and began negotiating its publication in ’75 (in Leving 18). 

However, the health problems that would plague him until his death hindered his progress in 
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composing the novel. In June of ’75, he was hospitalized after falling down a steep slope while 

pursing his beloved butterflies; after being discharged, he continued to feel unwell, and in 

September his doctors located a tumor on his prostate. While the mass was mercifully benign, 

Nabokov disobeyed his doctor’s orders and resumed work at once, frustrating his convalescence 

(Boyd 653). 

 By the beginning of 1976, Nabokov was working daily on his novel, progressing at a rate 

of three cards a day, according to his diary. However, his insomnia was growing worse (in 

Leving 19). The day after his 77th birthday, he wrote in his diary that he had awoken to find 

himself overcome with a sense of impending death: “At 1 a.m. was raised from brief sleep of the 

horrible anguish of the ‘this-is-it’ sort. Discreetly screamed, hoping to wake Véra in this next 

room yet failing to succeed (because I felt quite alright)” (Boyd 656). While he reported that he 

had “passed the hundred printed page mark” and predicted the novel would be completed that 

summer (in Leving 20), his outward confidence masked the extent of his deterioration. The 

sleeping pills his doctors had prescribed induced hallucinations, and he ultimately swore them 

off. That summer, he would be hospitalized again, this time with an undiagnosed infection that 

left him semiconscious (Boyd 656). Even in his fits of delirium, however, Laura occupied his 

thoughts; in a brief interview with the New York Times, he described the novel as “completed in 

[his] mind”: 

I must have gone through it some 50 times and in my diurnal delirium kept 

reading it aloud to a small dream audience in a walled garden. My audience 

consisted of peacocks, pigeons, my long dead parents, two cypresses, several 

young nurses crouching around, and a family doctor so old as to be almost 

invisible. Perhaps because of my stumblings and fits of coughing the story of my 
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poor Laura had less success with my listeners than it will have, I hope, with 

intelligent reviewers when properly published. (“Author’s Authors”)57 

Nabokov’s doctors would eventually diagnose him with pneumonia, complicated by very low 

levels of sodium and potassium, leaving him in a semi-comatose state, and an infection of the 

urinary tract. After three months of hospitalization, Nabokov was discharged, but found himself 

physically weakened. Although he insisted that he had mentally completed Laura, he confessed 

in a letter to editor Fred Hills that he found the labor of writing overwhelming: “…it is the 

physical effort of writing it down that is still posing a problem. Typing or dictating is out of the 

question” (in Leving 21). While he publicly insisted that he was still hard at work on Laura—he 

assured the Associated Press that “two hours of meditation between 2 AM and 4 AM (when the 

effect of a first sleeping pill evaporates and that of a second one has not yet begun, and a spell of 

writing in the afternoon are about all… [Laura] needs”—Véra would confess in a letter of 

February of 1977 that his exhaustion and frequent insomnia often prevented him from writing (in 

Leving 21-22). In June, Nabokov would be hospitalized for the final time, again beset by an 

unexplained fever. Although his doctors originally did not consider his condition to be life-

threatening, they struggled to diagnose the cause of his ailment. He began to develop severe 

bronchial congestion, leading to fluid build-up in his lungs, and, on July 2, 1977, Nabokov died. 

He was cremated five days later (Boyd 660-661). Laura, conversely, was spared from the flames. 

 
57 Nabokov described his recitation of Laura to this unconventional audience in response to 

being asked what books he had been reading. In spite of his diminished physical and mental 

state, his response was characteristically Nabokovian: he recommended his own novel. While the 

author was unquestionably suffering, we should note the highly performative nature of his 

response, which teases the publication of his next work while downplaying the seriousness of his 

condition through humor (e.g., his inclusion of peacocks and his dead parents in his imagined 

audience). He nonetheless hints at the full extent of his condition, however, in one of his other 

recommendations: a new translation of Dante’s Inferno (“Authors’ Authors”). 
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 While this is by no means a complete account of Nabokov’s twilight years or Laura’s 

composition, there are three important narrative threads that I wish to highlight: first, that 

Nabokov treated the compulsion to write as an extension of his ailments, such that he regarded 

the planned novel itself as at least exacerbating, if not actively causing, his persistent insomnia. 

Indeed, his decision to immediately resume work after prostate surgery almost certainly 

contributed to his delayed recovery. In this sense, Laura’s form is explicitly tied to Nabokov’s 

physical condition. Second, in his final days, Nabokov treated writing not as an intellectual 

activity, but physical labor, to the extent that the task of taking pencil to paper (or index card, in 

his case) was itself exhausting. And finally, Nabokov actively endeavored to mask the physical 

toll of composition in order to preserve his carefully crafted public persona (I will discuss 

Nabokov’s persona further in the next section of this chapter). In light of the particular 

circumstances of its composition then, I want to suggest that Laura constitutes a valuable limit 

case for thinking about authorship in terms of aging and embodied labor. While archival 

materials, particularly manuscripts or handwritten letters, undoubtedly derive a particular aura 

from their relationships to the author’s body, Laura in unique insofar as it is perceived not only 

as a trace of its author, but also as an index of his health. Existing narratives draw direct 

relationships between the author’s physical condition and the condition of the text. Furthermore, 

as I will elucidate below, the published text is itself constructed around these narratives. To this 

extent, Laura serves as a refracted image of the author in decline. 

 The Death of an Author 

 Vladimir Nabokov, perhaps more than any other writer of the 20th century, consciously 

cultivated the image of the original genius. In his public interviews, Nabokov portrayed himself 

as a fiercely independent writer and thinker, one who had “never been influenced by anyone in 
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particular, dead or quick, just as [he had] never belonged to any club or movement” (Strong 

Opinions 116). Much as Joyce depicted the author “like the God of creation… within or behind 

or beyond or above his handiwork, invisible, refined out of existence, paring his fingernails” 

(233), Nabokov adopted a god-like posture in relation to his fiction: “I am the perfect dictator in 

that private world insofar as I alone am responsible for its stability and truth” (Strong Opinions 

69). Indeed, he would have hated that last sentence—when Alfred A. Appel, Jr. identified a 

possible allusion to Joyce’s lines in Pale Fire (“I stand before the window and I pare / My 

fingernails” [185-186]), the famously combative Nabokov denounced the apparent reference as 

“an unpleasant coincidence” and declared A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man “a feeble and 

garrulous book” (Strong Opinions 71).58 While the fact that Nabokov had a prodigious ego may 

be unsurprising, his public persona is nonetheless remarkable in its uncanny resemblance to the 

modern construction of Authorship. In his insistence upon his own originality and autonomy, 

Nabokov casts himself as the quintessential Author: the man “solely responsible for—and 

therefore exclusively deserving of credit—for the production of a unique work” (Woodmansee 

426). 

 Although there have certainly been “writers” in one form or another since time 

immemorial, Authorship as a stable category commonly believed to have developed in the 

eighteenth century, concurrently and interdependently with copyright law. Martha Woodmansee 

defines the renaissance era conception of authorship as “a marriage of two distinct concepts.” 

The author was both a master craftsman—that is, one who possessed a skill for manipulating 

 
58 Given Nabokov’s habit of commenting on his own work and his satirization the practice of 

annotation in Pale Fire, it is unsurprising that the Nabokovian-ly named Appel had to reassure 

readers that he was not one of the author’s creations when released his annotated version of 

Lolita: “But the annotator exists; he is a veteran and a grandfather, a teacher and taxpayer, and 

has not been invented by Vladimir Nabokov” (xiii) 
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traditional materials according to an established body of rules—and a divinely inspired figure, 

guided by either God or a muse (426-427). Borrowing from other writers was in fact seen as a 

fundamental component of authorship: Saint Bonaventure defined the author as “Someone [who] 

writes both his own materials and those of others, but his own as the principal materials, and the 

material of others annexed for the purpose of confirming his own,” and collected volumes of a 

given writer’s works commonly included texts by other figures (Knight 159, 158). While the 

early book trade has been characterized as an era of “open-endedness” (Gillespie 54), the 

establishment of the modern literary marketplace necessitated the demarcation of clear 

boundaries between corpora. The development of copyright law gave authors exclusive control 

over their own discourse, but their ownership of their work was now premised upon its 

originality (Saint-Amour, The Copywrights 3). Early arguments in favor of intellectual property 

rights frame an author’s work as an “emanation of his intellect” (Woodmansee 443). An 

Author’s work, according to this logic, belongs to him insofar as it originates in and constitutes 

an authentic expression of his unique mind. Accordingly, copyright law developed to protect a 

new kind of immaterial property, namely the particular form of that expression. In barring the 

reader from reproducing printed works, copyright protects and sanctifies the Author’s original 

contribution. 

 Laura, however, seemingly undermines these formulations. Its form has been determined 

not by the intelligent design of its Author-God, but by a series of unhappy accidents. The card 

that appears on the final page of Laura, for example, arguably should not have been included in 

the volume at all. The few words written across the it—“efface, expunge, erase, delete, rub out, 

[indecipherable], wipe out, obliterate” (275)—add nothing to the embryonic narrative, and most 

tellingly, the card itself is printed with a grid, setting it apart from the standard lined notecards 
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that Nabokov favored and which make up the majority of the manuscript.59 Quite simply, it 

doesn’t belong. However, the card is reproduced twice, both times in positions of great 

importance—it not only concludes the novel, making its quick scribbles the literal last words in 

Nabokov’s oeuvre, but it also appears as Laura’s frontispiece. As I have previously noted, 

posthumous texts are typically constructed with a view to reproducing the work the late author 

had intended to create. Presumably, the notoriously meticulous Nabokov would never have 

intentionally ended his novel with an absent-minded search for a synonym. Why, then, would the 

card occupy a position of such prestige within the published volume? The answer may be 

obvious, but it is still worth our consideration. The card is intended not to further readers’ 

understanding of the novel and its themes, or to shed meaningful light on Nabokov’s writing 

process, but to bring our thoughts back to the late author and to make us feel his absence all the 

more acutely. In other words, the card makes explicit what we implicitly know—that the central 

conflict in Laura derives not from Flora’s infidelity or Wild’s thought experiments, but from its 

author’s declining health, his race to complete the work before his death, and his ultimate failure 

to do so. In taking Nabokov’s death as its implied content, Laura forcefully centers the figure of 

the author. He is not simply the text’s point of origin, but its raison d’être. Nonetheless, Laura’s 

assertion of Authorial centrality and supremacy contains an inherent deconstruction of traditional 

accounts of authorship, chiefly in its intense preoccupation with his physical body. 

 
59 The manuscript does contain two other cards printed on graph paper, number 125 and 179. 

While the author labeled the majority of his cards with numbers, letters, or roman numerals, 

marking out clear sets of cards or subsections within the manuscript, neither 125 nor 179 bears 

any label or clear relationship to the neighboring cards. Number 179 appears to be a draft of 131. 

Both 179 and the final card (that is, 275) additionally are oriented vertically rather than 

horizontally, further marking them as outliers. 
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 Derrida famously argues that writing always denotes absence, that “[f]or a writing to be a 

writing, it must continue to ‘act’ and to be readable even when what is called the author of the 

writing no longer answers for what he has written […] be it because of a temporary absence, [or] 

because he is dead” (emphasis mine) (“Signature Event Context” 8). His point is not simply that 

written discourse can continue to function when estranged from its author, but rather that his 

absence is assumed within and effected by the sign itself, that the sign “carries with it a force that 

breaks with its context” (9). The sign, by its very nature, must always be cut off from its Author, 

and indeed, Laura constantly telegraphs Nabokov’s disappearance from our world. Nonetheless, 

as a facsimile of a manuscript, Laura uniquely attempts to render the author present and 

constantly proclaims its relationship to his physicality. That is, Laura demands that we read and 

consider it not simply as writing, but as handwriting. It is a work that simultaneously presents 

itself as image and text, as image of text, and, most importantly, as an image of handwritten 

text—a trace of a trace of a body. 

 Laura’s desirability to readers, then, would seem to hinge on the fact that the reproduced 

manuscript possesses a particular kind of aura. While “aura” is commonly understood as a 

property possessed only by works of art, deriving from their originality and uniqueness, Miriam 

Hansen argues that this definition is problematically limiting and stems from Benjamin’s 

strategic decision to reduce aura to an aesthetic phenomenon in order to introduce the term into 

Marxist discourse and distance it from its associations with the occult (104-105). In his 

unpublished writings, Benjamin asserts that “genuine aura appears in all things, not just in 

certain things as people imagine” (Hansen 105). In “Little History of Photography,” Benjamin 

introduces a concept that he elsewhere terms the “aura of the habitual,” in which items derive 

aura from their relationship to a given body: “[t]he aura of objects such as clothing or furniture 
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stands in a metonymic relation to the person who uses them or has been using them,” such that 

their aura derives from “a long-term material relationship” with the physical body of a particular 

person (Hansen 106-107). In his reflections on a portrait of Schelling, Benjamin dwells on the 

philosopher’s coat, which he claims will “surely pass into immortality along with him: the shape 

it has borrowed from its wearer is not unworthy of the creases in his face” (514). Hansen argues 

that the coat “seems to participate in—and figuratively instantiate—the logic of the trace, the 

indexical dimension or existential bond, in photographic signification” (107), taking both its 

form and auratic value from the body it embraces. 

 The manuscript, likewise, derives its aura not from its status as a unique work (the 

original of Laura, so to speak) but from its material relationship to Nabokov. His handwriting—

sometimes dark and clear, sometimes faint and disorderly—effectively serves as an image of his 

labor, in an explicitly physical sense.60 If we consider Laura as a copy of the manuscript, it 

would be natural to assume that its reproduction and circulation would degrade the aura of the 

original, rendering it familiar and stripping away its sanctified status (Benjamin, “Work of Art” 

219-224). However, Laura’s status as an imagetext complicates and destabilizes the relationship 

between the original manuscript and its reproductions. While it is true that the published Laura is 

a copy of Nabokov’s original index cards, the manuscript itself already acts as a mediating image 

 
60 In his essay “There are No Visual Media,” W. J. T. Mitchell makes a similar argument for 

viewing paintings as traces of the the artist’s physical body: “the beholder… need only 

understand that this is a painting, a handmade object, to understand that it is a trace of manual 

production, that everything one sees is the trace of a brush or a hand touching a canvas. Seeing 

painting is seeing touching, seeing the hand gestures of the artist, which is why we are so 

rigorously prohibited from touching the canvas ourselves” (Image Science 127). We should also 

note here that there is, in fact, an existing history of conceptualizing authorship as a physical task 

and the text as the product of the author’s labor(ing): namely, through metaphors of maternity. 

Terry Castle notes that from the mid-seventeenth to early eighteenth-century, maternal 

metaphors were primarily used to describe bad or failed authorship (197-198). 
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of its author. If we were to treat Laura strictly as a novel, then, following the logic of copyright, 

it would serve as an impression of its Author’s mind, an original expression of his unique 

consciousness. Conversely, if we read Laura as an image, the text becomes a trace of his 

physical body—an image of his remains. In both cases, the “original” is not the manuscript, but 

the Author himself. Laura, then, participates in the logic of the photograph, as an image of the 

desired but absent Nabokov. Like the daguerrotypes Benjamin examines in his “Little History of 

Photography,” the manuscript not only represents a trace of what has been lost, but momentarily 

disrupts linear temporality. The reader or viewer—or perhaps voyeur would be the more 

appropriate term—experiences Nabokov’s death simultaneously as both past and future 

catastrophe, the disaster “emerg[ing] in the field of the beholder’s compulsively searching gaze” 

(Hansen 107).61 

 Indeed, the text itself becomes a stand-in for the absent body, serving as an objective 

correlative for Nabokov’s physical state during his final days. While the order in which the index 

cards appear does not necessarily correspond to the order in which they were written, Laura is 

constructed to present readers with a narrative of decline, working simultaneously on the visual, 

narrative, and structural levels to telegraph its author’s physical deterioration. While it is difficult 

to map the exact structure of the text, I have attempted to do so by breaking Laura up into 39 

discrete sections, based on the labels Nabokov placed at the top of (most) of the index cards. In 

doing so, I observed four clearly identifiable ways in which the texts foregrounds themes of 

 
61 Hansen notes that the term “aura” actually has a long history in medical discourse prior to 

Benjamin’s adoption of the term. His use of “aura” to refer to the “premonition of future 

catastrophe” neatly aligns with the word’s use in describing “symptoms of anxiety and unease 

preceding and foreboding epileptic and or hysterical attacks” (107). Georges Didi-Huberman 

neatly ties both senses together in his reading of a photograph of Augustine, Charcot’s most 

famous patient: “The aura would thus name the way time burns, sounds, and dumbfounds the 

image” (90). 
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fragmentation and dissolution: 1) the text begins with fairly well-developed complete scenes and 

grows increasing fragmentary, incorporating briefer sections and more of the author’s notes, 2) 

early scenes focus chiefly on Flora’s life, while later scenes typically discuss Wild’s experiments 

in self-annihilation or contain no named characters, 3) early sections are neatly labeled and 

appear in order, while later sections include multiple numbering systems and no clear order, and 

4) early sections are neatly written in clear lines with a firm hand, while later sections contain 

scribbled notes in fainter text, with more words crossed out or erased. 

 These patterns broadly represent an effort to structure the text around the idea that 

Nabokov was growing sicker and less capable of completing his work and to create a 

metanarrative that concludes with the author’s death. While this is a well-constructed and 

enticing narrative for readers, it is nonetheless a problematic and potentially misleading one. 

While there are no dates on the index cards that would reveal when they were composed, it 

stands to reason to assume that the early, fairly-well developed and relatively complete scenes 

that open the novel would have been written after the much more fragmentary material that 

concludes the text. We do in fact have evidence that the the later sections were likely composed 

first—in a footnote to card 179, Dmitri Nabokov acknowledges that the phrases “hypnogogic 

gargoyles” and “entoptic swarms” appear on card 131 as well, suggesting that 179 may have in 

fact been part of an early draft of the previously presented material. Likewise, card 189 appears 

to be part of a draft of the first chapter: where card 1 begins “Her husband, she answered, was a 

writer too—at least, after a fashion,” 189 opens with “Well, a writer of sorts. A budding and 

already rotten writer.”  Readers inclined to play devil’s advocate might argue that editors chose 

to place the more complete material first because those sections follow a fairly linear narrative 

and are labeled in sequential order (Chapter One, Chapter Two, Chapter Three, etc.) (1, 41, 75). 
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While this is perhaps a tempting argument, it is undermined by the seemingly random order in 

which later sections of the book are organized. The card labeled “Last Chapter,” for example, 

appears on page 185, a full hundred pages before the end of the novel, and is followed 

immediately by “End of Penultimate Chapter” (187), suggesting a deliberate attempt on the part 

of the editors to disrupt any sense of linearity in the latter portions of the novel.62 The inclusion 

of draft material after more polished versions of chapters likewise serves not only to disrupt the 

narrative progression, but disturbingly mirrors the effects of dementia, repeating the same scenes 

in increasingly confused terms. The result is a text that itself seems to suffer from the effects of 

aging, which in fact grows literally and figuratively “fainter” as it approaches its conclusion (see 

Figures 1 and 2, below). 

 

In setting up this narrative of physical deterioration, Laura complicates and 

problematizes traditional narratives regarding both authorship and late style, though admittedly 

 
62 In arguing that this narrative was deliberately constructed, I do not mean to accuse Dmitri 

Nabokov or Laura’s other editors of any unethical or malicious behavior. Their job was to 

assemble a coherent narrative for readers from a series of brief, disorganized fragments, and I 

believe they succeeded admirably. Rather, I wish to emphasize that the text has been specifically 

set up to privilege an unusual formulation of authorship, one which treats the Author first and 

foremost as an embodied being. 

FIGURE 2, CARD 273 FIGURE 1, LAURA CARD 1 
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in potentially problematic ways. In its presentation of Authorial senility, the text undoubtedly 

reinforces certain ageist generalizations that have long shaped discussions of late life creativity.63 

Simultaneously, however, Laura offers a new formulation of the Author as a corporeal being, 

one whose creativity is both limited and shaped by his embodied experiences. It is, in my view, 

this transformation of Authorship, and of Nabokov’s author-function in particular, that largely 

drove the angry and impassioned responses to Laura’s publication. After all, traditional, quasi-

disembodied accounts of the Author have only ever applied to white able-bodied men—women 

and people of color, by contrast, have traditionally had their work read through their physical 

embodiments.64 Laura’s chief transgression is also its greatest innovation: it strips Nabokov of 

the privileges of whiteness and maleness—the privileges of possessing a normative body—

radically reducing him to pure physicality. 

 Interestingly, some of the very critics who so fiercely attempted to defend Nabokov’s 

legacy themselves participated in the author’s transformation. In her account of the publication 

 
63 For a further discussion of ageism in discussions of Late Style, see Linda and Michael 

Hutcheon, “Historicizing Late Style as a Discourse of Reception” in Late Style and its 

Discontents, edited by Gordon McMullen and Sam Smiles. The Hutcheons frame late style as a 

problematic universalizing discourse which depends on broad generalizations about the elderly. 

While I disagree with certain fundamental parts of their argument—Said is careful to note that 

late works can be produced by a young person, for example (On Late Style 6)—their larger point, 

that discussions of late style are frequently framed by problematic ageist assumptions, 

nonetheless has proven valuable to me and forced me to critically examine my own assumptions 

and commitments in my theorizations of lateness. 
64 Authorship has in fact been traditionally perceived as an inherently masculine institution, 

despite long histories of prominent and successful women writers. Saint-Amour emphasizes the 

competitive and elitist nature of traditional conceptions of authorship, noting that the poet as 

defined by Wordsworth is “a man… endowed with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and 

tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than 

are supposed to be common among mankind” (qtd. in The Coprywrights 8). The fact that 

Wordsworth’s exemplary individual is necessarily “a man” is so unsurprising that is perhaps 

barely worth noting. Indeed, the figure of the author has been so consistently identified as 

masculine that Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar felt it necessary to open The Madwoman in the 

Attic, their study of female authorship, with the question “Is the pen a metaphorical penis?” (3). 
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controversy, Marijeta Bozovic deftly notes that critics’ objections to Laura stem largely from the 

idea that Dmitri Nabokov had done his father a disservice by releasing an incomplete and 

imperfect text, thrusting his father into public view against his wishes: “Underwriting their 

protests is a sense that Nabokov has been indecently exposed by the one man he should have 

been able to trust” (in Leving 208-209, emphasis mine).65 Bozovic is correct in arguing that the 

language of “exposure” allows critics to adopt a quasi-filial relationship to the late author and to 

issue withering views of Laura while shifting blame for its perceived defect onto Dmitri; she 

fails to observe, however, that this language simultaneously emasculates the elder Nabokov. As 

Michael Warner notes in Publics and Counter-Publics, masculinity “is felt partly in a way of 

occupying public space” (24), a perception underscored by the long history of women writers 

adopting male pseudonyms in publishing their work (in Kittler, 186).66 The author’s masculinity, 

then, is inherently tied to his deliberate decision to enter the public sphere and his ability to 

control the circulation of his ideas on both the commercial and discursive levels. In excoriating 

Dmitri for “indecently exposing” his father, Nabokov’s defenders tacitly position him as the 

unwilling object of the public gaze, a role traditionally occupied by women. This language of 

exposure further collapses distinctions between Author and text, fully identifying Nabokov with 

Laura and crucially shifting the discourse surrounding the text into the realm of the visual. 

 
65 See, for example, Alexander Hemon’s review in Slate, which explicitly uses the language of 

exposure: “Too sick to destroy the notecards that contain The Original of Laura, the master is 

now eternally exposed to a gloating, greedy world of academic, publishers, and all the other 

card-shuffling mediocrities titillated by the sight of a helpless genius” (“Hands Off Nabokov”). 
66 As evidence for this claim, Warner observes that the very word “public” is etymologically 

linked to pubes, explicitly tying membership in the public sphere to signs of male sexual 

maturity (24). Curiously, the Latin noun pubes is feminine; however, the word can also be used 

to refer to the adult male population. See “Pubes,” Cassell’s Latin Dictionary. 
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Following this line of thinking, Laura is not simply a novel to be read, but also an image to be 

seen, a portrait of its Author in his final days. 

 Laura simultaneously forms a distorted image of Nabokov’s textual body: his existing 

corpus. While the text’s narrative threads are far from fully developed, in its treatments of artistic 

effacement, violated girlhood, and bodily deterioration, Laura returns to and revises themes from 

Nabokov’s earlier (and better received) works, leading some reviewers to complain that the text 

feels vaguely self-parodic. In naming Flora’s predatory stepfather Hubert H. Hubert (53), 

however, Nabokov explicitly telegraphs his intention to invoke and rewrite earlier texts, bringing 

the whole of his corpus into view momentarily before dissolution.67 In writing over his existing 

corpus, Nabokov destabilizes his prior oeuvre.68 The invocation of Lolita additionally 

undermines the possibility of narrative absorption in Laura, breaking what should be a unified 

 
67 It is perhaps worth mentioning here that even in its publication history, Laura disconcertingly 

resembles Lolita. Véra Nabokov famously saved a draft of the earlier novel from burning, much 

as she would preserve the incomplete manuscript for years in spite of her husband’s wishes. In 

biographer Bryan Boyd’s account, as Nabokov walked to the incinerator, Véra “stopped him and 

urged him to think it over again” (170). In Dmitri’s later retelling (possibly embellished to justify 

his own decision to thwart his father’s plans), the event is rendered in considerably more 

dramatic detail: Véra instead “snatched [the draft] from his grasp” (xiii). Boyd’s version of 

events crucially leaves the final decision to Nabokov, while in Dmitri’s Véra literally takes the 

choice out of the author’s hands. 
68 See, for example, Martin Amis’s essay “The Trouble with Nabokov” In perhaps the most 

damning response to the Laura’s publication, Amis declared Laura “[exacerbates] what is 

already a problem from hell” in Nabokov’s work: that the author “insufficiently honored the 

innocence—insufficiently honored the honor—of twelve year-old girls” and uses the text as an 

opportunity to reevaluate the author’s entire body of work, taking particular fault with Ada, or 

Ardor and Look at the Harlequins! (in Leving 158, 167). Admittedly, Nabokov’s returns to 

themes of childhood violation raise potential questions about the author’s intentions and the 

ethics of aestheticizing sexual assault—questions that Nabokov brilliantly explores in Lolita and 

leaves woefully unaddressed in the incomplete Laura. Given Amis’s troubling treatment of 

assault in his own work—for example, in his use of attempted rape for comedic value in Money: 

A Suicide Note—his puritanical proclamation that “writers like to write about the things they like 

to think about” (in Leving 167) reads a bit like a case of the pot calling the kettle a sexual 

predator. 
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literary world into a series of jarring and disjointed allusions to existing works. The corpus as a 

whole becomes a set of detached signifiers and recedes from view. Laura itself also uncannily 

resembles The Doubtful Asphodel, Sebastian Knight’s final work in The Real Life of Sebastian 

Knight: the novel follows the thoughts of a man in his final days, his deterioration radically 

shaping the text itself—“the man is the book, the book itself if heaving and dying, and drawing 

up a ghostly knee” (175). In the critical response to The Doubtful Asphodel, Nabokov actually 

seems to predict the lukewarm reception of his own final work: 

…here and there the hint kept recurring that the author was a tired author, which 

seemed another way of saying that he was just an old bore… One critic even went 

so far as to say that he read it “with mingled feelings, because it was a rather 

unpleasant experience for the reader, to sit beside a deathbed and never be quite 

sure whether the author was the doctor or the patient.” (182) 

 The work that Laura most directly invokes, however, is neither Lolita nor The Real Life 

of Sebastian Knight, but rather Invitation to a Beheading, Nabokov’s early metatextual allegory 

of artistic creation.69 Indeed, Beheading serves almost as a photo negative of Laura in its surreal 

depiction of bodily dissolution. Its protagonist, the condemned man Cincinnatus C., is the sole 

solid man living in a world of transparency. While Cincinnatus’s physicality is both his defining 

feature and his chief virtue—he laments that, in contrast to the other characters that populate the 

novel, he has been “fashioned so painstakingly,” with “the curvature of [his] spine calculated so 

well, so mysteriously” (21-22)—his body is nonetheless separable from and inessential to his 

 
69 Invitation to a Beheading is, of course, also a Kafka-esque satire of totalitarianism, though the 

author resisted this reading in a typically Nabokovian fashion, insisting that at the time of the 

novel’s composition he “was completely ignorant of modern German literature, and had not read 

any French or English translations of Kafka’s works” (6). He likewise dismisses questions about 

the impact his experiences with both the Nazis and the Bolsheviks on his work: “The questions 

whether or not my seeing both in terms of one dull beastly farce had any effect on this book, 

should concern the good reader as little as it does me” (5). 
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being. Alone in his cell, Cincinnatus unburdens himself of his body, taking off “his head like a 

toupee, his collarbones like shoulder straps… [until] what was left of him gradually dissolved, 

hardly discoloring the air” (32). Later, in his written reflections, Cincinnatus portrays his 

development of his own authorial voice as a kind of physical annihilation: “I am taking off layer 

after layer, until at last […] through the process of gradual divestment I reach the final, 

indivisible, firm, radiant point, and this point says: I am!” (90). By stripping away his body, 

Cincinnatus becomes pure ego, the authoritative and divine “I am,” echoing the Old Testament. 

In fact, the only “beheading” that occurs in the novel is Cincinnatus’s self-decapitation in his 

cell; on the day of his execution, he harnesses the power of his own mind to destroy the shadowy 

world around him and to join “beings like him,” recognizable not by their forms, but by their 

voices (223). 

 While Beheading treats writing as a mode of self-actualization qua annihilation, 

photography functions as a form of determinism through the figure of the “photohoroscope.” In 

one of the novel’s more unnerving passages, Emmie, the young daughter of the jailer, is depicted 

in a series of doctored images showing “the natural progression of [her] entire life” (170). The 

photographer, M’sieur Pierre, uses photographs of Emmie’s mother to construct the new images, 

inviting a Freudian reading in which our lives are determined from the outset by our 

relationships to our parents.70 However, the photohoroscope more broadly stands in sharp 

juxtaposition to Cincinnatus’s writing, dramatizing the supposed opposition of words and 

images. The narrator describes the young girl in a variety of “aspects and poses, even to the last, 

horizontal” (170, emphasis mine), the final euphemism carrying both sexual and morbid 

 
70 Nabokov would have certainly labeled me a “bad reader” for that one—Father, forgive me for I 

have sinned. 
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connotations—she appears both as a bride on her wedding day (with M’sieur Pierre playing the 

role of the bridegroom) and as a dying woman, her life ending at the age of 40 (170-171). While 

the narrator dismisses the photohoroscope as a “trite… parody of the work of time” (170), it 

might be more accurately described as a parody of the work of photography, containing within it 

the prefigured moment of Emmie’s future death.71 

 If Beheading draws sharp distinctions between the visual and the verbal, Laura collapses 

them. Cincinnatus’s transformation into the speaking “I am,” for example is both echoed and 

effaced in Philip Wild’s mental experiments. In his act of self-erasure, Wild first transforms his 

body into a linguistic sign: 

The student who desires to die should learn first of all to project a mental image 

of himself upon his inner blackboard… Now comes the mental image. In 

preparing for my own experiments—a long fumble which these notes shall help to 

avoid—I toyed with the idea of drawing a fairly detailed, fairly recognizable 

portrait of myself on my private blackboard… Or would the letters of my name 

do? Its recurrent i’ coinciding with our favorite pronoun suggested an elegant 

solution: a simple vertical line across my field of inner vision could be chalked in 

an instant, and what is more I could mark lightly by transverse marks the three 

divisions of my physical self: legs, torso, and head. (131-137) 

 
71 The fact that Cincinnatus becomes an speaking subject while Emmie is the passive object of 

the photographer's gaze maps neatly onto gendered assumptions about both the visual and verbal 

and men and women's roles in the public sphere. For further context, see Kittler’s Gramophone, 

Flim, Typewriter. In Kittler’s account, women were treated alternatively as the objects of or 

conduits for male discourse throughout the nineteenth century. Female typists were often 

referred to as “typewriters,” symbolically reducing them to the status of transcription devices, the 

means of (re)producing masculine discourse (Kittler 183-186). It is perhaps worth noting here 

that Véra Nabokov played the role of both muse and secretary to her husband; nearly all of his 

works are dedicated to her, and she was responsible for typing his manuscripts (Schiff 51). For 

further reading on Véra Nabokov and her role in the production of her husband’s corpus, see 

Stacy Schiff, Véra (Mrs. Vladimir Nabokov). 
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The letter “I” functions simultaneously as a representation of his subjectivity (“our favorite 

pronoun”) and a signature (“Or would the letters of my name do?”), allowing Wild to escape 

corporeality and vanish into disembodied textuality before fragmenting and effacing even this 

form. Crucially, however, Wild’s “I”—“I” as sign, not “I am” as speech—stands apart from him, 

serving graphically as an image of his body. The assumed oppositions between embodiment and 

subjectivity and between image and text give way as Wild himself begins to disintegrate. 

Photography likewise serves as a vehicle for self-annihilation, as Laura sets up Flora’s father’s 

suicide as a parallel and precursor to Wilde’s thought experiments: 

…before shooting himself in a Montecarlo hotel… he geared and focussed his 

camera in a corner of the drawing room so as to record the event from different 

angles. These automatic pictures of his last moment and of a table’s lion paws did 

not come out to well [sic]; but his widow easily sold them for the price of a flat in 

Paris to the local magazine Pitch which specialized in soccer and diabolical faits-

divers. (50-51) 

In a macabre pun, Adam Lind’s death becomes his final work, as he simultaneously “shoots” 

himself with gun and camera. Where Emmie’s photographic death was fixed and prefigured by 

M’sieur Pierre, however, Lind is both photographer and subject. While his widow’s decision to 

sell the images to a sports periodical darkly foreshadows Dmitri’s own choice to publish experts 

of Laura in Playboy, Lind’s aesthesization of his own death is noteworthy chiefly because it 

allows the artist to become an object. In stepping in front of the camera, Lind becomes the 

content of his own work, transforming himself (and his death) into a commodity. 

 In aggressively centering Nabokov, Laura then counter-intuitively performs a similar 

form of objectification and erasure. In saying that the text “objectifies” the author, I do not 

simply mean that his persona has been commodified (although this is certainly true, given the 

high price of Laura’s first edition, the high price payed by Playboy for the publication rights, and 
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Dmitri’s failed attempt to auction off the original manuscript at Christie’s). Rather, I mean that 

Nabokov is treated not as a subject, but rather as the passive object of the reader’s gaze and 

desire, seen faintly through the text. Indeed, Laura effectively functions as the author’s own 

photohoroscope, its form modeled on the his past works, each page moving closer to his 

determined death. Moreover, the pleasures Laura offers are best understood as voyeuristic. In 

reading Laura, we are given the opportunity to see that which was meant to remain hidden, that 

which was never meant to be seen. Roland Barthes imagines textual pleasure in similar terms in 

The Pleasure of the Text: “Is not the most erotic portion of a body where the garment gapes? 

[…] it is intermittence, as psychoanalysis has rightly stated, which is erotic: the intermittence of 

skin flashing between two articles of clothing” (9-10). However, where Barthes locates pleasure 

in the momentary glimpse, Laura strips away the veil entirely, leaving its author—and the 

Author?—fully exposed to prying eyes. In the following sections, then, I will turn to the images 

of Nabokov’s manuscript, using Siegfried Kracauer’s theorization of photography to treat the 

text as image. The chief question I wish to raise is suggested by the epigraph which opens this 

chapter: do we recognize Nabokov? And do we recognize the Author? 

The Original of Laura72 

 Reading Laura is, at its best, an exercise in creative desecration. While many of the 

novel’s critics (and some of its defenders, for that matter) were skeptical of the text’s non-

traditional format, the reproduction of Nabokov’s manuscript both highlights the work’s 

unfinished nature and creates an alternative reading experience that is perhaps uniquely suited to 

 
72 This section focuses on the experience of reading Laura. While an affordable paperback copy 

of the text was released by Vintage International in 2013, I am specifically interested in and refer 

exclusively to the first edition designed by Chip Kidd and published by Knopf in 2009. 
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a posthumous text. In perhaps the most generous reading of the Laura s unusual design, Jeffrey 

R. Di Leo argues in that the design of Laura actively facilitates the effacement of the physical 

book in favor of the ideal text: “…as you begin to punch out the index cards and rearrange them 

[…] you gradually work to destroy […] the (physical) book in your efforts to create the (ideal) 

book” (“The Bottom Line: Editing in America II” 25). While Di Leo’s reading might seem to 

suggest Laura radically empowers the reader to remake the text—the birth of the reader at the 

cost of the death of the author?—his invocation of the “ideal” book implicitly privileges 

authorial intention. Although Laura s format places readers in a position of heightened agency, 

the text s invitation to the reader to re-arrange the index cards as the author likely did” 

encourages a kind of identification with the late author (xxi). The reader then assumes a sort of 

bizarre Nabokov s-eye-view of the text in searching for the ideal” configuration—implicitly, 

that which would most closely correspond to the text as Nabokov would have written it, had he 

lived long enough to complete his novel. 

 This distinction of the “ideal” book from its physical embodiment actually mirrors the 

underlying rationale for copyright law, which separates the Author’s intellectual property or 

original expression from the physical matter of the book. In removing the index cards from the 

codex, the reader then seemingly participates in the symbolic liberation of the text from the 

stultifying mechanisms of publication, severing the Author’s ideal vision from the abject matter 

of the printed book in an act that has been authorized yet feels transgressive. There is, however, 

one great underlying difficulty in creating this ideal Laura: the existing fragments of narrative 

allow for few alternative configurations. Placing Wild’s first person narrative before the initial 

chapters, for example, does not ultimately produce a clearer or more satisfying narrative. 

Moreover, the relatively complete sections of the novel are already separated into numbered 
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chapters, such that rearranging these portions of the text would undermine the late author’s 

intended design. Nonetheless, I do not wish to dismiss Laura’s format as a simple marketing 

gimmick. Rather, I want to suggest that the text should not be understood primarily in terms of 

its narrative. 

 Laura instead creates meaning through the interplay of both text and image and that of 

form and content. As a novel chiefly preoccupied with and circumscribed by death and self-

annihilation, Laura uses negative space to a remarkable effect. Card 129, for example, reads only 

“D/ its tempting emptiness/ [scribbled out text],” leaving the majority of the card frustratingly (or 

perhaps titillatingly?) blank. Indeed, the “tempting emptiness” of many cards serves as a constant 

reminder of Nabokov’s absence, but also becomes a blank canvas for the reader’s active 

imagination. If late works are, as Said claimed, representations of “lost totality” (On Late Style 

13), Laura by contrast invites readers to conjure alternative temporalities, timelines in which the 

author had lived to complete his work. Its fragmentariness, then, is not the kind “disregard for its 

own continuity” that Said sees in Beethoven’s work (10). Rather, Laura represents both a desire 

for and the impossibility of unity and continuity, illustrated perhaps most evocatively in the 

hollowed out volume left behind after the removal of the index cards. Before separating the cards 

from their pages, I had imagined the codex as a kind of reliquary, an empty casket that could 

contain and protect the manuscript; however, I quickly discovered that it is next to impossible to 

store the index cards within the volume. The two vertical cards included in the set change the 

shape of the cavity, preventing the reader from neatly slotting the cards back into the volume, 

such that the act of removing the index cards effectively creates two complimentary texts that 

ultimately cannot be reconciled to one another. The act also neatly separates the material book 

from the ideal text, freeing the manuscript from the restrictive structure of the codex and leaving 
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behind an empty casket.73 And yet the book is not simply abject matter to be discarded once the 

cards have been removed; the hollow volume both serves a practical purpose in preserving the 

established order of the index cards and serves as bluntly literal manifestation of the text’s 

preoccupation with absence and erasure.74 Tellingly, the verso pages also form a frame around 

the late author’s name, literally centering him in the space that should be occupied by text (see 

Figure 3, below). 

 The act of hollowing out the book also mirrors the underlying logic of My Laura, the 

book written by Flora’s paramour—the creation of the ideal text necessarily involves the 

destruction of the existing one, just as the author’s mistress is destroyed through her 

 
73 I would have loved to describe the empty codex as a chrysalis, but alas, that metaphor would 

have framed the manuscript as a fully formed butterfly, when it is clearly still in its larval stage. 

But then, perhaps it would be appropriate to describe Laura as a pupa forced from its cocoon too 

early, or a larva presented as a butterfly. 
74 Many of the index cards, by contrast, would likely have been discarded or destroyed had the 

author lived, but were elevated to the level of fetish objects after his untimely death.  

FIGURE 3, HOLLOW LAURA 
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immortalization in art. Simultaneously, however, Laura itself undermines and muddies this logic 

while complicating the seemingly straightforward relationship between original and copy. After 

all, Flora, the real-life author’s mistress, survives her fictionalization, while the unnamed writer 

seemingly disappears from the story and his book drops off of the bestseller list (199).75 Later, 

when Flora’s friend Winnie encourages her to read the passage that contains “[her] wonderful 

death,” Flora cooly declines, warning Winnie that she is about to miss her train. Her refusal to 

board the train with Winnie also serves for the reader as a statement of her role as the sole 

character of permanence and solidity in a novel full of literally and figuratively vanishing men: 

“I’m not going anywhere” (225-226). We should nonetheless, however, question Flora’s status 

as the “Original” of Laura.  

 While the title The Original of Laura apparently refers to Flora, the presumed model for 

the heroine of the fictional novel My Laura, the young Dolores Haze could easily be taken for 

the original of Flora.” While the most obvious parallel between the two characters is the fact 

that both are preyed on by older men with unusual and repetitive names, that is far from the only 

similarity between the two women.76 Like Flora, Dolores has her own fictionalized” 

counterpart—Lolita. Although Humbert Humbert declines to give Dolores a proper pseudonym 

(in his introduction, Humbert s lawyer notes that Haze” rhymes with the real” Dolores s 

 
75 Some later passages do have characters who could be the author—card 235, for example, is 

labeled “Eric’s Notes,” although there are no other references to an Eric in the text—but after the 

initial passage describing their tryst, he virtually disappears from the narrative. 
76 Bryan Boyd, perhaps the only critic to offer an alternative reading of the Hubert H. Hubert 

passage, argues that Hubert is not trying to molest Flora at all. Rather, Hubert’s name is designed 

to mislead the reader, such that we, like Flora, misread his fatherly affection for as a sinister 

advance. Boyd notes that Hubert “lost a twelve-year-old daughter” and suggests that he “sees her 

in a sense resurrected in Flora” (in Leving 249). Unsurprisingly, this lost daughter, yet another of 

Flora’s doubles, is named Daisy (59). 
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surnames and claims that her first name is too closely interwound with the inmost fiber of the 

book to allow one to alter it” [3-4]), he nonetheless seems to construct a fictional persona for the 

young girl, in order to transform his twelve year-old victim into a cruel and knowing 

mistress.77,78 Of course, the Lolita” Humbert constructs is herself a replacement for Humbert s 

first lost love, Annabel Leigh, whose name clearly alludes to Edgar Allan Poe s Annabel Lee,” 

written in commemoration of his own deceased child bride, Virginia Clemm. Humbert’s 

Annabel, in turn, reappears in Laura as Wild s dreams as his long-lost childhood love Aurora 

Lee—whose features, Wild admits, he remembers as “very like the official lips and eyes of 

Flora” (201). With this complex intertextual network of relationships between real, fictional, 

real,” and fictional” women in mind, it becomes unclear who, precisely, is the original” of 

Laura, or what, for that matter, it might mean to be the original.” In fact, Flora’s last words in 

the novel (“You’ll miss your train” [226]) themselves seem designed to echo previous instances 

of missed or mistaken connections across Nabokov’s oeuvre. Gennady Barabtarlo notes that a 

variation of the line is spoken by Nina Rechnoy in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight (“Mon ami, 

you’ll miss that train”); it simultaneously recalls the opening passages of Pnin, when the 

protagonist mistakenly boards the wrong train (in Leving 74). Laura is, essentially, a kind of 

Nabokovian funhouse in which individual characters (and perhaps the text itself?) are distorted 

 
77 In the first half of Lolita, Humbert himself acknowledges, to some degree, that “his” Lolita is a 

construction, when he fantasizes a consummation of his desires: “What I had madly possessed 

was not she, but my own creation, another, fanciful Lolita—perhaps, more real than Lolita; 

overlapping, encasing her; floating between me and her, and having no will, no consciousness—

indeed no life of her own” (62). 
78 Flora, of course, is given a similarly lazy rhyming pseudonym; the narrator (perhaps the author 

of My Laura?) even refers to her in one instance as FLaura (111). 
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into uncanny likenesses of their peers and predecessors—not unlike the house of mirrors in 

which Humbert Humbert famously encounters his own double, Clare Quilty. 

 With this in mind, then, I wish to turn to the index cards themselves. While the cards are, 

very literally, reproductions of the manuscript, in a sense they also form incomplete images of 

the “original” Original of Laura, the text which existed only in its author’s mind and never made 

it fully into print—Laura as it could have or should have been, a work always already lost to 

readers but perhaps able to be perceived faintly through the existing text. If the manuscript is, as 

I have argued, an index of the author’s body—his physical deterioration charted through the 

increasingly faint and unruly handwriting—the ideal Laura, by contrast, is a text freed from all 

physical constraints, outside of time and space, untouched by the realities of sickness and age.79 

Crucially, however, our vision of this Laura is chiefly based on Nabokov’s existing corpus. to 

this extent, even in its ideal form, Laura will always be a pale imitation of Lolita (and Invitation 

to a Beheading, and The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, and Pale Fire, and Pnin). Our 

understanding of Nabokov’s writing, understandably, is inexorably shaped by his previous 

works, such that a Laura that might mark a radical departure from his oeuvre is both 

inconceivable and undesirable. The “original,” then, is yet another reproduction. Laura, then, is 

perhaps best understood not as a novel (or even, as a “novel in fragments”), but as a collage of 

familiar Nabokovian signifiers rendered uncanny in their new context. Here, I refer not only to 

characters like Hubert H. Hubert or Aurora Lee, but also to the index cards themselves. 

 
79 In the sense that this Laura never existed—and, in fact, cannot exist—the hollow book itself 

forms a complimentary image of the ideal text, which we understand chiefly as an absence. 
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Nabokov’s method of composition itself forms a central plot point in Pale Fire, such that the 

very format of the manuscript vividly recalls the previous work.80 

 In this sense, Laura reveals possible fractures within the foundations of authorship, de-

centering and delegitimizing the concept of original expression. Admittedly, the legal grounds 

for what constitutes an “original expression” are remarkably thin; works need only to 

demonstrate “the absence of verbatim copying and the demonstrable presence of a modicum of 

creativity” (Saint-Amour, The Copywrights 7). In fact, Saint-Amour notes that there are legal 

grounds for copyrighting works identical to existing ones, given that they were created 

independently. In his decision for Sheldon v. Metro-Goldwyn Pictures Corp., Judge Learned 

Hand argues that “if by some magic a man who had never known it were to compose anew 

Keats’s ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ he would be an ‘author,’ and, if he copyrighted it, others may 

not copy that poem, though they might of course copy Keats’s” (in Saint-Amour, The 

Copywrights 7). Laura, however, calls into question the very possibility of “original expression,” 

revealing inconsistencies within the concept of Authorship. In his lecture “What is an Author?,” 

Michel Foucault argues that an author’s name designates a given body of work, bound together 

by an internal consistency. The Author is not only the common source of all the works within his 

oeuvre; he represents “a constant level of value,” “a field of conceptual or theoretical 

 
80 In invoking Pale Fire, of course, Laura would seem to unfavorably cast Dmitri as Charles 

Kinbote, the unauthorized published and annotator of the late John Shade’s final work, a reality 

Dmitri himself seems to recognize and attempt to combat in his introduction to Laura. Dmitri 

both claims to believe that his parents “in a sense, had never died but lived on, looking over [his 

shoulder in a kind of virtual limbo,” echoing Shade’s mysticism in Canto 3 of “Pale Fire,” and 

asserts his belief that neither his father “nor [his] father’s shade” (emphasis mine) would have 

opposed Laura’s publication (xvii-xviii). 
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coherence,” and “a stylistic unity” (“What is an Author?” 895).81 In other words, we 

simultaneously understand the Author as a figure of radical originality and internal consistency. 

 This tension between originality and consistency emerges clearly in negative responses to 

Laura, which reviewers criticized for being both un-Nabokovian and too Nabokovian. 

Notoriously, the Nabokovian sponsored a Vladimir Nabokov write-alike” contest in 1999, prior 

to Laura s publication, in which selections from the unpublished text were placed alongside 

imitations and readers were asked to identify the authentic Nabokov passages—shockingly, no 

one identified the passages from Laura as Nabokov s work (Leving 252). Readers’ failures to 

differentiate the genuine Nabokov passages from the copycats would seemingly suggest that 

Laura represents a departure from Nabokov’s existing work; however, we could alternatively 

interpret the results of the write-alike contest to suggest Laura ventures into almost self-parodic 

territory. Tellingly, contemporary reviews of Laura suggest resemblance to Nabokov s previous 

work constitutes both aesthetic success and failure. The Wall Street Journal’s Alexander 

Theroux, for example, praises Flora s parenthetical dismissal of unwanted flowers—“(hateful 

blooms, regalized bananas, really)” (39)—as vaguely reminiscent of Humbert Humbert s 

famously abrupt description of his mother s death—“(picnic, lightning)” (Lolita 10) (in Leving 

175). The Telegraph’s Jonathan Bate, by contrast, compares the same infamous parenthesis from 

Lolita to Laura s parenthetical reduction of a three-year separation” to (distant war, regular 

 
81 As I note in the introduction to this dissertation, Foucault’s formulation of the Author-function 

draws upon Saint-Jerome’s criteria for textual attribution; he thus locates the origins of 

Authorship prior to prior to the development of copyright law. While Foucault’s definition of the 

Author-function is in some respects at odds with Woodmansee’s account of the development of 

the modern Author-figure, both of their formulations of the Author provide valuable insight into 

the problematics of our contemporary understanding of Authorship and the heated responses to 

Laura’s publication. 
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exchange of tender letters)” (239), but finds the device to be merely tired” in Laura (“The 

Original of Laura by Vladimir Nabokov: Review). In other words, Nabokov is too uncannily like 

himself. To paraphrase Nabokov’s own words, statically, the portrait generated by Laura is a 

faithful one (Laura 121), such that we recognize individual elements—familiar themes, repeated 

phrases, a brief mention of butterflies, that too-clever Nabokovian parenthesis—while missing 

the intangible essence of the author himself. 

Fragments Around a Nothing 

 Siegfried Kracauer counter-intuitively imagines photography as a technology which 

works in opposition to memory. His essay “Photography” creatively juxtaposes an image of a 

beautiful starlet (the “Demonic Diva”) with a photo of young girl being shown to her 

grandchildren many decades after it was first taken. While the Diva is instantaneously 

recognizable—because “everyone has already seen the original on the screen” (47)—the 

grandmother appears totally unfamiliar. We might understandably assume that the photograph 

serves to preserve the memories of the grandmother, but for Kracauer, the image effectively 

effaces the woman in purports to represent. Absent the oral tradition surrounding the photo, the 

grandchildren would not be able to identify the smiling girl in the picture as their grandmother, 

such that the image becomes, for them, the sum of its details. Their gazes fix not on the girl 

herself, but on her unfamiliar and outdated clothes, markers of a past era. What the image depicts 

then, is not the grandmother per se; “in reality,” Kracauer surmises, “it’s any young girl in 1864” 

(48). In other words, all that is or was unique to the grandmother vanishes before the camera.82 In 

 
82 Kracauer’s use of the Demonic Diva as a counterpoint to the grandmother is particularly useful 

and illustrative here. The Diva remains recognizable not only because the photograph is recent, 

but because viewers have previously seen her on film. The “original” in this case is already an 
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a stark contrast to memory, which records only details deemed to be significant, the photograph 

forms an exact yet incomplete image of its subject, reducing her to a fragmented collection of 

visual signifiers. In this sense, the photograph serves as perfect image of the grandmother while 

still nonetheless failing to capture her essential being, leading Kracauer to conclude that, “from 

the perspective of memory, photography appears as a jumble that consists partly of garbage” 

(51). 

 Kracauer’s analysis proves illuminating in both examining the index cards themselves 

and in considering Laura as a whole as a kind of portrait. As an exact reproduction of Nabokov’s 

manuscript, Laura retains and bestows a sense of elevated importance onto erasures, 

misspellings, and stray marks, transforming inessential aspects of the work—marks or errors that 

would never be reproduced in a final, published version of the text—into signs of its authenticity. 

This extends to the x’s reproduced on the backs of some index cards (see Figure 4), which 

contribute nothing to Laura as a literary text strengthen the illusory sense of holding the original 

 

image. I also wish to note here that Kracauer specifically sets up his theorization of photography 

through a discussion of images of two young women. 
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manuscript.83 Likewise, variant drafts and stray notes that would have been discarded before 

publication are incorporated into the text.84 Laura is not the draft of a novel or even notes for a 

novel, but rather the detritus of a novel—everything that could be subtracted from the final work. 

Even the opening card—which begins the longest and most fully-developed section of the text—

appears to be stained, interrupting narrative absorption.  

 These details, while trivial to any understanding of Laura as a novel in a traditional 

sense, nonetheless fundamentally shape the reader’s experience of the text. The relative legibility 

or illegibility of Nabokov’s hand, for example, determines the speed with which the reader 

 
83 Interestingly, some of the x’s are reproduced multiple times, contributing to the text’s 

uncanniness and subtly undermining the very illusion of authenticity they were likely intended to 

create. See Fig. 4. 
84 See, for example, card 155, which contains only the definition of the Greek word 

“Sophrosyne,” or card 215, which reproduces Nabokov’s notes on several terms related to 

Buddhism. While many of Nabokov’s drafts and papers have been preserved in archives, Pale 

Fire’s author-figure John Shade (who shares Nabokov’s habit of composing drafts on index 

cards) in fact “destroyed drafts the moment he ceased to need them,” treating early or variant 

versions of his works essentially as waste (15). Similarly, in The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, 

Knight’s half-brother V. discovers that the late author had destroyed his manuscripts before 

dying: “he belonged to that rare type of writer who knows that nothing ought to remain except 

the perfect achievement: the printed book; that its actual existence is inconsistent with that of its 

spectre, the uncouth manuscript flaunting its imperfections like a revengeful ghost carrying its 

own head under its arm; and that for this reason the litter of the workshop, no matter its 

sentimental or commercial value, must never subsist” (36). 

FIGURE 4, REVERSE OF CARDS 243, 271, 

241, 273 (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) 
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progresses through the novel. Crucially, the cards which are most difficult to decipher—and on 

which the reader’s gaze is forced to linger—are typically less well developed parts of the 

narrative (e.g., notes, early drafts, incomplete scenes, etc. See cards 129, 209, 215, and 237). 

This means not only that the most fragmentary and incomplete portions of the text assume 

greater importance, but also that the reader’s perception of Laura as either text or image actively 

shifts at varying points across the work. While writing is always a form of visual media—an 

image of language, so to speak—Nabokov’s more disorderly writing not only requires closer 

examination than printed text, but forces the reader to recognize and treat the words as images.85 

While these cards still ostensibly constitute parts of the narrative, they also signify visually, 

serving as indices of the Nabokov’s physical and mental states. 

 Moreover, it is the author’s handwriting itself—not the language that he uses—which 

signifies the author’s absent presence within Laura. Like the signature, the author’s writing 

serves as a mark of his past presence. His handwriting is simultaneously understood as unique 

and iterable—the shapes of the letters are both characteristic to him and infinitely repeatable, 

functioning metaphorically like fingerprints.86 We might then understand handwriting as the 

opposite of Barthes’s ecriture—its meaning is ultimately non-linguistic and is totally bound to 

and determined by the individual scriptor. This, then, is the paradox at the heart of Laura: the 

text both constitutes a metaphorical image of the author’s body and simultaneously effaces his 

familiar authorial presence. To borrow a phrase from Kracauer, Laura “dissolves into the sum of 

its details, like a corpse” (56), its meaning emerging primarily through its unwritten (or perhaps 

 
85 Mitchell, drawing on McLuhan’s Understanding Media, suggests that for McLuhan, print “was 

the closest any medium had come to isolating the visual sense.” See Mitchell, Image Science 

129, McLuhan, Understanding Media 334. 
86 Indeed, writing has traditionally been treated not only as a characteristic mark, but as an 

extension of the body. C.f. references to a person’s writing as their “hand.” 
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un-authorized?) elements. In drawing the reader’s eye to erased or scribbled over text, Laura 

foregrounds its own contingency—alternative Lauras are faintly visible, barely legible to the 

carefully searching eye (see, for example, card 243, which features faint text lightly crossed out 

running across the upper unlined portion of the card). While copyright is premised on the idea 

that the final form of a published text is the result of the Author’s genius, Laura is instead a 

snapshot of a work in progress, its form determined not by the conscious decisions of its Author-

God but by the unfortunate circumstances of his death.87 

 Laura in fact arguably consists of everything that falls outside of the purview of 

copyright. Copyright presupposes that a text is separable from its physical manifestations, such 

that the Author retains ownership of the incorporeal Original. The development of intellectual 

property largely depended on the clear demarcation of the ideal text from the physical book. In 

“On the wrongfulness of unauthorized publication of books,” Kant distinguishes between “the 

copy,” the physical text, and its content, the Author’s speech. Crucially, Kant makes no 

ontological distinction between  the original manuscript and the printed text—both are copies.88 

Laura, however, is a work that is totally inseparable from its medium, such that a printed 

transcription of the text absent the images would constitute a wholly different text. Its 

constitutive elements—the shapes of individual letters, the smudges of the eraser, the colored 

lines of the index cards—are all irrelevant from the point of view of copyright. To this extent, the 

 
87 Cf. Kracauer on the photograph: “It consists of elements in space whose configuration is so far 

from necessary that one could just as well imagine a different organization of these elements” 

(56). 
88 See Kant: “Some regard the publication of a book as a use of property in a copy (whether the 

copy has come to possessor as a manuscript from the author or as a print of the manuscript from 

an already existing publisher),” 8:79, emphasis mine. 
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Nabokov that Laura presents is not the author as we know him—his author-function—but rather 

“the sum of what can be subtracted from him” (Kracauer 57). 

 If photographic reproduction of Nabokov’s manuscript renders him unfamiliar to us, 

however, it nonetheless serves as an oddly appropriate medium for a posthumous work. Given its 

memorial function, it is perhaps unsurprising that photography has long been associated with 

death. In Camera Lucida, Barthes boldly declares that photography “has something to do with 

resurrection,” reflecting with astonishment that the photograph is not “a memory, an imagination 

a reconstitution… but reality in a past state” (82). In his reading of an image of condemned man, 

Barthes suggests that the photograph’s power is derived from its disruption of linear temporality: 

the young man is both dead and going to die, such that the photograph implicitly becomes an 

image of “an anterior future of which death is the stake” (96).89 Laura likewise is structured 

around the reader’s anticipation of a past death, in the sense that the cards reproduce the writing 

of a man we recognize as both dead and dying. However, as Alix Beeston stresses in glossing 

Barthes’s remarks, the photograph does not restore the past as living image, perfect and 

unchanged; rather, the medium “circulates at a portal for ghostly returns and reappearances” 

(29). And indeed, the book’s appearance on New Fiction shelves in 2009 would seem to 

constitute a ghostly return of the late Nabokov! Perhaps more importantly, however, (and more 

 
89 Barthes departs significantly from Kracauer here. Where Barthes treats every photograph (even 

landscapes!) as an image of death in the future anterior, Kracauer regards the accumulation of 

images as an “attempt to banish… the recollection of death,” noting the particular proliferation 

of images of the young, beautiful, and able-bodied in newspapers and glossy magazines (59). 

While it is true that photographs allow for the peculiar construction of a static world in which 

aging and death do not exist, Barthes’s observation that our knowledge of death frames our 

understanding of and desire for the photograph nonetheless powerfully informs my reading of 

Laura. 
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to Beeston’s point) Laura conjures a spectral Other, an image that is at once a reproduction of 

the manuscript and an entirely new work which exists outside of and alongside the Original. 

 In her examination of nineteenth century “spirit photography,” Shawn Michele Smith 

argues that the photograph does not simply reproduce the world as we see it, but also reveals that 

which normally goes unseen, that which hovers uneasily, in her words, on “the edge of sight” 

(8). Spirit photography, a genre of trick photography that employed double-exposure to create 

images of ghosts, she suggests, represented both a belief in photography’s capacity to reveal and 

record things outside of ordinary human perception and a desire to expand the realm of the 

visible beyond the limitations of the human eye. While the images were manufactured (Smith 

notes that renowned spirit photographers William H. Mumler and Éduoard Isidore Buguet were 

both prosecuted for fraud), they nonetheless exemplify photography’s uncanny power to 

simultaneously produce and reproduce, to render the familiar world strange through exposure 

(Smith 8-14). In Kracauer’s image of the grandmother, for example, she appears both as she was, 

reproduced exactly as she appeared at a single moment in 1864, and as she was not, utterly 

frozen and devoid of individuality, lacking life and specificity, unrecognizable to those who 

know her. While the aging photograph reveals details that would have been transparent to the 

grandmother’s contemporaries on the day the image was taken—there would have been nothing 

unusual about her chignons, her hair, her smile, at the moment the photograph was taken—it 

simultaneously creates a new object, an image that both is and is not the young girl as she was. Is 

the photograph’s “Original” the girl or the negative, its complementary and opposite image? It’s 



 96 

both, of course, which is to say that photography replicates the world as it is while 

simultaneously creating a world of its own.90 

 Laura thus both reveals Nabokov as he was: an aging man, subject, like all of us, to the 

inevitabilities of deterioration and death. He is not the Original Genius as we might like to 

imagine him—as he encouraged us to imagine him—but a bricoleur, building Laura up from 

fragments of the world around him, of his own work, and yes, of his own failing life. 

Simultaneously, however, the text creates a new image of the author as we have never seen him, 

unlike his author-function. He is familiar yet unrecognizable. In replicating the manuscript 

exactly as Nabokov left it, Laura makes a claim to authenticity, tantalizingly offering readers a 

glimpse past the mechanisms of publication—a view of the work in progress, the incomplete and 

embryonic novel. We imagine perhaps that this might give us insight into Nabokov as he really 

was, much as the dissection of corpses allowed early surgeons to understand the workings of the 

body. Simultaneously, however, the manuscript creates its own Nabokov, a man utterly 

unfamiliar and strange. While we might think of Laura as an image frozen in time, a novel 

isolated at a singular moment in its development, it may be more accurate to describe the work as 

an image of compressed time, taking the multiple stages of the work in progress and layering 

them over one another to create a composite image—both insofar as the existing Laura 

incorporates multiple versions of the same passages (e.g., cards 1 and 189), and in the sense that 

previous versions of the text remain faintly visible under literal erasure. In this sense, Laura is 

perhaps best understood as a form of textual spirit photography, a constructed final image which 

 
90 See also Derrida, Copy, Archive, Signature: A Conversation on Photography: “To the extent 

that [the photographer’s interventions] produce the image and constituted something of an image 

[de l’image], they modify reference itself, introducing multiplicity, divisibility, substitutivity, 

replaceability” (7). 
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layers multiple Lauras over top of one another to create a new work, at once totally artificial and 

yet made up of fragments of the real. 

 Ultimately, Laura seems to literalize Kracauer’s claim that photography “gathers 

fragments around a nothing” (56). Removing the cards from the codex allows the reader to 

reshape Laura, meaning we do not have to read the text linearly (and, in fact, Dmitri’s 

introduction explicitly invites readers to disregard the existing order of the cards). However, 

once the cards have been removed from the codex, there is no internal logic to anchor them—

even the designated chapter labels on the cards are insufficient, given the amount of draft 

material included in the text. The work, it would seem, is missing internal coherence, an 

organizing principle to hold the itself together and impose order on its contingent elements. In 

other words, Laura is missing its author. We never recognize him except in fragments, which is 

to say that we miss him altogether. 

Conclusion: My Father or My Father’s Shade 

 In coming to the end of this chapter, I’ve begun to imagine Laura as a haunted text, or, 

perhaps more accurately a text which haunts me. It is a work haunted by the book that might 

have been (that should have been?), by the words that will always remain unwritten. It a work 

haunted by its author, which bears the marks of his shaking hands, which echoes his frustrations 

with his failing body, which testifies through blank space and omissions to the nights he did not 

sleep and the days he did not write. It is haunted by his thwarted desire, by his unfulfilled last 

wish. And it haunts me in its uncanny familiarity—in the sense that I have heard this story 

before, though I cannot say how it ends. I am reminded of the words of the philologist Ulrich von 

Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, reflecting on Odysseus’s journey to the underworld: “We know that 

ghosts cannot speak until they have drunk blood; and the spirits which we evoke demand the 
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blood of our hearts. We give it to them gladly; but if they abide our question, something from us 

has entered into them” (Gregory 73). For Wilamowitz-Mollendorff, this “something from us” 

must be “cast out in the name of truth,” but I suspect there was always already something of the 

spectator within the specter. 

 In Camera Lucida, Barthes writes that the photograph’s particular power is derived not 

from its formal composition, the studium, but rather from the particular unintended element 

which pierces through the image, that which pricks or wounds the viewer: the punctum (26-27). 

The punctum, Barthes tells us, is not and cannot be constructed by the photographer—in fact, the 

punctum may not even be present within the image. The punctum “is a subtle beyond” which 

moves beyond” the image itself and takes the spectator outside [the] frame” (59). However, in 

moving beyond or outside the frame, Barthes strays into the realm of fantasy, creating the 

punctum through the power of his own desire. In her commentary on Barthes’s reading of James 

Van Der Zee’s family portrait, Smith notes that the punctum Barthes identifies—a necklace he 

describes as “a slender ribbon of braided gold” (53)—does not actually appear within the image. 

Both women in the photograph wear pearl necklaces. Barthes then misremembers the content of 

the photo such that his desired image overwrites the actual one (Smith 26). Simultaneously, 

Smith s reading suggests the distinction between studium and punctum is never actually as clear 

cut as Barthes imagines; his reading of the studium is deeply fraught with his own racial 

prejudices, such that it becomes problematic to assert, as Barthes does, that the studium is a 

contract arrived at between creators and consumers” which allows the viewer to inhabit and 

understand the photographer s intentions (Camera Lucida 28). 

 If there is a single detail within Laura which wounds me, it is the unevenness of its 

author’s hand. We imagine handwriting to be unique to an individual, such that a signature 
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carries legal weight as an authorizing mark. In fact, Nabokov’s writing varies greatly across 

Laura—it is sometimes forceful and dark, sometimes light and confused, such that I almost 

imagine I could chart his deterioration across the text, or perhaps identify the moment when he 

put down his pencil for the last time. Or perhaps it is the gentle shape of his I, the letter which at 

once signifies subjectivity and serves as Wild’s vehicle for self-erasure. In writing “I, Philip 

Wild” (147), did the author mean to imaginatively enter into his own creation, to efface his own 

subjectivity in writing Wild’s I? Or is Laura is simply, in Nabokov’s words, a tempting 

emptiness onto which I’ve projected my own desire? In their arrangement of the text, Dmitri 

Nabokov and Laura’s editors have constructed a narrative around the author’s death, such that I 

cannot determine where the studium ends and the punctum begins. Is Laura a shared fantasy? A 

project of gathering and organizing fragments of text around the space the author once occupied? 

 Camera Lucida is also Barthes’s meditation on his mother’s death. While Barthes 

employs a number of images to illustrate his claims about the essence of photography, the Winter 

Garden Photograph—an image of his mother as a child, which serves as the Camera Lucida’s 

punctum, so to speak—remains unreproduced, outside the scope of text. It is only in this image 

of mother-as-child—that is, his mother as he never knew her—that Barthes claims to “[discover] 

her as into herself” (71). In her old age, Barthes became her caretaker, such that he imagined her 

senescence as a second childhood and himself as her parent: “she had become my little girl, 

uniting for me with that essential child she was in her first photograph” (72). In his decision not 

to reproduce the Winter Garden Photograph, Barthes shields his mother-child from our eyes, but 
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also reinforces existing gendered dynamics of seeing/speaking: the feminized (and, in this case, 

infantilized) object of our gaze, the masculine observer and commentator.91  

 Dmitri, in his decision to publish Laura, ostensibly made the opposite choice, exposing 

his father to public view in his most vulnerable years. Like Barthes, Dmitri assumes the position 

of guardian (though he is imagined to have shirked his filial-parental duties). In this equation, 

however, the late Nabokov becomes his son’s charge, the feminized-infantalized-objectified. 

And in fact, through Laura’s publication, Dmitri assumes control over his father’s discourse, as 

it was ultimately his decision to publicly circulate the text. Dmitri’s introduction makes explicit 

the implicit content of Laura, narrating his father’s decline in sometimes gruesome detail.92 In 

transforming Nabokov into the implicit object of his own discourse, Dmitri effectively strips him 

of the privileges of authorship—the privileges of being non-corporeal, of being a fundamentally 

rational creative being. While the reproduction of the manuscript seemingly offers transparent 

access to the text as Nabokov left it—his Original Expression—the published Laura is 

effectively a new creation utterly unlike the novel Nabokov would have written. If Laura can be 

said to have an author, then, it is not Vladimir Nabokov, but Dmitri. 

 It was also Barthes, of course, who declared the Author dead in 1967, moving to 

empower the reader and assert the free-floating nature of discourse. Perhaps it was not enough to 

 
91 Smith notes that Barthes is disturbed to imagine himself as the photographed object and 

reserves for himself the position of spectator/commentator, while defining his mother as his 

perfect opposite (his photo negative?): “In Barthes’s account, she never looked and considered 

and critiqued. She never performed the intellectual work that was Barthes’s entire purposed. She 

was there to be observed only, and in the case of the Winter Garden Photograph, to be observed 

only by Barthes” (31). See also Jane Gallop’s “Observations of a Photographed Mother” in 

Living with his Camera. 
92 See, for example, Dmitri’s potentially embarrassing description of the “incessant 

inflammations under and around [Nabokov’s] toenails” (xvi), which is later echoed in Wild’s 

hatred of and desire to erase his own toes (157-159). Forgive me for including this detail in a 

footnote; the pun was not intended. 
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declare the Author dead. After all, the dead hold power over us, and even have rights inscribed in 

law. If the Author truly is dead—and I do believe that he is—then he is surely haunting us still. 

He is not a ghost, but rather a specter, “a certain phenomenal and carnal form of the spirit… 

neither soul nor body, and both one and the other” (Derrida, Spectres of Marx 5). The Author is 

at once a disembodied being—a function of discourse that we imagine, a thinking-speaking-

writing subject—and a corporeal thing—a creature of flesh and blood, a body that will die and 

decay. 

 In attending to the many Originals of Laura, I have admittedly neglected the most 

obvious “original”: Nabokov’s manuscript. Two weeks after Laura’s publication, the manuscript 

itself spectacularly failed to sell on the auction block at Christie’s, although five volumes 

inscribed by the author (including a third printing of Pale Fire) were all purchased that day.93 

What are we to make of this apparent disinterest in the original? I believe it would be a 

misreading to simply conclude that its reproduction in print stripped the aura from the 

manuscript itself. Perhaps the sale of the manuscript on the tail-end of Laura’s publicity 

campaign seemed too brazenly cynical, even for collectors. Perhaps, as the Nabokov 

Bibliography concluded, Laura simply “is not Lolita.” Perhaps the sorts of meticulous academics 

who would covet Nabokov’s half indecipherable notes for a novel simply don’t have half a 

million dollars to spend on a manuscript (most wouldn’t, but I think one or two of them might). 

It is my personal belief, however, that the published Laura, in preceding the manuscript, 

 
93 See “TOoL Manuscript Fails to Sell,” Nabokov Bibliography: “The 138 penciled index cards 

comprising the manuscript of VN’s The Original of Laura failed to sell at Christie’s on Friday. 

With a pre-auction estimate of $400,000-600,000, the bidding moved quickly from the $200,000 

opening to $280,000 and then stalled out. It took less than 23 seconds.” 
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irreparably altered our way of seeing those cards, paradoxically transforming the Original into a 

copy of its copy.
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ACTS OF SEEING: 

AUTOPSY AND POSTHUMOUS READING IN DON DELILLO’S LIBRA 

“If we stand today before the large canvas of Rembrandt’s The Anatomy Lesson in Mauritshuis 

we are standing precisely where those who were present at the dissection in the Waggebow 

stood, and we believe that we see what they saw then: in the foreground, the greenish, prone 

body of Aris Kindt, his neck broken and his chest risen terribly in rigor mortis. And yet it is 

debatable whether anyone every really saw that body, since the art of anatomy, then in its 

infancy, was not least a way of making the reprobate body invisible. It is somehow odd that Dr 

Tulp’s colleagues are not looking at Kindt’s body, that their gaze is directed just past it to focus 

on the open anatomical atlas…” 

-W. G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn (13) 

“The living night is dissipated in the brightness of death.” 

-Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic (146) 

Introduction 

 In Don DeLillo’s Libra, retired CIA senior analyst Nicholas Branch acts as an embedded 

proxy for the reader, sifting through endless documents in his attempt to construct a “secret 

history” of the Kennedy assassination (15). The CIA’s expansive archive apparently attempts to 

encompass the lives of all the principle actors in the tragedy—by transforming those lives into 

documents, “[b]aptismal records, report cards, postcards, divorce petitions, canceled checks…” 

(182). Although scholars have taken note of the critical importance of documents in Libra, 

particularly documents that might be used to verify identity or citizenship, less critical attention 

has been devoted to some of the more disturbing archival materials to cross Branch’s desk, 

which include “an actual warped bullet that has been fired for test purposes through the wrist of a 

seated cadaver.” As grisly photographs of “bullet shattered goat heads” arrive at his office, 

Branch seems to become less of a historian and more of a forensic anthropologist (301). 

Although his investigation is intended to account for a national trauma, it is also, on one level, an 
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autopsy, an attempt to provide a comprehensive explanation of how a living body became a 

corpse. Among the myriad papers, photographs, and videos that constitute the archive, however, 

there is one conspicuous absence—John F. Kennedy’s body. Although Kennedy’s autopsy was a 

matter of public record and is easily accessible to amateur historians and conspiracy theorists 

alike, Branch never reviews doctor’s notes, medical diagrams, or images of the cadaver. 

Nevertheless, Branch imagines himself as a firsthand investigator, moving “[b]eyond 

documents” to engage directly with the realities of bodily destruction, of “[s]hattered bone and 

horror” (301). 

 Libra offers a paranoid postmodern depiction of the Kennedy assassination, in which 

both Branch and reader simultaneously occupy the seemingly incongruous positions of forensic 

investigator and conspiracy theorist, following “the bullet trajectories backwards to the lives that 

occupy the shadows” (15). Joseph Kronick writes that Libra treats the assassination itself as a 

text, suggesting that the event itself is at once legible and ambiguous (110); similarly, the novel 

makes it clear that Kennedy’s body is itself a text, and its meaning is at once clearly visible and 

open to multiple interpretations. Kennedy’s autopsy forms the heart of the Warren Report; its 

release to the general public was intended to put an end to paranoid speculation about the identity 

and intentions of the assassin by constructing a coherent narrative derived from physical 

evidence. This effort, of course, failed spectacularly, in part due to what Elizabeth Klaver 

describes as a lack of autopsy, or something lacking in the autopsy (108). The president’s 

autopsy failed to produce a singular, empirically grounded narrative, instead ultimately 

contributing to the proliferation of conspiracy theories. “When autopsy is lacking,” Klaver 

concludes, “discourse arrives” (113). In her formulation, discourse—both the official narrative 

contained in the Warren Report and the paranoid alternatives offered by conspiracy theories—
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arises to paper over the failure of the autopsy, to fill the lacunae in the autopsy report. But while 

the president’s autopsy was certainly lacking, it is difficult to imagine a version of the autopsy 

which would have adequately satisfied the demands of an uncertain and traumatized public.94 

After all, as Klaver so beautifully and succinctly puts it, This was no ordinary body and no 

ordinary autopsy, for it ultimately had to do with how a nation would cope with the subversion of 

its primary social Imaginary” (103). 

 As a demonstration of the fragility of sovereignty as embodied within the singular figure 

of the sovereign, the Kennedy assassination represents a failure of human governmental 

structures and a rupture in the communal order. Beyond this relatively simple reading, however, 

it is important to note that the body of the sovereign has larger allegorical resonances. In The 

Origin of the German Tragic Drama, Benjamin claims that “[t]he sovereign is the representative 

of history,” such that the usurper posed a particular threat to “the continuity of the community” 

(65). The murder of the Sovereign thus seemingly constitutes a rupture in history itself. The 

Kennedy assassination becomes then not simply a loss of faith in governmental structures, but a 

larger problem within communal narrative structures—“history” is not simply a succession of 

facts about past occurrences, but a means of narrating and imagining a community. The 

assassination thus disrupts both the ordering structures of government and the narrative 

structures through which the community provides an account of itself. While the autopsy 

 
94 Klaver offers a detailed discussion of the irregularities in the president’s autopsy, or, more 

accurately, autopsies. While there was only one autopsy conducted, multiple reports of the 

autopsy exist, which vary in their descriptions of the late president s wounds: the official account 

included in the Warren Report of the autopsy performed by Commander James J. Humes, and a 

second report written by FBI agents O Neill and Sibert, who witnessed the autopsy. The doctors 

who initially examined Kennedy at Parkland Memorial Hospital also provided a written 

description of the president s injuries. For a description of these variant accounts, see Klaver 

109-110, Simon 57-61. 
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seemingly promises to heal this traumatic rupture, subjecting the Sovereign’s body to autopsy 

itself arguably constitutes a form of violation. 

 Autopsy, in its most general sense, represents a desire for knowledge—knowledge about 

a specific body (how did this once living body become a corpse?) or bodies in general (how is 

the human body structured and how does it function?). At a time when modern medicine was 

still in its infancy, autopsy made the body legible—to borrow Foucault’s language, the procedure 

allowed the medical gaze to very literally [penetrate] into the body” (The Birth of the Clinic 

136), rendering its secrets not only knowable but seeable. The literal meaning of “autopsy” is “to 

see with one’s own eyes,” etymologically foregrounding the direct engagement of the anatomist 

with the cadaver and the importance of gaining knowledge specifically through visual 

inspection.95 I find it strange that autopsy would be imagined as a form of seeing—there’s also 

touching involved, and certainly smelling. The etymology perhaps sanitizes the procedure, but it 

also speaks to a fantasy of the body as a system of clear and intelligible signs, whose meaning is 

immediately apparent to the trained eye. 

 Simultaneously, however, autopsy is a social institution, one which “determines the status 

of the corpse as a legal, medical, scientific, pedagogical, and/or humanist entity” (Klaver 104). 

Even the most casual viewer of Law and Order or CSI: Crime Scene Investigation understands 

that autopsies play an important role in the contemporary criminal justice system, helping 

forensic investigators determine whether a death was natural or unnatural, accidental or 

intentional, murder or suicide. Historically, however, autopsy played a much more direct and 

 
95 See “autopsy, n.” OED Online, Oxford University Press, March 2020, 

www.oed.com/view/Entry/13519. Early uses of the word in a medical context actually refer to 

visual examination of a living patient. The use of the term to describe post-mortem examination 

specifically did not arise until the late 17th century. 
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sinister role in the administration of punitive justice. In the 18th and early 19th centuries, autopsy 

itself became a disciplinary measure; the Act for better preventing the horrid Crime of Murder 

(better known simply as the Murder Act) allocated the bodies of those executed in London to the 

College of Surgeons, simultaneously supplying anatomists with cadavers and consolidating the 

authority of the state through the spectacle of dissection (Tunzelmann 61).96 Contemporary 

evidence suggests that the public nature of these autopsies was itself seen as a form of 

punishment, exposing the violated body of the criminal view and extending the state’s power 

over the condemned beyond the moment of death. When the infamous grave robber and 

murderer William Burke was sentenced to be executed and subsequently dissected, the presiding 

judge suggested his remains might be continually displayed afterwards as both a form of penance 

and a warning to others; his skeleton is in fact still on display today in the University of 

Edinburgh Anatomical Museum.97 Jonathan Sawday suggests that dissection effectively served 

as an analogue to public dismemberment, a form of punishment that had previously been 

reserved for the most serious offenders and traitors (55). 

 Autopsy thus functioned as an extension of the sovereign’s power over life and death, 

with the practices of execution and public anatomization itself serving as testimony to the power 

 
96 The Murder Act is often cited as the origin of the practice of dissecting the bodies of the 

condemned; however, this practice had been active long before its passage: “Long before 1752, 

‘penal dissection’ had been part of the lexicon of punishments available to the authorities, 

although its precise legislative status was ambivalent… As early as 1505 the Guild of Surgeons 

and Barbers, in Edinburgh, was granted the body of one executed felon each year for the 

purposes of dissection” (Sawday 55-56). 
97 See the Lord Justice-Clerks’s address to Burke at his sentencing: “I trust, that if it is ever 

customary to preserve skeletons, your’s [sic] will be preserved in order that posterity may keep 

in remembrance your atrocious crimes” (MacGregor 199). The modern British state has spared 

Burke from the ultimate extension of this punishment; no photography is allowed inside the 

museum due to contemporary laws governing the display of human remains. 
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of the crown.98 Moreover, much as the executioner served as a proxy for the sovereign, so too 

did the anatomist; Sawday observes that anatomist Alessandro Benedetti opens his 1502 

Anatomice, sive historia corporis humani by collapsing the sovereign, executioner, and 

anatomist into a single figure: “Tradition holds that kings themselves, taking counsel for the 

public safety, have accepted criminals from prison and dissected them alive in order that while 

breath remained they might search out the secrets of nature” (80). The sudden violent death of 

the sovereign, then, presents a perverse question: what would it mean to perform an autopsy of 

the sovereign? Such an autopsy, in fact, would reveal what is arguably the only thing outside the 

scope of the sovereign’s gaze: the interior of his own body.99 

 In spite of Branch’s belief that the curator of the archive wants him to move “beyond 

documents,” then, the archive effectively works to distance him from the body. Rather than 

seeing with his own eyes, the archive mediates that which cannot be seen, transforming the 

cadaver into a sprawling corpus. In this sense, Branch’s archive closely mirrors the Warren 

Report, which also strangely omits images of the president’s body—in spite of the fact that the 

 
98 While we might assume this would only apply to human autopsies, Derrida cites an elephant 

autopsy performed at the command of Louis XIV in 1681 as a display of sovereign power (The 

Beast and the Sovereign, Vol. I 277-282). The colossal body of the animal, dissected under the 

sovereign’s gaze, becomes a visual representation of the power of the Sun King, “a king of light 

and a source of light… Here, everything is subject to the Sun King, knowledge, and being, and 

the phenomenal elephant is both subject and object under the king’s gaze” (281). In her essay 

“See Topsy ‘Ride the Lightning’: The Scopic Machinery of Death,” Kelly Oliver argues that the 

elephant autopsy demonstrates the sovereign’s power over not only his subjects, but over nature 

itself: this spectacle demonstrates the king's sovereignty over both man and beast… Laid out in 

the theatre of autopsy, the giant animal is a testament to the power of the king over the entire 

world, even the world of nature” (77). 
99 Throughout The Body Emblazoned, Sawday beautifully mobilizes the image of the gorgon as 

an “[emblem] of a fragmented and dispersed body interior” (9), building upon surgeon Richard 

Selzer’s declaration that the interior of one’s own body “is a Medusa’s head one glimpse of 

which will render blind the presumptious [sic] eye” (in Sawday 8). By deploying the image of 

Medusa, Sawday depicts autopsy specifically as a way of seeing while simultaneously invoking 

the sense of fear that accompanies any exploration of our own bodies’ interiors. 
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included autopsy report plainly states that “the complexity of [the president’s skull fractures]… 

tax verbal description and are far better appreciated in photographs” (541). This omission very 

clearly suggests a desire to shield the president’s violated body from public view (and, 

conversely, to shield the public from such a sight); however, I want to further argue that the 

autoptic gaze itself mediates and transforms the body. 

 This chapter will explore the autopsy as a means of posthumously reading the body, 

transforming the cadaver into documentary evidence in order to construct a coherent narrative, a 

story of the body, so to speak. Branch imagines the Warren Report as the megaton novel James 

Joyce would have written if he d moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred,” “the novel in 

which nothing is left out” (182, 183); yet the report ultimately cannot contain the body itself.100 

Perhaps the cadaver is the Samuel Beckett play of America, the text in which nothing belongs or 

coheres, with intersecting and conflicting histories brutally inscribed in flesh and bone. 

However, even if Branch could access the absent body, he would still fail to move “beyond 

documents” (301). His fantasy of unmediated access fails to consider the body itself as a text that 

must be read and interpreted. The disappearance of the President’s brain from the National 

Archives leads to two related but paradoxical corollaries—first, documents act as substitutes for 

and call attention to the actual absent matter they describe, in this case, human tissue; second, 

 
100 DeLillo’s comparison of the Warren Report to a Joyce novel is, I think, slightly inapt. In 

considering Joyce’s famous boast Dublin could be perfectly reconstructed from Ulysses, Paul 

Saint-Amour notes that the sudden erasure of an entire city was not out of the realm of 

possibility in 1922: “the years 1914 to 1921 brought stark evidence of the growing erasability of 

cities, and of the vulnerability of urban populations to mass death or displacement” (Tense 

Future 222-223). While Ulysses represents a preemptive attempt to preserve Dublin from 

erasure, the Warren Report is, very literally, a post-mortem document, an attempt to restore what 

has been lost after the catastrophe. 
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this absent matter, as material that had been stored in an archive, was, before its disappearance, 

itself considered to be a (potentially) readable text.101 

 In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau argues that our discourse transforms 

the base matter of flesh into a body, creating a unified system that is medically and legally 

legible; even as our models of the body become more fully developed, however, the flesh 

reasserts itself: “the opaque carnal reality… gradually reveals its complex organization as it 

resists successive efforts to modify and control it” (145). While de Certeau imagines it is writing 

that affects this transformation of flesh into body, the history of autopsy has largely been a 

history of images, and our understanding of the body has been firmly grounded in the visual 

field. In opening up the cadaver, we very literally bring to light the inner workings of a body, 

revealing, perhaps, the full extent of a disease whose progression was detected far too late. And, 

in looking at other bodies, we can imaginatively apprehend the inner workings of our own 

bodies. Foucault thus imagines the cadaver as a source of light, rendering the symptoms and 

progression of disease both visible and comprehensible for the first time (The Birth of the Clinic 

 
101 The archival materials that provide the basis for Branch s history of the assassination contain 

virtually no references to the president s physical remains, save a series of FBI memos 

concerning the President s brain”; these memos conspicuously serve only to further foreground 

the body s absence by noting that the brain has been missing from the National Archives for 

over twenty years” (301). DeLillo claims not to have fabricated this detail, although, given the 

proliferation of conspiracy theories relating to the assassination and the difficulty of verifying 

certain sources, it is perhaps unsurprising that, in her review of the novel for the New York 

Times, Anne Tyler notes the author s careful choice of words” when responding to a question 

about the veracity of the claim. If the story were not already strange enough, James L. Swanson, 

author of End of Days: The Assassination of John F. Kennedy, alleges Robert Kennedy stole his 

brother s brain from the National Archives, perhaps to conceal evidence of the true extent of 

Kennedy s illnesses, or perhaps to conceal evidence of the number of medications that President 

Kennedy as taking.” See Tyler, Dallas, Echoing Down the Decades,” New York Times, 24 July 

1988; Busio, Gary, RFK may have swiped JFK s missing brain,” New York Post, 20 October 

2013. 
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146). In this sense, perhaps, the body is a specifically visual medium. However, in treating the 

body as a system of legible signs, the autoptic gaze must necessarily cut through the flesh, so to 

speak, transforming the body into a document. Branch’s phantasmic encounter, then, with 

“shattered bone and horror” oddly bears witness to the flesh, but fails to apprehend or understand 

the body. 

Substitutes and Scapegoats 

 Although the cadaver does not directly appear in Branch’s archive, his investigation 

nonetheless frames the body as a nexus of truth.102 In imagining his work as an attempt to 

“follow the bullet trajectories backwards to the lives that occupy the shadows, actual men who 

moan in their dreams” (15), Branch implicitly positions the body as both a temporal origin and a 

spatial central point. The image calls to mind the various 3D reconstructions of Dealy Plaza that 

have appeared in countless documentaries about the assassination, tracing the bullets’ paths back 

from Kennedy’s body to Oswald’s rifle; these visualizations effectively position the president, 

for 6.9 fatal seconds, as the center of the visible universe, as if the bullets and the crowds and 

every particle of matter in Dallas revolved around him. History in Libra similarly begins and 

ends with the body of the president. Branch’s history is specifically a posthumous history, a 

reconstruction empirically grounded in the physical matter of the late sovereign’s violated 

flesh.103 While Oswald constantly imagines history as a palpable force or a relentless tide, 

 
102 This formulation, I should note, is far from unique. Foucault frames the cadaver as “the field 

of origin and manifestation of truth” for early medical science (The Birth of the Clinic 196). 
103 Almost every critical treatment I’ve read of Libra has offered some interpretation of how, 

precisely, the novel defines history. Patrick O’Donnell situates a profound transformation that 

occurs at the moment of the President’s death, such that the nature of history itself is transformed 

by the assassination: “what has been lost at the moment of the president’s death is history itself, 

or that narrative sense of history as a series of logical connections between discrete moments 

ordered in time in the unfolding scheme of the individual or the nation’s special destiny… what 
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Branch’s study suggests history is a retrospective construction, one that begins at the moment of 

death. 

 Branch’s history, then, serves as a parallel to the autopsy, a textual investigation that 

unfolds alongside the physical one, beginning at the entry wounds on the President’s corpse. 

What kind of history, however, can be assembled from these fragments of flesh and broken 

bone? In one sense, both the autopsy and Branch’s investigation can only produce a material 

history, a narrative that obeys strict laws of cause and effect, of equal and opposite reactions. 

While this history may tell us how the assassination took place, it fails to provide any meaningful 

sense of understanding. Joseph Kronick notes that the Warren Commission was itself unduly 

fixated on the “revelatory value of chronological narrative,” to the extent that, based on its 

account of the assassination, “we could say without exaggeration that Oswald killed President 

Kennedy because when he was 15 a woman handed him a leaflet entitled ‘Save the Rosenbergs’ 

and this introduced him to Marxism” (114).  

 Simultaneously, however, critics have observed that Oswald himself seems to be a 

construction that emerges from the archive; perversely, the assassin is himself a product of the 

autopsy.104 Even Oswald himself seems to intuitively understand that his identity will be 

retroactively formed in relation to the President’s death; as he lies in his prison cell, he imagines 

creating a vast archive: 

They will give him writing paper and books. He will fill his cell with books 

about the case. He will have time to educate himself in criminal law, ballistics, 

 

replaces this lost sense of a coherent reality are the hermeneutic productions of cultural paranoia" 

(48). 
104 See, for example, Patrick O’Donnell’s Latent Destinies: Cultural Paranoia and 

Contemporary U.S. Narrative. O’Donnell argues that Branch’s retrospective investigation of the 

assassination allows both Branch and the reader “to construct Oswald himself as a historical 

back-formation whose future’ is a determinate relation to a simulated past” (50). 



 113 

acoustics, photography. Whatever pertains to the case he will examine and 

consume… His life had a clear subject now, called Lee Harvey Oswald. (439) 

Oswald, of course, will die soon after, and his imagined archive will become subsumed by the 

larger history of the assassination. Kronick notes that in fact the Warren Report contains no less 

than three biographies of Oswald, each of which is designed specifically to tie him to the 

event.105 On a metatextual level, Libra itself is a fictionalized biography of Oswald (based, of 

course, on DeLillo’s own deep archival research), but his story is merely a prelude to the 

assassination. In other words, the story of Lee Harvey Oswald is merely one volume within the 

sprawling archive of John F. Kennedy. 

 Nonetheless, Oswald’s position within the archive is an important one that deserves 

further scrutiny. While President Kennedy’s body appears in the archive only through a series of 

models and substitutions, Branch does receive and study photos of Oswald on the autopsy table 

(300), as well as “a microphotograph of three strands of [his] pubic hair” and “a detailed 

description of this hair” (Libra 183).106 Because autopsy was once a punitive measure, there is, 

of course, a gruesome logic to Oswald’s autopsy and the inclusion of the photos in Branch’s 

archive—Oswald is a traitor, and his dissection represents both part of an official inquiry into the 

president’s death and a posthumous form of retribution, as Jack Ruby had deprived the state of 

 
105 See Joseph Kronick, “Libra and the Assassination of JFK: A Textbook Operation,” Arizona 

Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, and Theory, vol. 50 no. 1, 1994, p. 109-

132: “In a Shandyean fashion, the Report begins the life of Oswald before his birth and tells it 

three times: once to determine there was no conspiracy, a second time to explain his motives and 

how background may have influenced his actions, and a third time to provide documentary 

evidence of his guilt. The first serves to identify him as assassin, the second to determine cause, 

the third to account for his movement up till the time he went to bed (at about 9) on November 

21” (126-127). 
106 As strange as it may seem, the actual Warren Report approaches this level of detail, 

describing at surprising length samples of pubic hair found on a blanket in Oswald’s garage. 

Commission Exhibit 666 is a diagram of hairs, included to help differentiate them from fibers. 

See President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, Appendix X, 586-591. 
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its right to execute him. Simultaneously, however, Oswald’s body potentially serves as another 

proxy for the President’s, not unlike the shattered goat skulls used in ballistics tests. 

 Libra in fact consistently works to establish Oswald not simply as Kennedy’s antagonist, 

but as his doppelgänger. Oswald fixates on the similarities between himself and the President, 

observing that he “was always reading two or three books, like Kennedy. Did military service in 

the Pacific, like Kennedy. Poor handwriting, terrible speller, like Kennedy. Wives pregnant at the 

same time. Brothers named Robert” (339). Admittedly, the text itself occasionally undermines 

this formulation, as when Oswald goes to check out Alan Moorehead’s The White Nile, because 

he knows the President has read it; when he discovers the book has already been checked out, he 

settles for Moorehead’s follow-up The Blue Nile instead. However, Art Simon notes that the 

contemporary media frequently portrayed Oswald as Kennedy’s “mirrored inversion”: “whereas 

the president was a genuine leader, a figure in history, his double was understood as a self-

deluded leader whose illegitimate claims to greatness and absence from history are posed as the 

motivation behind his lethal actions” (80). While Simon is correct in arguing that portraying 

Oswald as an impotent imitation of the President bolsters the prosecution’s case, this mirroring 

also potentially transforms Oswald into an appropriate substitute for Kennedy. Within Branch’s 

archive, Oswald’s body effectively displaces Kennedy’s on the autopsy table. 

 The archive and the Warren Report in fact both employ a number of models in place of 

the actual President’s body. The documents Branch receives from the Curator include the results 

of a number of ballistics tests in which models constructed from “human skulls and goat 

carcasses,” as well as the previously mentioned “bullet-shattered goat heads,” “a gelatin-tissue 

model ‘dressed’ like the President,” and “a human skull filled with gelatin and covered with 

goatskin to simulate a scalp” (301). The Warren Report does confirm that similar tests were 
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conducted, but does not specify which kinds of animal skin and meat were used (582).107 In 

employing these doubles and substitutes, Libra quietly raises questions about what kinds of 

bodies are fit for autopsy. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the bodies subjected to violation and 

examination are those of the criminal (e.g., Oswald) and the animal (specifically, in the case of 

Libra, the goat). 

 Early autopsies would typically have been performed on the most vulnerable and 

marginalized members of society. While the Murder Act did provision the bodies of the 

condemned for use by surgical colleges, the demand for cadavers far exceeded the meager 

supply provided by the scaffold. In actuality, many of the bodies would have been those of the 

poor, taken from “the dead wards of charity hospitals” (Tunzelmann 61). Other likely candidates 

for dissection included “the insane, suicides, orphans, even, simply, strangers’”; colonialism, 

unsurprisingly, also played a role in the body trade, and the “New World” was seen as “a new 

source for human bodies” (Sawday 3). While “unremarkable corpses” were used to teach 

anatomy to surgical students, the mostly highly prized (and priced) cadavers would be non-

normative bodies, so-called “physiological freaks” (Richardson 57).108 Nonetheless, Tunzelmann 

 
107 See the “Tests Simulating President Kennedy’s Neck Wound” In Appendix X., Expert 

Testimony: “That substance was simulated by constructing three blocks: one with a 20-percent 

gelatin composition, a second from one animal meat and a third from another animal meat… To 

reconstruct the assassination situation as closely as possible both sides of the substances were 

covered with material and clipped animal skin to duplicate human skin” (582). Commission 

Exhibit No. 850 is said to depict these models, but it is not included in the published version of 

the report.  
108 Anatomists in some cases would go to incredible (and horrifying) lengths to acquire unusual 

bodies. An early and infamous case regards anatomist John Hunter’s acquisition of the body of 

Charles Byrne, the so-called “Irish Giant.” Byrne’s exact height during his life is unknown, but 

his skeleton stands 7’ 7”. Fearing his body would be dissected, Byrne requested he be buried at 

sea; nonetheless, after his death, the whole tribe of surgeons put in a claim for the poor departed 

Irish giant and surrounded his house just as Greenland harpooners would an enormous whale” 

(Meier). Accounts of how, precisely, Hunter acquired Byrne’s body vary; Sawday writes that he 
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suggests framing autopsy as a form of retribution was necessary in order to mitigate the public’s 

reservations about the practice; this narrative likewise helped to ease the anxieties of young 

surgeons (61-62). 

 Public dissections, then, were rationalized by portraying autopsied bodies as belonging to 

those outside of civil order. Paradoxically, bodies were needed to gain a more complete 

understanding of human anatomy, but their dissection could only be justified by dehumanizing 

them. We can see this process at work in William Hogarth’s The Four Stages of Cruelty, a 1751 

series of engravings depicting the life and post-mortem dissection of a fictional murderer, Tom 

Nero. Hogarth explicitly frames autopsy as retribution for Nero’s moral transgressions; the final 

engraving, depicting Nero s cadaver on the autopsy table, surrounded by a crowd of surgeons 

who gleefully peel back his skin, is entitled “The Reward of Cruelty.” However, James A. 

Steintrager argues that the images explicitly link Nero’s cruelty to “physical grotesqueness,” 

implicitly dehumanizing him prior to his dissection: [Nero s] physiognomical deformations… 

lead one to infer a concomitant ugliness of spirit. Tom Nero is not so much a member of the 

lower class of humans as he is a different and inimical form of life” (70-71).109  Frédéric Ogée 

 

bribed the undertaker, while Alison Meier suggests Byrne’s friends briefly left the body in a 

barn, allowing the surgeon enough time to abscond with the remains (Sawday 4-5, Meier). 

Byrne’s skeleton has been the centerpiece of the Hunterian Museum at the Royal College of 

Surgeons in London ever since. However, there may be a happy (or happier) ending to the story 

on the horizon. The museum, which is currently under renovation and will be closed until 2021, 

announced in 2018 that they are considering burying the remains at sea, in accordance with 

Byrne’s wishes (Meier). 
109 The pseudosciences of physiognomy and phrenology which circulated in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries mimicked legitimate medical discourse, but they share in what I have called 

the fantasy of autopsy, the belief in the clear legibility of the body. Physiognomy and phrenology 

both advance the idea that virtue and depravity manifest physically in the same way as health or 

disease. For a more complete discussion of Nero’s physiognomy, see James A. Steintrager, 

“Monstrous Appearances: Hogarth’s ‘Four Stages of Cruelty’ and the Paradox of Inhumanity,” 

The Eighteenth Century, vol. 42, no. 1, 2001, pp. 59–82. 



 117 

asserts that that Hogarth’s engravings specifically depict bodies in the process of transformation, 

such that “the consequences of the characters’ modes of life” register themselves physiologically 

(254); he frequently depicts the body as “a disturbing cluster of animal desires that are obviously 

out of control” (260, emphasis mine). Nero’s features, in comparison to his peers, exaggerated 

and grotesque in even the first image (see Figure 5, below, showing Tom Nero on the left). 

however, over the course of the engravings, Nero thus becomes more physically monstrous in 

both body and spirit, his physical inhumanity ultimately acting as an implicit justification for his 

dissection in the final panel (see Figure 6). 

 This dehumanization is perhaps paradoxical—the very act of imposing punishment upon 

the criminal (or, specifically, the traitor), places him outside of the civil order and on the level of 

the animal. In his seminar The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida argues that both the animal and 

the criminal are situated outside the law—a condition they share, oddly enough, with the 

Sovereign himself (The Beast and the Sovereign Vol. I 17). In this sense, both Oswald and the 

goats become appropriate substitutes for the late President, bodies that can be deconstructed in 

his place. DeLillo s choice of the goat, specifically, carries potential biblical overtones, calling to 

mind the Judgement of the Nations in the Gospel of Matthew, in which Christ separates the 

saved from the condemned, as the shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats” (Matthew 

FIGURE 6, DETAIL FROM 

CRUELTY IN PERFECTION 

FIGURE 5, DETAIL FROM THE FIRST STAGE 

OF CRUELTY 
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25:32). Both Oswald and the animals are inherently defined as criminal, their guilt justifying 

their posthumous desecration; moreover, their dissections serve to restore the sense of order and 

social stability that collapsed with the President s death.  In other words, Oswald isn t a 

sacrificial lamb—he s a scapegoat. 

 The next section of this chapter will explore these attempts to restore social order at 

greater length, as I examine autopsy as a means of constructing coherent and meaningful 

narratives. However, I first want to take a moment to further consider Oswald’s relationship to 

the President and his place in history. DeLillo’s Oswald is largely a passive figure, a man who 

both fantasizes about taking his rightful place in history and simultaneously recognizes himself 

as the product and prisoner of larger social forces. In one resonant and macabre passage, Oswald 

thinks to himself that “The purpose of history is to climb out of your own skin,” as he imagines 

his own individual identity dissolving and merging with some greater historical unconscious 

(102). Ironically, Oswald does indeed become part of history as medical examiners peel back 

layers of the skin that he so desperately wanted to crawl out of. While the novel provides 

relatively scant insight into Kennedy’s consciousness, Libra does suggest that the President 

himself felt an anxiety about the larger historical forces at play in his life. At the time of his 

death, Kennedy is carrying a scrap of paper in his pocket with lines from Shakespeare’s King 

John that seem to prefigure his own death and dissection: “They whirl asunder and dismember 

me” (396). 

 In their original context, these words speak to the king’s niece’s feeling of divided 

loyalty, after she has been married to the French Dauphin, while in Libra they speak to the many 

quietly unfolding plots that will converge in Dallas to end the President’s life. However, the 

subtle allusion to conflicting political commitments is perhaps also relevant to Libra. Kronick 
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notes that many hardline anti-Castro factions in fact did consider the President a traitor; the day 

before the assassination, an unidentified group even distributed “handbills fashioned like wanted 

posters with two photographs of the President, one in profile and one full face, with the caption 

‘Wanted for Treason’” (Kronick 112). These anti-Castro factions, of course, are primarily 

represented within the novel by the CIA’s plot to stage a failed assassination of the President (a 

plot that ironically fails by succeeding). In framing the President himself as a traitor, these rogue 

CIA agents imaginatively sever the Sovereign’s physical body from his metaphorical one, 

separating the state from its embodied representative. This metaphorical dissection prefigures the 

Sovereign’s physical dissection following the assassination. 

 These imagined slippages between Kennedy and Oswald reflect a kind of assumed bodily 

interchangeability at work in autopsy. Because autopsy engages all bodies simply as matter, we 

cannot differentiate between the Sovereign’s body and the criminal’s on the dissection table. 

Simultaneously, however, they demonstrate the extent to which Kennedy and Oswald seemingly 

constitute one another within the archive. Oswald, as historical referent, effectively emerges 

from the investigation into the Kennedy assassination, and his identity is subsumed by the 

Sovereign’s. Likewise, Kennedy’s place in history and his status as Sovereign are defined and 

cemented in relation to Oswald. In transforming the President into a martyr, Oswald undermines 

any attempt to challenge his place in history. Ironically, the enduring image of John F. 

Kennedy—young, handsome, doomed—is itself a product of the assassination. 

The Embodied Archive 

 Even Oswald’s body, however, does not appear directly in Branch’s archive; rather, 

Branch receives photos and diagrams, as well as the “ordinary pocket litter” fashioned by Win 

Everett: “an application for a post-office box; a certificate of service, U.S. Marine Corps; a 
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Social Security card a passport application; a driver’s license; a stolen credit card and half a 

dozen other documents” (147). These papers, intended to create the spectre of a gunman, also 

sadly represent the kind of refuse left behind after a death, the many scraps of paper left behind 

that signify a human life, that prove a human being existed and belonged to civil society. Everett 

initially creates these papers in place of a human being, suggesting a kind of interchangeability 

of bodies and documents at work in Libra, or perhaps even the precedence of documentation 

over corporeality. After all, who or what is a human being without a birth certificate, a driver’s 

license, a credit card?110 Indeed, from Everett's perspective, the documents seem to call Oswald 

into being, such that the papers effectively create the person. 

 Autopsy, however, tells a slightly more complex story about the relationship between 

physical bodies and documents. After all, early autopsies led to the creation of an entire branch 

of medical science, and a corresponding archive spanning centuries of research. In this sense, 

Sawday argues, autopsy is constructive, as the dissection of the physical body calls “a new 

‘body’ of knowledge into being” (2). In creating this new “body,” a profound transformation 

occurs, as the bodies of the poor, the sick, and the condemned become representations of human 

beings in general; anatomical atlases were (and still are) populated with images of a normative 

human body, an ideal image that is essentially a composite of many individual bodies 

(Tunzelmann 63-64). In one sense, these cadavers have been translated into information, 

disembodied knowledge; however, this process also very literally produced reams of documents 

and diagrams, transfiguring flesh into parchment. 

 
110 This frustrating dilemma is illustrated beautifully by a 2016 episode of the podcast Radiolab, 

“The Girl Who Doesn’t Exist,” which chronicles a young woman’s attempts to prove her 

American citizenship and enter civil society without a birth certificate or any authenticating 

documentation. See “The Girl Who Doesn’t Exist,” Radiolab from WNYC Studios, 29 August 

2016, https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/invisible-girl. 
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 The precise medium in which this information is gathered may seem immaterial; 

however, in approaching Branch’s archive, I believe it is crucial that we consider documents as 

physical objects. Oswald and Kennedy’s bodies appear to Branch in the mediated forms of 

photographs, diagrams, and documents, but these are all physical objects that form a corpus in its 

own right. The archive, after all, is not simply an imagined body of knowledge, but a physical 

place where information is gathered together and organized.111 I specifically want to emphasize 

organization here as a principle of both archive and autopsy. Autopsy, after all, treats the body as 

a system of legible signs whose meaning is determined by their unique spatial arrangement; we 

create a coherent and unified narrative by assembling individual pieces of evidence, the various 

signs inscribed in the cadaver, into a coherent order. The archive, likewise, operates according to 

what Derrida calls the principle of consignation, the “gathering together [of] signs”; however, it 

is only through a specific arrangement or organization that these signs come together to form a 

coherent corpus, “a system or a synchrony in which all the elements articulate the unity of an 

ideal configuration” (Archive Fever 3). Implicitly, we can also infer that the creation of an 

archive requires the exclusion of certain extraneous material. The autopsy, similarly, fragments 

the body into a system of meaningful signs, metaphorically (and sometimes physically) cutting 

away other matter. 

 These organizational principles potentially speak to the failures of the Warren Report, 

Branch s archival project, and the Kennedy autopsy, which I will address at length momentarily. 

However, first I want to dwell for a moment on the relationships between bodies and documents 

 
111 Derrida particularly emphasizes that “archive” refers very specifically to a physical place: 

“the meaning of ‘archive,’ its only meaning, comes to it from the Greek arkheion: initially a 

house, a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the archons, those who 

commanded… It is this, in this domiciliation, in this house arrest, that archives take place” 

(Archive Fever 2). 
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and the precise mechanisms by which autopsy facilitates the transformation of the body into 

document. Autopsy, after all, stages a firsthand confrontation between the observer and the 

corpse; the procedure promises us not only empirical knowledge of the body, but visual 

knowledge specifically. However, Sawday suggests that early public dissections actually used 

anatomical atlases as mediators, facilitating the encounter with the body by way of the sign; 

visual representations of dissections in fact often depict the anatomist lecturing from a text.112 

While the dissection is ostensibly an immediate sensory experience, in which the inner workings 

of the body are exposed to us, these images remind us that autopsy functions differentially. Each 

body, after all, is unique and is further marked by individual lived experiences. Early anatomist 

Marie-François-Xavier Bichat’s invocation to surgeons to “Open up a few corpses” (cited in 

Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic 146, emphasis mine) itself is revealing: we gain knowledge of 

the body only through comparison. Anatomical atlases thus provide a normative image of the 

body against which the individual cadaver can be read and understood.113 In this sense, the 

physical body cannot be neatly separated from the documents used to interpret it; they mutually 

support and constitute one another. 

 This relationship between body and text brings me to the Warren Report, which both 

contains the President’s autopsy report and itself functions as a kind of expanded autopsy. If the 

autopsy report’s objective was to explain how, precisely, the President died, the Warren Report 

 
112 This is admittedly a simplification. Sawday does state that textual authority began to wane 

under the influence of Vesalius; he likewise cautions that representations of anatomy theaters 

should not be taken to depict the events exactly as they occurred (64-65). At this point, Sawday 

claims “the text did not disappear completely, but rather it became ancillary to the more dramatic 

interchange which the anatomist and the corpse were now able to reproduce” (65). 
113 It is worth noting here again that most bodies in renaissance anatomy theaters would have 

been those of the poor and likely would not have been in the best of health. The normative 

bodies in the atlas would have rendered their various ailments visible; simultaneously, these 

normative images could only be constructed by comparing many non-normative bodies. 
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sought to instrumentalize that information, to end the proliferation of conspiracy theories, and to 

restore the shattered faith of the body politic. These grand goals, admittedly, far exceed what the 

autopsy report is capable of accomplishing. Klaver ultimately reaches this conclusion herself; in 

spite of the many discrepancies she identifies within the varying accounts of President 

Kennedy’s autopsy, she determines that the autopsy’s failure is not the fault of the medical 

examiners: 

With this particular autopsy, the quest clearly becomes much more than just an 

epistemological answer to the question “what is the cause of death?” It becomes 

the suturing of ideology through the institution of autopsy… In other words, what 

is lacking in the Kennedy autopsy would most certainly have appeared anyway 

even if procedures had been followed perfectly. (112) 

While Klaver may be correct in this regard, I nonetheless want to probe the particular failures of 

the Warren report further. Ostensibly, the document represents an attempt at radical transparency 

on the part of the federal government; however, the Warren Report’s failure is largely a failure of 

vision, exemplified by the exclusion of the autopsy photos from the official record. 

 While we now perhaps think of the Kennedy assassination as a highly visible historical 

event—it was captured on video, and multiple 3D models of Dealey Plaza are now accessible 

online—images of the president’s body were not accessible to the public in the immediate 

aftermath of the assassination.114 Evidence relating to the president’s autopsy, including “photos, 

x rays, tissue sections of the body, and the president’s brain” were not handed over to the 

National Archives until 1966; even then, access to these items was restricted for an additional 

 
114 Kennedy’s autopsy photos are now easily accessible online; however, given the graphic 

nature of the images, I have chosen not to include them here. 
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five years (Simon 59).115 As Klaver notes, medical examiners failed to shave Kennedy’s head, 

preserving his familiar image yet making it all but impossible to clearly view the skull fractures 

(110-111). It is now believed that a second set of more sanitized photos were also taken, 

potentially at the request of the Kennedy family, in anticipation of a public demand for the 

release of the images.116 These omissions and restrictions speak to an extreme and prolonged 

anxiety surrounding the visibility of the President’s corpse. Even the members of the Warren 

Commission, with the exception of Earl Warren, did not view the autopsy photos or diagrams 

based on them; they instead reviewed only the official findings of the medical examiners (Simon 

55). Arguably, the exclusion of the photos and diagrams from the published report should make 

little difference; after all, the vast majority of its readers would lack the proper medical training 

to analyze the images, and the autopsy report provides a full account of the medical examiners’ 

findings. Nonetheless, their very exclusion seems to speak to a desire for secrecy. In a very 

literal sense, the omission of the images prevents the public from participating in the autopsy—

that is, it prevents them from seeing with their own eyes. 

 While the failure of the Warren Report is the result of ommissions and exclusions, 

Branch’s own archival project ironically seems to flounder as a result of its attempt to fill in 

 
115 Art Simon notes that the Zapruder film circulated illicitly for a time, taking on the quality of a 

fetish object. Abraham Zapruder himself reportedly feared the film would “[be] shown in sleazy 

Times Square movie houses, while men hawked it on the street” (Simon 61). Simon observes 

that conspiracy theories proliferated in the pages of publications like Playboy; the accompanying 

imagery, he argues “often functioned as soft core's hard-core insert, with the Zapruder imagery 

operating as the equivalent of the snuff film” (66). 
116 Saundra K. Spencer, a worker at the Naval Photographic Center who processed photographs 

from the autopsy, “was shown the archives’ autopsy photos and concluded they were not the 

pictures she had helped process. Those she had worked with, she said, had ‘no blood or opening 

cavities.’ Ms. Spencer theorized that a second photographer took pictures of a cleaned-up corpse 

and speculated that was done at the request of the Kennedy family in case autopsy pictures had 

to be made public.” “Second Set of Photos of Kennedy Autopsy” New York Times, 1 Aug. 1998, 

https://www.nytimes.com/1998/08/01/us/second-set-of-photos-of-kennedy-autopsy.html. 
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these voids, substituting photographs and documents for the absent matter of the body. While his 

investigation should serve to discredit conspiracy theories, Branch himself seems to suffer from 

the same delusions as conspiracy theorists: that every sign is equally meaningful, that all 

evidence must cohere in a single, elegant narrative. Tellingly, he cannot bring himself to discard 

even “photos of illegible documents” in accordance with his belief that every piece of evidence 

must belong within the record: “Everything belongs, everything adheres” (183). O’Donnell 

speaks to the paranoid impulse to revisit every image, review every document, repeatedly rewind 

the Zapruder film: “what is unacceptable to the interpolated general public is that there is no final 

sacramental relic of the ‘real’ to be gained by researching the photos and archives, no ultimate 

exegetical logic to an episode that threatens to undermine the orderly progress of history and 

destiny” (45-46). Ostensibly, Branch’s objective is the same as the Warren Report’s: to construct 

a logical narrative of the assassination and to determine, once and for all, who killed President 

Kennedy. Yet Branch must follow every avenue of inquiry, interpret every sign, account for 

every possible suspect. To this extent, the paranoid gaze, which imbues every object with 

meaning, contrasts sharply with the surgical precision of the autoptic gaze, which, in 

transforming the body into a system of legible signs, implicitly disregards healthy matter. 

 While the paranoid gaze understands all signs as meaningful, the autoptic gaze can only 

recognize and interpret certain kinds of marks upon the body. The autopsy reads the body itself 

as an archive of lived experiences, as if the entirety of a person’s life (or at least their death) is 

somehow inscribed in flesh and can be made legible. And perhaps this is correct; certainly, a 

lifetime of stress, for example, takes a physical toll on the body, a toll that may manifest as 

excess weight or heart disease. Pregnancy may leave stretch marks; a lifetime of smoking will be 

visible as damage to the lungs. But the majority of these signs manifest as damage to the body. 
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During the medico-legal autopsy specifically, the signs that make the body legible are in fact 

wounds. These signs are comprehensible through their resemblance to other wounds on other 

bodies—and singular in their inscription on this particular body. Autopsy thus alienates the 

apparently normal matter of the body and transforms the cadaver into the sum of its damages, 

through the application of a macabre différance. In this sense, Kennedy’s autopsy effectively 

reduces the divine body of the sovereign to abject matter, a network of wounds. Autopsy 

diagrams, in fact, very literally perform this transformation, mapping injuries onto an otherwise 

featureless form. 

 In studying the autopsy diagrams, I find myself wondering if it is possible to truly see a 

body and make sense of it at the same time. The healthy tissue vanishes, and we are left with a 

network of wounds, a map of violation that tracks the bullets’ trails through the president’s 

muscles and bones. And, in turn, these wounds become signs whose meaning is interpreted based 

on other wounds on other bodies. Any singularity or specificity of this body is erased; it is now 

part of a wider network of signification. It is queer perhaps, that in drawing closer to the body, in 

focusing in on these wounds, we become strangely distant from it—we lose sight of the body as 

a body. In this sense, autopsy occupies a space between vision and knowledge. Like a scalpel, 

the autoptic gaze expertly divides the body into discrete fragments, individual signs that can be 

made legible. Kracauer tells us that the photograph does not show us a person, but “the sum of 

what can be subtracted from him or her” (57); the autoptic gaze, perhaps, performs a similar 
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operation, cutting away the substance of a body—of a life—and leaving only the remnants of 

physical injury or distress.117 The cadaver is merely an accumulation of traumas. 

What it looks like to get shot 

 Stan Brackhage’s film The Act of Seeing with One’s Own Eyes documents the day to day 

work of a Pittsburgh morgue. While the film has been praised for its unflinching, unmediated 

portrayal of the dead, Brackhage himself struggled immensely in his encounters with the bodies, 

which he described in a letter to his wife as appearing inhuman: “The dead, cut open in autopsy, 

look like two incongruities: dress dummies and meat… The face, like a mask, retains its features 

even when loosened from the bones” (in Kase 8). Paradoxically, Brackhage’s emotional distress 

stemmed not from the trauma of watching a body be subjected to autopsy, but from the fact that 

the process seemingly rendered the body inhuman. For his own part, Brackhage sought to limit 

the extent to which the film transformed or mediated the bodies, dramatically limiting his use of 

montage, for example. At the film’s debut, he somewhat ironically declared that “There is very 

little cutting” (Kase 10). 

 Admittedly, Brackhage’s film does not make for easy viewing. I squirmed at the first 

incision, keenly aware that this body is like my body, that my body, like this cadaver, will one 

day be reduced to the state of abject matter. But then, something unexpected happened: as the 

camera began to focus on discrete parts of the body, directing my gaze to specific limbs and 

organs, my discomfort began to subside. Klaver, who witnessed an autopsy as part of her 

research for Sites of Autopsy in Contemporary Culture, observed a similar phenomenon; perhaps 

 
117 Kracauer s Photography” in fact begins by imaginatively dissecting a woman, cutting the 

Demonic Diva into pieces: The bangs, the seductive position of the head, and the twelve 

eyelashes right and left” (47). 



 128 

counterintuitively, she reported that she found the dissection easier to observe the further it 

progressed, as the cadaver slowly ceased to resemble a human body. “Perhaps because the 

organs are so well secreted within the body, they don’t really appear to belong to body,” she 

muses. As the heart, and glands, and brain are removed, she is able to see them as discrete 

organs, rather than individual pieces of a corpse—indeed, she reports that “they seem like 

objects” (27).118 

 The fact that early modern autopsies took place within “theaters” itself suggests that the 

cadaver is transformed by its public display, much as an actress ceases to be herself the moment 

she steps on stage. I’m reminded, once again, of Wittgenstein’s duck-rabbit: seeing the body as 

an assemblage of organs, for example, momentarily effaces the body as a whole. It would 

perhaps be easy to read this chapter as a criticism of the autoptic gaze, a way of seeing that 

objectifies and dissects the body—but this is not my intention. Rather, the autoptic gaze is one of 

many ways of seeing the body, and it, temporarily, suspends our identification with the cadaver 

in order to render its matter comprehensible (and its dissection bearable). 

 
118 In late December, I was reunited with a former colleague who specializes in medical 

humanities. When she asked about my research, I mentioned that I’d started to wonder if I should 

contact the school of medicine. I had begun to think my research would benefit from a little 

“archival research” so to speak: specifically, a firsthand encounter with the dead. She mulled this 

idea over for a moment. “You might be able to get permission to sit in on a cadaver lab,” she told 

me, with the added precaution that it was likely too late in the year to truly encounter and 

observe a body that would be recognizably human. “By next semester… Well, the bodies are all 

going to be a bit picked over.” 
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 What would it mean to suspend the autoptic gaze, to truly see the dissected cadaver as 

flesh? Anatomical atlases once again may provide a clue. While most early anatomical atlases 

offer highly aestheticized images of bodies, the sketches prepared by gynecological pioneer 

William Smellie and his protégé William Hunter dramatically break from these conventions. 

Smellie’s A Sett of Anatomical Tables, with Explanations and an Abridgement, of the Practice of 

Midwifery and Hunter’s The Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus Exhibited in Figures both 

realistically depict cadavers—that is, not only are the images unquestionably based on dead 

bodies, they specifically depict bodies as they would have appeared post-dissection (see Figure 

7). Hunter and Smellie’s figures are often headless or dismembered, making it all but impossible 

to ignore the horrors of the anatomy theatre. These images remain unsettling to this day, to the 

extent that some modern readers have suspected foul play on the part of the anatomists. In his 

incendiary 2010 article “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” Don C Shelton directly accuses Smellie 

and Hunter of murder, arguing that an analysis of maternal mortality statistics can only lead us to 

conclude that the surgeons “were responsible for a series of 18th-century ‘burking’ murders of 

FIGURE 7, IMAGE FROM WILLIAM HUNTER’S 

ANATOMIA UTERI HUMANI GRAVIDI TABULIS 

ILLUSTRATA 



 130 

pregnant women, with a death total greater than the combined murders committed by the famous 

19th-century murderers, Burke and Hare, and Jack the Ripper” (46). In light of Shelton’s claims, 

midwife Maura O’Malley suggests that Smellie and Hunter’s atlases “should now be regarded as 

a ‘memorial to these ladies’ and they should be respected as ‘victims of crime’” (10). 

 Lauren Mitchell has responded to Shelton’s claims at length, noting that Shelton bases his 

claims on “a loose set of contemporary statistical probabilities regarding abnormal pregnancy, 

death, and anomalous obstetric outcomes” (75-76). Mitchell concludes that Shelton’s 

interpretation of the atlases is largely an affective response to the jarringly realistic presentation 

of the bodies. She nonetheless, however, engages thoughtfully with O’Malley’s suggestion that 

the atlases be treated as memorials to women whose flayed and dismembered bodies populate 

their pages, reflecting on the high rates of infant and maternal mortality, as well as the violence 

that accompanied the shift away from the traditionally feminine field of midwifery and toward 

the surgical field of obstetrics (79-80). While these women may or may not have been “victims 

of crime,” they were certainly victims of violence, both surgically and representationally. The 

images clearly depict the violence of post-mortem dissection, speaking to surgery’s 

uncomfortable similarities to butchery. They are headless, limbless, and nameless, deprived of 

any recognizable forms of identity or subjectivity. Ironically, however, these illustrations 

preserve marks of individuality that would be missing from more traditional representations, as 

their hyperrealistic images painstakingly reproduce actual bodies, in all their imperfection and 

specificity.119  

 
119 See Mitchell 81: “Because Hunter and Smellie had a limited supply of cadavers, the drawings 

in the atlases were of one specific subject at a time, making each surgical depiction intensely 

focused on the details of one person’s dead body.  Only thirteen ‘models' were used at various 

stages of pregnancy to develop the images, and the realism of the detailed, one-on-one portrait 

makes them very intimate.” 
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 The failures of the Kennedy autopsy, in my reading, in fact amount to a refusal (or 

perhaps even an inability) to subject the late President to this gaze. The decision not to shave 

Kennedy’s head, for example, prioritizes maintaining his famously handsome face over revealing 

the exact form of his skull fractures. Perhaps our ultimate desire is not to learn the exact nature 

of the President’s death, but to reassemble the pieces of his broken body. The autopsy s work is 

simultaneously deconstructive and reconstructive; in dismantling the president s physical body, 

we seek to restore his metaphysical one, to heal the traumatic historical rupture of the 

assassination. But this is a fool s errand: the autopsy can only provide a narrative of matter and 

flesh, entrance wounds and exit wounds. It tells us how a death occurred, but not why. In this 

sense, the Kennedy autopsy was always destined to fail; however, on a larger level, the 

procedure itself exacerbated the problem by reducing the sovereign’s metaphysical body to a 

purely physical one. The autopsy reveals what we have always known but have not wanted to 

believe—that the Sovereign is, in fact, merely human, merely flesh, and that his singular body 

can be torn apart like any other. Our desire, in revisiting the Zapruder film, in pouring over the 

pages of the Warren Report, is not for a faithful account of the President’s death—rather, we 

long for a way to imaginatively suture him back together.120 

 As he gazes at the photographs of shattered goat skulls, Branch imagines he is being 

asked to engage with the reality of bodily destruction, “to touch and smell” [italics in original]. In 

reality, he is given only images of violated bodies rather than the bodies themselves—hence the 

tacit proclamation he imagines upon viewing the photographs, “This is what it looks like to get 

shot” [emphasis added] rather than “This is what it is like to get shot” (301). Yet as I come to the 

 
120 This desire may have in fact been literal—the diagrams of the President’s wounds produced 

by medical illustrator Ida G. Dox reconstruct the President’s head. Some have theorized that 

fragments of the President’s skull may have been pieced back together (Klaver 112). 
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end of this investigation, I must conclude that visual knowledge is, in fact, all Branch can 

ultimately attain. Elaine Scarry concluded that the pain of others exceeds our capacity to truly 

know and understand, that their embodied experiences “may seem to have the remote character 

of some deep subterranean fact, belonging to an invisible geography” (3). If we cannot fully 

understand the pain of others, how can we understand the pain of death? The cadaver remains 

mute, unable to bridge these impossible gaps in understanding through the mediating force of 

language. 

 I turn once again to the photographs of John F. Kennedy on the autopsy table. I’ve been 

looking at these photos for weeks, trying to formulate an intelligible reading of the images. I’m 

disturbed by the very familiarity of his image, the recognizable slant of his brow, the familiar, 

slightly sad eyes. He looks like a queer waxwork of himself. The side of his head gapes open, 

violently red with blood and fragments of what I suppose must be skin and bone and brain. In 

this moment, I cannot suspend my horror. Like Branch, I want to believe this photograph has 

meaning. But it’s impossible for me to see past the flesh, to view this body as anything other than 

a “victim of crime.” 

Conclusion: Necessary Inhumanities 

 In an embryonic version of this chapter, I imagined, as Klaver does, that President 

Kennedy’s autopsy was always destined to fail. The autopsy, in my reading, robbed the 

President’s body of its singularity, transforming the sovereign, with his conjoined physical and 

allegorical bodies, into mere abject matter—a mass of violated flesh and broken bone. In some 

respects, I feel this reading still holds. I agree with Klaver that the entire project of the autopsy 

was fatally flawed. Determining the physical cause of death could never ascribe meaning to the 

event, or heal the rupture within the social imaginary caused by the assassination (Klaver 108). 
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Worse still, the autopsy must necessarily inflict further trauma upon the sovereign’s corpse, or 

mediate the experience until his singular body has been effectively rendered invisible. 

 That said, I now hope to widen my reading beyond the specifics of this very singular 

autopsy and this very singular body, in the service of constructing a more comprehensive theory 

of the autoptic gaze, a peculiar way looking at a body and engaging with it on the most 

immediate and intimate levels without truly seeing it in all of its specificity and singularity. 

Within histories of medicine, William Hunter is often cited as describing surgery as a “necessary 

inhumanity” (Richardson 30-31, Mitchell iv); the autoptic gaze, as I imagine it, is perhaps the 

necessary dehumanization that enables this inhumanity. Mitchell notes that the “heads, hands and 

faces” of cadavers studied by medical students are typically covered during the early stages of 

dissection, in order to temporarily mask their individuality from the young doctors opening up 

bodies for the first time, who have perhaps not yet been fully inured against the horrors of this 

necessary inhumanity (ii). I’m tempted to describe the narratives produced by autopsies as 

fictions, but this perhaps isn’t quite right. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that autopsy 

reveals the truth of the body, but not the whole truth. I’m reminded of a medical hologram I 

viewed last summer at the University of Edinburgh Anatomical Museum, which depicted the 

body from three different perspectives at three different angles—from one side, the skeleton and 

internal organs appeared, from another, the circulatory and nervous systems, from a third, the 

muscles and tendons. We gain a fuller understanding of the body by temporarily suspending our 

sense of it as a unified whole and breaking it down into its constitutive parts. 

 Libra presents history itself as a fiction, a retrospective construction based on limited and 

conflicting accounts and fragmentary material evidence. O’Donnell writes that the novel 

explicates a form of historical imagination in which “the wound of the assassination is healed by 
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the narratives that re-create it and always just miss the reality of the event no matter how many 

variations of it they depict” (57). Yet bodies curiously resist assimilation into these narratives. 

Although Branch “wants to believe” that Oswald’s pubic hair belongs in his archive, we’re told 

that he “doesn’t know how to approach this kind of data” (183); similarly, he is frustrated by 

images of the shattered goats’ skulls and Oswald’s body on the autopsy table, which he views as 

a repudiation of his search for meaning: 

The bloody goat heads seem to mock him. He begins to think this is the point. 

They are rubbing his face in the blood and dunk. They are mocking him. They are 

saying in effect, “Here, look, these are the true images. This is your history. Here 

is a blown-out skull for you to ponder. Here is lead penetrating bone.” (301) 

While the Warren Report treats the late President’s body as a source of truth, the grounds for a 

forensic investigation of the assassination, Libra presents the cadaver as a firm reality that 

checks and limits our capacity to construct meaningful narratives. In many respects, I suspect 

that the failures of Branch’s history and the failures of the Warren report are both directly related 

to visibility—while the Warren Report denied the public the experience of autopsy, the chance to 

see with their own eyes, Branch sees too much. He is unable to suspend his paranoid gaze, to 

view the body obliquely. 

 I’ve spent much of this chapter describing the ways in which the autoptic gaze fragments 

the body, breaking it down into its constitutive parts. Yet in concluding, I want to pause to 

consider the moment at the end of the autopsy, when the body is sutured back up and made 

whole again. In her account of the autopsy she witnessed, Klaver writes that at the procedure’s 

conclusion the body reemerged as a unified whole: 

The orange garbage bag with its collection of resected organs was tied up with a 

suture, the excess tail cut off, and placed in the chest cavity. The breast plate was 

balanced on top of the garbage bag, and the reflected skin and muscle pulled up 
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over the whole thing like a tight vest. The technicians sutured the body closed. 

Indeed, the body would be released to the family “intact,” at least in a loose sense 

of the word. (34-35) 

The autopsy, then, both breaks the body down into its constitutive parts and rebuilds it before 

returning it to the realm of the social, specifically to the family. Counter-intuitively, it is only 

through deconstruction, through this necessary dehumanization, that a fuller understanding of 

this body in all of its messiness and specificity can be achieved.
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UNFINISHED AND UNBOUND: 

RALPH ELLISON’S ENCYCLOPEDIC ARCHIVE 

“Every phrase and every sentence is an end and a beginning, 

Every poem an epitaph. And any action 

Is a step to the block, to the fire, down the sea’s throat 

Or to an illegible stone: and that is where we start. 

We die with the dying: 

See, they depart, and we go with them. 

We are born with the dead: 

See, they return, and bring us with them.” 

-T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding” (851-858) 

“…the question of the archive is not, we repeat, a question of the past… It is a question of the 

future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a promise and of a 

responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to know what that will have mean, we will 

only know in times to come. Perhaps.” 

-Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever (36)  

Introduction 

 In 1951, shortly before the publication of Invisible Man, Ralph Ellison wrote to his friend 

Albert Murray announcing his intention to immediately begin the composition of his next novel. 

Ellison’s letter reveals a mix of youthful anxiety, exhaustion, and enthusiasm—he writes that he 

is still in “recovery from [his] six hundred page obsession,” yet he optimistically imagines he has 

already generated enough material for the second book, if he can only “find the form” (in Murray 
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and Callahan loc. 467).121 Surely, the young author could never have predicted that this second 

novel would become his life’s great Sisyphean labor and would remain incomplete upon his 

death more than four decades later. At the time of his death in 1996, Ellison had composed 

thousands of pages, in some cases repeatedly rewriting and radically reshaping the same scenes. 

Yet the novel never approached publishable condition—in spite of Ellison’s insistence, a mere 

two months before his death, that the work would be finished “very soon” (Three Days xvi). 

Even John F. Callahan and Adam Bradley, the editors responsible for shaping Ellison’s 

unfinished work into the sprawling critical edition Three Days Before the Shooting… and the 

novel’s most enthusiastic champions, describe his manuscript as “a series of related narrative 

fragments… that appear to cohere without truly completing one another” (xv-xvi).122 Indeed, 

Ellison himself never even gave the novel a title—its two published forms, the abbreviated 

Juneteenth and the expansive Three Days Before the Shooting…, were both named by editors. 

 Ellison’s artistic trajectory has thus been framed as a literary tragedy, a story of 

unfulfilled promise—the dazzlingly talented young artist turned exacting perfectionist, who 

became so consumed by "the very stern discipline” of writing that he was ultimately 

paralyzed.123 Eric Sundquist scathingly refers to Ellison as “the most highly esteemed 

 
121 Ellison’s letter suggests that his wife Fanny had considerably less mixed emotions regarding 

Invisible Man’s completion: “Fanny is well and glad it’s finished” (in Murray and Callahan loc. 

467). 
122 The term “manuscript” is itself somewhat misleading. Ellison’s literary remains are not a 

single, unified manuscript, but rather an archive made up of “thousands of handwritten notes, 

typewritten drafts, mimeographed pages and holographs, [and] dot-matrix and laser printouts” 

(Callahan and Bradley xvi). 
123 The phrase “very stern discipline” has been used countless times to describe Ellison’s 

devotion to his craft and his understanding of writing as a strenuous and exacting form of labor; 

however, Ellison first used this phrase in an interview for Harper’s Magazine, in which he 

cautioned younger writers that their work could (and very likely would) consume their lives: 

“My first advice [to a would-be writer] would be to make up his mind to the possibility that he 
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disappointment in the history of American literature, apparently unable to match the 

stratospheric fictive standard set by Invisible Man” (in Posnock 222). Scholars and critics have 

offered various explanations for his failure to produce a second novel. Ellison himself suggested 

that the novel’s development was fatally disrupted by a 1967 fire that destroyed “a summer’s 

worth of revisions” (Three Days xii). Norman Podhertz argues Ellison was a victim of the 

anxiety of influence, crippled by his indebtedness to William Faulkner (“What Happened to 

Ralph Ellison?”). Bradley notes that Invisible Man “took its final shape only after a Herculean 

exertion of editorial will… by Ellison and a host of others, including his editor, Albert Erskine, 

his wife Fanny, and a close group of literary conferred that included Stanley Edgar Hyman, 

Albert Murray, and Harry Ford” (7). While Ellison completed Invisible Man with the support of 

this loving community, he grew increasingly isolated as he labored on the second novel, until he 

“found himself alone with his computer, in a hermetic isolation of his own creation” (Bradley 7). 

Kenneth W. Warren eschews biographical explanations, suggesting instead that his failure to 

complete the second novel represents “Ellison’s unsuccessful attempt to negotiate the difference 

between writing about segregation and writing about desegregation,” and argues that “the Negro 

American novel as a cultural project was tied to the Jim Crow era” (in Posnock 189). 

 I have my own theories about why the second novel was never finished, which I am sure 

will emerge over the course of this chapter; however, that is not a question that I care to address 

directly, or one that I even feel criticism can or should attempt to answer. Instead, I will be 

extending Melanie Masterson Sherazi’s reading of the text as what she terms an “unbound 

 

might have to go through a period of depriving himself in order to write. I’d remind him that he 

was entering into a very stern discipline, and that he should be quite certain that he really wanted 

to do this to the extent of arranging his whole life so that he could get it done” (Graham and 

Singh 134). 
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novel”: a work which “challenge[s] us to transgress the borders of our normative reading 

practices of ‘finished’ texts in pursuit of a mobile model of aesthetics and interpretation” (7).124 

While Bradley argues that “it is essential to conceive of the manuscript as a series of related but 

distinct versions of the same novel written over time” (32), Sherazi understands these multiple 

versions of the same scenes as part of a single text, one that is at once discontinuous and unified. 

Sherazi, Callahan, and Bradley all agree, however, that the text empowers the active reader and 

invites them to participate in the novel’s composition, calling to mind both Glenn Gould’s vision 

in “The Future of Recording” and Dmitri Nabokov’s invitation to readers to shuffle and 

rearrange the cards that make up The Original of Laura.125 The second novel is not simply a 

challenge in active readership, however, and its complexities dramatically exceed those of most 

posthumous texts.126 Rather, Ellison’s unfinished novel presents readers with multiple 

interrelated narratives: first and foremost, there is the novel’s plot, the story of an aging Black 

minister and his prodigal son; second, there is the story of the novel’s composition and Ellison’s 

arc as an author and public intellectual; finally, there is Ellison’s history of the post-segregation 

 
124 The “unbound novel” that Sherazi refers to is not the expansive critical text published as 

Three Days Before the Shooting…, but rather the entirety of the archive of materials, including 

Ellison’s notes, typewritten drafts, and computer files. Throughout this chapter, I will refer to the 

entirety of this archive only as the second novel. Any citations Three Days Before the Shooting… 

or Juneteenth refer specifically to those fixed, published editions of the text. 
125 See Callahan and Bradley’s introduction to Three Days Before the Shooting…: “Whether one 

reads this edition from start to finish or jumps from section to section, the experience involves a 

kind of collaboration with Ellison in the creation of the novel he left forever in progress” (xxix). 
126 The empowerment of the reader is itself a democratizing gesture—one that seems quite fitting 

given Ellison’s lifelong commitment to democratic ideals. However, even I, an unashamed and 

unabashed admirer of Roland Barthes, admittedly meet this gesture with some skepticism. Three 

Days Before the Shooting… is 1045 pages long (not including introductory material). The 

archival materials relating to the second novel comprise twenty-seven boxes housed at the 

Library of Congress, which are currently not available online (xxvii). Callahan and Bradley are 

perhaps overly cheery about the Sisyphean task facing the active reader. If the existing text took 

forty-five years to compose, I suspect it could easily take readers just as long to untangle. 
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era and the United States’s belated, halting progress toward racial equality. These narratives 

cannot be neatly separated from one another; indeed, both published editions of the text 

explicitly frame the novel within the larger story of Ellison’s incredible productivity yet lack of 

progress. Ellison’s second novel is perhaps unique among posthumous texts, however, insofar as 

it is nearly impossible to imagine a finished version of the text. To this extent, I argue that we 

must read the published versions of the novel and the fragmentary archival drafts not as pieces of 

a jigsaw puzzle that could be somehow fitted together to assemble a unified whole, but rather as 

intersecting and conflicting expressions of unrealized intention. The text’s peculiar power in fact 

lies in its open-mindedness, its refusal to cohere into a single unified narrative; while Ellison’s 

individual story has ended, his posthumous legacy and the larger project of desegregation remain 

open-ended. 

 Admittedly, Ellison was hugely ambitious in the task he set for himself in undertaking the 

second novel. While he at first narrowly conceived of the text as an Oklahoma novel—he wrote 

to Murray in 1953 that he had “one Olka. book in [him]” (in Murray and Callahan loc. 936)—he 

would later describe his intentions as both broader and loftier: “[Fiction] allows for 

contemplation of the moral significance of human events… It is that aura of summing up, that 

pause for contemplation of the moral significance of the history we’ve been through, that I have 

been reaching for, in my work on this new book” (qtd. in Bradley 12). Admittedly, “the aura of 

summing up” is an amorphous and somewhat vague term—Bradley defines it, somewhat more 

concretely, as “the ability to capture the cultural present and preserve it as a living testament for 

future generations” (12). While I cannot precisely define what Ellison meant be “the aura of 

summing up,” it’s clear to me that Ellison envisioned the second novel as a totalizing project, 

one that attempted to speak from a broad range of perspectives and challenge deeply ingrained 
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understandings of race and identity while drawing upon the United States’s long histories of 

slavery, segregation, and oppression. In other words, I suspect that Ellison envisioned the second 

novel as an encyclopedic narrative for the post-segregation era. 

 Edward Mendelson coined the term “encyclopedic narrative” in 1976 to describe a small 

number of texts, including Don Quixote, Moby-Dick, Ulysses, and Gravity’s Rainbow, that have 

achieved a special cultural status and incorporate a variety of different genres and forms of 

media. Although he claims that these texts may resemble epics, encyclopedic narratives are 

ultimately marked by a certain “indeterminacy of form,” incorporating or absorbing other genres 

or forms of media, such that the texts become “encyclopedia[s] of literary styles” (1270, 1271). 

In Mendelson’s formulation, every national culture produces a single encyclopedic author, one 

who 

attends to the whole social and linguistic range of his nation, who make use of all 

the literary styles and conventions known to his countrymen, whose dialect often 

becomes established as the national language, who takes his place as national poet 

and national classic, and becomes the focus of a large and persistent exegetic and 

textual industry comparable to the industry founded upon the Bible. (1268) 

Obviously, Mendelson’s claims here are grand and expansive, almost to the point of being 

completely untenable. However, Saint-Amour notes that Mendelson’s two essays on 

encyclopedic narrative were specifically written in response to the Pulitzer board’s refusal to 

award the 1974 Pulitzer Prize for fiction to Gravity’s Rainbow in spite of its unanimous 

recommendation by that year’s jurors. The absurdly grandiose nature of Mendelson’s claims, 

then, likely results from the fact that he “was less interested in the form and history of the 

encyclopedia than in the project of aggrandizing Gravity’s Rainbow” (204). Saint-Amour takes 

issue with Mendelson’s alignment of encyclopedic narrative with epic, as well as the singular 
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status he confers on the always white, always male encyclopedic author (Tense Future 205-209). 

While epic as a genre is invested in ideas of national unity and coherence, encyclopedic novels, 

Saint-Amour argues, “index competing bodies, idioms, and systems of knowledge and their 

imperfect possession by communities that are themselves contested objects of knowledge and 

identification” (186). In his formulation, the encyclopedic novel’s totalizing tendencies are 

undermined by its internal contradictions and the limitations of its organizing schemata; like 

Diderot’s original Encyclopédie, these texts are “crisscrossed by multiple rubrics and haunted by 

the sense that its organization might have been utterly different” (190).127 

 Ellison’s second novel unquestionably fits the majority of Mendelson’s formal criteria for 

an encyclopedic novel. The text explores questions of history, identity, and inheritance through 

the relationship between former jazz musician turned preacher A.Z. Hickman and his protege, a 

child of indeterminate race who Hickman chooses to name Bliss. Bliss runs away from 

Hickman’s congregation after a white woman interrupts a Juneteenth service to claim him as her 

child; he eventually resurfaces, first as a traveling filmmaker and conman, Mister Movie-Man, 

and later as a virulently racist politician, Senator Adam Sunraider. Sunraider’s past erupts 

violently when Severn, a child he conceived with a woman of mixed Black and Native American 

descent, attempts to assassinate him during a speech on the Senate floor. Though the novel never 

neared completion, Ellison imagined the text in three parts. Juneteenth, Callahan’s abbreviated 

version of the text, chiefly consists of material from Book II and focuses on Sunraider and 

Hickman’s reunion in the hospital following the assassination attempt. Callahan and Bradley’s 

 
127 See also Luc Herman and Petrus van Ewijk, “Gravity’s Encyclopedic Revisited.” Herman and 

van Ewijk likewise suggest that the encyclopedic text foregrounds its own limitations, such that 

the reader “experience[s] these restrictions simultaneously with the idea that the book he or she 

is reading represents the totality of knowledge” (170). 
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expanded text, Three Days Before the Shooting…, also includes Book I, which tracks Hickman’s 

attempt to unravel the plot against the Senator and his journey to Washington D.C., as well as 

variant versions of several incomplete scenes taken from Ellison’s computer files. The text is 

densely allusive, drawing upon Classical, Biblical, and African sources—as well as African 

American slang, folk tales, sermons, and jazz. While the influences of William Faulkner and T. 

S. Eliot are clearly visible, the second novel productively builds upon Ellison’s work in Invisible 

Man and seamlessly blends High Modernist literary techniques with a Southern Black 

vernacular. 

 Ellison’s encyclopedism, however, departs from previous encyclopedic texts in certain 

key respects, particularly in its orientation toward history and futurity. In his study of 

encyclopedic fiction in the shadow of total war, Saint-Amour compares encyclopedic texts to 

time capsules, insofar as they “[seek] to archive a city, national culture, historical moment, or 

worldview against the totality of erasure” (182, emphasis mine).128  In his framing, then, 

encyclopedic texts anticipate future catastrophe. Ellison's second novel’s dedication, however,—

“To That Vanished Tribe into Which I was Born: The American Negroes” (Juneteenth n.p.)—

suggests that this erasure has in fact already occurred.  This dedication positions Ellison, like 

Said, as the last in a line of inheritance. The text, the dedication suggests, is not only late, or 

belated; it is too late, arriving after the disappearance of its intended audience. 

 Simultaneously, however, the text is an archive in its own right, from which we are able 

to retrospectively construct a narrative of its author’s protracted attempts to complete his second 

novel. The story that emerges is one of frustrated creativity, of a writer who is both incredibly 

 
128 Diderot, Saint Amour notes, described his efforts in compiling the Encyclopédie as “measures 

to ward off [catastrophe’s] worst ravages by collecting in a safe place the knowledge of all past 

ages” (in Tense Future 182) 
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prolific and unproductive. In his examination of Ellison’s composition and revision practices, 

Bradley suggests that Ellison’s ultimate failure to complete the work may be specifically related 

to the author’s embrace of the personal computer, which enabled his most obsessive and exacting 

tendencies, allowing him to constantly revise existing material.129 “Instead of writing 

horizontally,” Bradley explains, “connecting the episodes into a cohesive narrative, he seems to 

have written vertically, stacking draft on draft of the same scene upon one another” (29). While 

Ellison’s habits may not have been particularly conducive to completing a novel, his disjointed 

and repetitive writing process strangely mirrors the text’s fragmented and recursive temporality, 

as well as its complex representations of memory and trauma. Ellison chose to return again and 

again to the novel’s earliest stages, moving away from his largely complete drafts of Books I and 

II and toward “older episodic typewritten fragments, perhaps from as early as the mid-1950s” 

(Bradley 25). On a purely speculative level, I imagine Ellison may have been responding to a 

trauma of his own, trying to return to a version of the text before the infamous 1967 fire and to 

somehow restore the pages that were lost, the haunting absence within his archive. More 

importantly, however, Ellison’s writing process dramatizes the ways in which his characters very 

literally re-produce their pasts, carrying their histories into the present, restating old 

confrontations and picking at old wounds. The episodic nature of these drafts mimics the nature 

of memory and trauma, fixating on and returning to key moments, missing the connective tissue 

 
129 Bradley has offered the most complete discussion of Ellison’s writing process in his brief but 

insightful volume Ralph Ellison in Progress. While Bradley offers a thoughtful and detailed 

account of the difficulties Ellison faced in his attempts to complete his second novel, he is 

strangely equivocal in his evaluation of Ellison’s early adoption of the personal computer. 

Although Bradley declares that “It would be going too far to blame the computer for Ellison’s 

failure to publish his second novel” (33), he effectively makes that exact claim less than a page 

later, asserting that “if an answer can be found for why Ellison did not publish the book, a good 

part of it is locked up in his computer” (34). 



 145 

between past and present. But Ellison’s latest drafts perhaps offer a glimmer of hope that we are 

not doomed to endless cycles of repetition, that perhaps there is hope for repetition with a 

difference. While the computer drafts revise familiar scenes, Bradley compares the experience of 

reading them alongside the earliest of drafts to “literary vertigo,” citing their “unfamiliar tone, 

pacing, and prose style” (43). 

 There is, however, some tension between Ellison’s own assemblage of a personal archive 

and the archival project of the text itself. The archive, Derrida tells us, “names at once the 

commencement and the commandment”: 

This name apparently coordinates two principles in one: the principle according to 

nature or history, there where things commence—physical, historical or 

ontological principle—but also the principle according to the law, there where 

men and gods command, there where authority, social order are exercised, in this 

place from which order is given. (Archive Fever 1) 

In this sense, the archive represents and blends comprehensive, cumulative historical 

documentation, with law. The archons, subsequently, are those who “held and signified political 

power… [those who] have the power to interpret the archives” (2). While the notion of archive 

represents a fantasy of accumulated human knowledge, a history in which nothing is left out, 

physical archives have unquestionably been shaped by the decisions of their curators; the 

questions of what deserves to be preserved and who has the right to examine and interpret these 

artifacts are inextricably caught up in history and politics. It has perhaps become a cliché to 

write, in 2020, that the archive is constituted, in part, of silences and lacunae, but I nonetheless 

think it’s a cliché that bears repeating, especially when approaching histories of trauma and 

oppression. The history of transatlantic slavery, particularly, is marked by these gaps and 

silences, even in cases in which formerly enslaved persons were given the opportunities to 
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narrate their own histories, as their stories were frequently tailored to white audiences and 

transcribed and authenticated by white editors.  

 In his brief essay “Intuiting Archive: Notes for a Post-Trauma Poetics,” Houston A. 

Baker, Jr. argues for a rereading and reshaping of the archive through “the individual and 

collective experiences of trauma,” a praxis Vincent L. Wimbush terms “reading darkness” (qtd. 

in Baker 2). In his examination of Zora Neale Hurston’s Moses, Man of the Mountain, Baker 

argues that Hurston exhibits a radically different archival sensibility, one based not on 

comprehensiveness, but on “imaginative redaction”: “Hurston's black radical imagination is an 

angular form of editing. Multiple source texts are combined by Hurston and subjected to minor 

alteration to make them into a single work” (2). Her reimagining and realigning of the existing 

archive allows a dynamic, contrapunctal approach to history, one that both acknowledges the 

unspeakable atrocities of the middle passage and the day to day brutality of American slavery 

without becoming “a becalmed genre painting of the horrors and consequences of ‘American 

slavey at the South’” (2). A. Z. Hickman, Ellison’s aging preacher, is himself an expert 

practitioner of this kind of radical redaction, variously juxtaposing and blending diverse source 

materials and forms of media in what Baker describes as “a unified archival dance” (2). Even 

Hickman’s initials suggest that he is at once an aging messiah and a living encyclopedia, the 

alpha and the omega. 

 This brings me, perhaps belatedly, to the novel’s own complex temporality and its 

understanding of history—and, relatedly, its claim to “sum up” or interpret history. Much of this 

chapter will focus on the text’s complex chronology, which fluidly interweaves past and present; 

the text itself, it is worth noting, had become a bit of an anachronism long before its publication 

due to its unusually long period of composition. The forty-five years Ellison spent writing and 
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rewriting the text were marked by profound social transformations, and the various drafts of the 

novel betray Ellison’s struggle to adapt the text to a rapidly changing culture. In the novel’s 

opening scene, a group of people described as “a chartered plane-load of Southern Negroes” in a 

1960 draft had, by 1993, become first “a chartered plane-load of those who at that time were 

politely identified as Southern ‘Negroes’”, then “a plane loaded with elderly Afro-Americans” 

(Three Days 995, 999). Ellison’s own place within the contemporary American canon would also 

be called into question during this time, as he found himself increasingly at odds with Black 

revolutionary writers and thinkers, particularly in his support of the Vietnam War.130 In the pages 

that follow, I argue that the novel’s belatedness actively reverberates in and is perhaps reinforced 

by its content. 

 Callahan’s first published version of the novel, Juneteenth, takes its name from an 

incident that occurs during one of Hickman’s Juneteenth services, when a white woman disrupts 

the meeting and attempts to claim Bliss as her child. The holiday itself curiously echoes this 

belated eruption of the past into the present. Juneteenth has been popularly described as a 

celebration of the end of slavery in the United States; however, the holiday poetically illustrates 

the belated nature of true emancipation. Juneteenth celebrates the arrival of Union soldiers in 

 
130 In one now notorious incident, Ellison was reduced to tears after being called an Uncle Tom 

during a 1967 visit to Grinnell College (Rampersad 439-440).Three years later, Marxist critic 

Ernest Kaiser would label Ellison not only an “Establishment writer” but also “an Uncle Tom, an 

attacker of the sociological formulations of the Black freedom movement, a defender of the 

criminal Vietnam War of extermination against the Asian (and American Black) people, a 

denigrator of the great tradition of Black protest writing, and… a writer of weak and ineffectual 

fiction and essays mostly about himself and how he became an artist” (Qtd. in Bradley 57). 

Ellison himself would perhaps not help matters by exclusively citing white writers as his primary 

influences—in his essay “The World and the Jug,” he famously declared Richard Wright and 

Langston Hughes to be “relatives,” while he identified Ernest Hemingway, Fyodor Dostoevsky, 

André Malraux, and even the hyper-conservative T. S. Eliot and the pro-segregation William 

Faulkner as “ancestors” (Shadow and Act 140). 
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Galveston Bay, Texas in June of 1865, nearly three years after the signing of the Emancipation 

Proclamation and over three months after Lee’s surrender to Grant at Appomattox Court 

House.131 The holiday does not celebrate the day when slavery ended, or even the day when a 

particular group of enslaved persons were freed; rather, it marks the day when the enslaved 

population of Galveston Bay learned that they were—and had been—already free. But even 

though slavery had been legally abolished in the United States, the institution would continue in 

an augmented form through the establishment of strict legal codes implemented to ensure Black 

Americans would continue to serve as a cheap labor force in the deep south. Elizabeth Hayes 

Turner notes that in some cases the newly emancipated continued to serve their former masters. 

One such woman, Susan Merritt, reported being forced to work for several more months after a 

federal official came to her master’s plantation and announced to the enslaved that they were 

free; in a more extreme case, Katie Darling continued to work for her violent and abusive former 

mistress for six years after emancipation (Turner 147-148).132 Senator Sunraider thus dismisses 

the holiday as “The celebration of a gaudy illusion” (115); Hickman, however, suggests that 

Juneteenth is a holiday that anticipates liberation, declaring that “there’ll be a heap [of 

Juneteenths] more before we’re truly free” (131). Juneteenth, in Hickman’s formulation, is a 

 
131 I should also note here that much of white America and corporate America has discovered the 

holiday only belatedly, after Donald J. Trump received widespread criticism for his plan to host a 

campaign rally on Juneteenth in Tulsa, the site of a 1921 massacre of Black Americans. 
132 Darling’s firsthand account of her experience is preserved in a collection of slave narratives 

complied by the Works Progress Administration from 1936-1938.: “When mass come home 

from the war he wants let us loose, but missy wouldn’t do it. I stays on and works for them six 

years after the war and missy whip me after the war just like she did ‘fore.” Although she was 

legally a free woman, Darling had to be rescued by her brother to escape her mistress. She 

reported that her mistress most likely still had “hun’erd lashes laid up for [her]” (Born in Slavery 

280). 
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celebration of the historical unfolding of emancipation, both the event that occurred in 1865, and 

the true emancipation still to come. 

 This chapter, then, reads Ellison’s novel through the lens of the Juneteenth holiday as a 

text that is at once a late work and a belated work. Although Ellison first began work on the 

second novel in his youth, the protracted period of composition places the text at an unusual 

remove from the particular time and place it describes; as a posthumous text, it also occupies an 

uncomfortable space in Ellison’s oeuvre. Sherazi notes that critics responded to Juneteenth and 

Three Days Before the Shooting with a degree of uncertainty, questioning their “legitimacy,” as 

if to ask “Are these children, Juneteenth and Three Days, really Ellison’s?” (17). But in its 

unruly, unfinished state, the second novel perhaps becomes the encyclopedic novel par 

excellence: it is a text in which multiple conflicting narratives and perspectives can comfortably 

co-exist, none of which take precedence or priority over one another. Perhaps the active reader 

can become Ellison’s co-author, joining in his decades long task of at last completing his 

totalizing vision, of finally achieving the mythical aura of “summing up.” But I suspect this 

would be missing the point. Rather, I want to suggest that the project of Ellison’s second novel 

remains in a continual, open-ended state of unfolding. The archive may be closed, yet its 

meaning remains open-ended, unfinished and unbound. 

Temporality and Filiation 

 When John Callahan first began the Herculean task of transforming Ellison’s sprawling 

manuscript into a publishable text, Fanny Ellison asked him a simple, direct question: “Does [the 

manuscript] have a beginning, middle, and end?” (Juneteenth xxii). Her question strikes directly 

at the heart of Ellison’s decades long struggle to complete his novel—although Ellison had 

produced thousands of pages of text, he had failed to clearly map out the structure of his planned 
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work. In a 1982 interview, Ellison proudly showed off the length of his manuscript, while 

admitting that its various fragments failed to form any sort of continuous, unified text: “The 

novel has to be more than segments, it has to be a whole before it’s ready for publication” 

(Graham and Singh 382).133 While Ellison’s handwritten and typewritten drafts from the 50s to 

the 70s form two mostly continuous, complete narratives, Book I and Book II, the fragments 

saved in his computer files are largely episodic and disorganized; in these files, he largely 

returned to and re-worked existing material, re-writing existing fragments rather than advancing 

the progress of the novel (Bradley 22-30).134 As Bradley would very succinctly put it, “Ellison 

wrote enough for ten novels, but not enough for one” (23). Callahan’s ultimate solution was to 

jettison much of the text, transforming Book II into Juneteenth. In Callahan’s estimation, Book II 

was not only the most complete portion of the text, but “the true center of Ellison’s great, 

unfinished house of fiction. And although he did not complete the wings of the edifice, their 

absence does not significantly mar the organic unity of the book we do have, Juneteenth” (xxiii). 

 Fanny Ellison’s seemingly straightforward question becomes somewhat more 

complicated, however, when we consider the subject matter and structure of Ellison’s unfinished 

novel. Book II particularly moves fluidly between past and present, as Hickman and Sunraider 

attempt to come to terms with and take ownership of their shared history. To put it succinctly, it 

 
133 In spite of the novel’s fragmented and disorderly state, its sheer length is used to represent 

Ellison’s potency, taking on an uncomfortably phallic aspect: “There is a strong metal file 

cabinet containing much of the manuscript of the untitled novel. [Ellison] unlocked it for a 

visitor, pulled out the drawer and measured sections of manuscript with a tape measure: it came 

to 19 inches” (Graham and Singh 381). 
134 The computer files, I should note, make up a sizable portion of the manuscript. In Bradley’s 

estimation, these fragments are equal in length to the more complete portions of the text: “In the 

years between Ellison’s acquisition of the Osborne computer on January 8, 1982, and the last file 

he saved on December 30, 1993, Ellison amassed a textual archive with a scope approaching 

what he had composed of the novel during the previous three decades.” (22). 
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is a text in which time is out of joint, in which mysterious points of origin are located and named 

retrospectively, in which long-forgotten histories might at any moment erupt into and overwhelm 

the present. Simultaneously, it is a text preoccupied with questions of filiation and inheritance, 

one which forcefully challenges and inverts the logic of reproductive futurity. As he sits in the 

ailing Senator’s hospital room, Hickman recalls the hope he had invested in the young Bliss, at a 

time when he imagined the child held within him the promise of a better future: “we took the 

child and tried to seek the end of the old brutal dispensation in the hope that a little gifted child 

would speak for our condition from inside the only acceptable mask” (Juneteenth 271, Three 

Days 413). Crucially, however, the text presents these hopes only retrospectively, after 

Hickman’s imagined future has already been foreclosed. Loretta Johnson suggests that the text 

operates as an inverted Aeneid, in which the aging Anchises arrives at his dying son’s bedside to 

carry him (95).135 This reading, however, fails to fully account for the contorted temporal and 

filial logic of the novel: as he watches the sleeping senator, Hickman imagines the dying man as 

Bliss’s progeny: “the child is father and somewhere back there in the past, back behind little 

Bliss’s face, this twitching, wounded man was waiting” (Juneteenth 270, Three Days 413). 

Sunraider’s attempted assassination at the hands of his own son likewise frames the child not as a 

figure of futurity, but as an agent of the inescapable past. 

 The shooting quite appropriately disrupts Sunraider’s recitation of his own version of 

American history: “In our beginning our forefathers summoned up the will to break with the 

past. They questioned the past and condemned it and severed themselves from its entangling 

 
135 Johnson’s reading of the text through the Aeneid also implicitly positions it as a story about 

the founding of a national culture. We could perhaps imagine the novel as a foundational 

narrative of the post-segregation United States, but while the Aeneid is a a text that emphasizes 

and celebrates the power of Rome, Ellison’s text undermines the concept of national unity. 
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tentacles. They plunged into the future accepting its dangers and its glories” (Juneteenth 14, 

Three Days 238). In his invocation of “our [white] forefathers,” Sunraider paradoxically 

fetishizes historical forebears while arguing for a rejection of a historical sensibility. His 

valorization of “the New, the Uncluttered” clearly speaks to his own self-transformations and his 

rejection of his upbringing, but paradoxically links him to an imagined American mythology 

(Juneteenth 15, Three Days 238)—that is, Sunraider argues that “we must forget the past” as our 

forefathers did, framing American history as a bold rush endlessly into the future (Juneteenth 18, 

Three Days 240). The Senator’s reference to the “entangling tentacles” of the past 

simultaneously speaks to his own attempts to remake himself and to white anxieties about 

confronting the history of transatlantic slavery. 

 In her study The Erotic Life of Racism, Sharon Patricia Holland notes that there is a 

particular temptation for white Americans to relieve themselves of the weight of history: “If we 

can divest ourselves of our preoccupation with the past, if we can shed who we are (or have 

been) to one another, then we can get beyond race” (17). Sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, she 

notes, found in his examinations of white attitudes toward race and racism that “more often than 

not whites were in the mood to get over the past—and that ‘past’ could usually be represented by 

the specter of slavery” (30). This framing echoes the Senator’s speech in depicting the past as 

something that must be overcome; “progress” then necessitates not simply a break from the past 

but an active repression of history. Within Ellison’s novel, however, “history” is always 

implicitly tied to questions of genealogy, filiation, and inheritance. Sunraider’s rejection of the 

past is ultimately a rejection of his origins; however, in aligning himself with the nation’s 

founders, Sunraider implicitly places himself within a long historical tradition and invokes the 

uniquely American mythology of the self-made man. Indeed, Hickman imagines Sunraider as not 
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simply self-made, but self-conceived: “the total product of his own creation—Bliss immaculate!” 

(Three Days 708).136 

  The text itself, however, subtly pushes back against Sunraider’s positioning of himself as 

a descendent of the nation’s founders (while simultaneously offering a damning appraisal of the 

founders themselves). In an episode from Ellison’s computer files, Hickman has written an old 

acquaintance, Walker Millsap, in hope of finding word of the runaway Bliss. In his response, 

Millsap embarks on a long digression in which he describes two portraits of George Washington 

in the company of an enslaved man, William Lee. The first image, Le General Washington by 

Noël le Mire (Figure 8), features a young Lee in the background tending to the General’s horse; 

the second is a family portrait by Edward Savage, The Washington Family (Figure 10), which 

 
136 According to Sundquist, the character Bliss/Sunraider was largely inspired by R. W. B. 

Lewis’s 1955 study The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy, and Tradition in the Nineteenth 

Century. Lewis describes his work as an examination of “a native American mythology” (1) (that 

is, native American, not to be confused with Native American). His American Adam is uniquely 

free from any sort of binding social limitations or kinship networks: “Emancipated from history, 

happily bereft of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; 

an individual standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling” (5). 

FIGURE 9, THE WASHINGTON FAMILY BY 

EDWARD SAVAGE 
FIGURE 8, LE GÉNÉRAL 

WASHINGTON BY NOËL LE MIRE 
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features an older Lee standing behind Martha Washington and surveying the scene as the elder 

statesman sits at a table with his wife and two of their grandchildren. While the two images taken 

together suggest a long relationship between Washington and Lee, Lee’s inclusion in the family 

portrait particularly raises questions about his role within the Washington household. Millsap’s 

aside that “the father of our country fathered no children of his own” is particularly suggestive 

(Three Days 688).137 Lena Hill suggests that Lee’s presence in the family portrait serves as a 

disruption of Savage’s attempts to “codify the honor of the American family” (in Conner and 

Morel, loc. 3218); however, she simultaneously argues that Ellison portrays their relationship as 

paternal. Lee, we are told, “was with George Washington for thirty-one years,” during which 

time Millsap speculates that he may have exerted a strong influence over the Washington family, 

particularly the children:  

“[H]e’s there because the General must have insisted his friend and companion 

through war and peace be included to give depth to the scene and convey some of 

its historical complexity… if I know anything about our people, old Bill has his 

eyes and ears open wide to what’s going down, and nobody, not even the 

surveyor, slave-master, general, and father of our country knew what the hell he 

was thinking—much less the influence for good or evil that he might have been 

having on the first family’s grandchildren.” (688) 

Ellison’s depiction of Lee is striking in its emphasis on his individual agency, even within the 

institution of slavery. Millsap imagines Lee not simply as a victim, but as a canny political actor, 

a man “privy to man matters having to do with affairs of family, state, and politics” and capable 

of using proximity to the first family and extensive powers of observation for his own gain (689). 

His inclusion in the Washington family portrait suggests a peculiar intimacy while 

 
137 The grandchildren present in The Washington Family are Martha’s grandchildren from a 

previous marriage. 
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simultaneously revealing the extent to which the upperclass Southern family unit depended upon 

slavery. Although Millsap acknowledges that Lee is “no member of the family,” he insinuates 

that he is the proper inheritor of Washington’s legacy while also undermining Washington’s 

position as the “father of our country” (688). Hickman in fact rejects Washington as a national 

patriarch entirely, instead favoring Abraham Lincoln, who he considers “one of the few who ever 

earned the right to be called father” (Juneteenth 281, Three Days 420).  

 The question of the enslaved Lee’s position within the Washington family, however, also 

treads dangerously close to the widely known but rarely acknowledged extent of miscegenation 

within the American South, an unspoken national secret which “ranks up there with family 

incest, murder, and suicide as one of the most difficult pills for white Americans to swallow” 

(Piper, “Passing for White, Passing for Black” 17).138 In her seminal essay “Mama’s Baby, 

Papa’s Maybe,” Hortense Spillers argues that laws imposing slavery on the children of enslaved 

mothers effectively encouraged the rape of Black women by their white masters (76). 

Simultaneously, these laws not only disrupted but legally abolished kinship relations for the 

enslaved: “if ‘kinship’ were possible, the property relations would be undermined, since the 

offspring would then “belong” to a mother and a father” (75). Spillers’s analysis speaks to 

simultaneously Ellison’s novel’s interrogation of inheritance and paternity and to encyclopedic 

narrative’s preoccupation with and deconstruction of categorization and taxonomic classification. 

 
138 See also Holland s discussion of attempts by the Heritage Society to refute DNA evidence 

linking Thomas Jefferson to Sally Hemmings s children in order to protect the third president s 

reputation”: What astounds me is that the relative who champion Jefferson do not see the fact 

that he owned slaves in the new republic as any kind of stain on his character or reputation.

Jefferson s… advocates see this evidence as a complete occlusion of what it means to be a 

‘founding father.’ What is in jeopardy is (white) paternity” (105). 
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While the concept of miscegenation is itself derived from racist taxonomies, it nonetheless also 

acts a specter that threatens to overwhelm and undermine these organizing schemas. 

Miscegenation and the Encyclopedia 

  In the introduction to her study In and Out of Sight: Modernist Writing and the 

Photographic Unseen, Alix Beeston describes a series of disturbing composite portraits created 

by prominent eugenicist Francis Galton. Galton had “gathered sets of standardized quarter-length 

portraits of criminals and the infirm, as well as people defined by the indices of race, class and 

gender, and layered them on top of each other” in the hope of creating generalized 

representations of the distinctive features of each social group (1). While Galton’s methodology 

in fact closely resembles that of the so-called “spirit photographers” I described in the second 

chapter of this dissertation, he framed his work as highly scientific, alleging that the images 

functioned as “the equivalents of those large statistical tables whose total, divided by the number 

of cases, and entered in the bottom line, are the averages” (qtd. in Beeston 2). In this respect, 

Galton’s composite photographs essentially serve as visual manifestations of existing 

pseudoscientific discourses surrounding race. 

 In Miscegenation: Making Race in America, Elise Lemire explores the ways in which 

intersecting discourses of race, desire, and biology give rise to the concept of miscegenation. The 

very notion of “race,” she argues, depends on grouping people together on the basis of easily 

identifiable traits: “an imagined composite of skin color, hair color and texture, nose and lip 

thickness, what was called ‘facial angle,’ and smell” (3). These features were imagined to be 

rooted in biology, specifically in blood. While radicalized differences in features and 

complexions had previously been ascribed to variations in climate, race became linked to biology 
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and reproduction alongside the rise of the transatlantic slave trade (Lemire 37-38).139 “Those 

interested in creating a science of race,” Lemire explains, “generated complex equations based 

on [the] idea that race is an amount of blood inherited through lineal kinship and thus directly 

linked to reproduction” (38). This idea is echoed in the naming of the so-called “one-drop” rule, 

which legally defined any person with a single Black ancestor as Black (Lemire 39, Piper 17-

19).140 While anxieties surrounding interracial marriage pre-date the notion of race as a 

biological category—consider, for example, Iago’s warning to Desdemona’s father that “an old 

black ram / is tupping [his] white ewe” (86-87)—the concept of miscegenation developed 

interdependently with this understanding of race. The word itself only dates back to the 1860’s 

and replaced the more widely used term “amalgamation.”141 Amalgamation’s associations with 

metallurgy are not accidental; the word’s usage implies that “different race bloods were blending 

in the ways that molten metals do” (Lemire 4).142 

 
139 See Lemire 37: “Blackness was often described [by the English] as a ‘universal freckle,’ 

while light skin was believed to be the result of not living in a torrid climate. Thus, in The 

Merchant of Venice (1596-97), Shakespeare had the Prince of Morocco describe his 

“complexion” as “The Shadow’d livery of the burnish’d sun, / To Whom I am a neighbor and 

near bred.” 
140 In her essay “Passing for White, Passing for Black,” Adrian Piper notes that the one-drop rule 

is a convention that only applies to Black Americans, which serves to protect both white 

economic interests and the concept of white purity (18). Laws which defined all biracial children 

as Black effectively treated whiteness as the absence of Blackness and enabled “the incredible 

myth among whites that miscegenation had not occurred, that the races had been kept pure in the 

South” (F. James Davis, “Who Is Black”, qtd. in Piper 19). Lemire cites one 1815 commentator 

who claims that a person who has “less than 1/4… of pure negro blood, to wit 1/8 only, is no 

longer a mulatto,” but stresses that this view was not widely held (38-39). 
141 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “miscegenation” was coined in “an 

anonymously published hoax pamphlet circulated in 1863, which implied that the American 

Republican party favoured mixed-race relationships.” See “miscegenation, n.” OED Online, 

Oxford University Press, June 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/119267. 
142 Perhaps unsurprisingly, Lemire notes that “some of the earliest uses of ‘amalgamation’ to 

describe race mixing can be found in Jefferson’s writings” (4). 
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 Saint-Amour’s examination of encyclopedic narrative focuses heavily on the text’s 

capacity to act as an archive, documenting and preserving knowledge of a specific time, place, or 

culture (182). However, the act of archiving also presupposes the imposition of some 

organizational logic or schema.143 These ordering systems can, in some cases provide a sense a 

of structure and stability— Luc Herman and Petrus van Ewijk argue that "the organization of 

information… helps the individual to exercise a certain amount of control over his or her reality” 

(167), such that encyclopedic narrative can represent an attempt (by both authors and characters) 

to organize and make sense of their worlds. Ishmael’s discourses on cetology in Moby-Dick, for 

example, are not intended to provide the reader with a more complete and nuanced 

understanding of whaling—a fact which becomes immediately apparent when he definitively 

declares that the whale is a fish (117). Rather, his pseudo-science of cetology becomes a means 

of both organizing his world and rendering it comprehensible; his division of whales into books 

and chapters, likewise suggests that literature itself has the capacity to create order, taking the 

place of more familiar taxonomic categories (117-125). Ellison’s second novel, however, vividly 

demonstrates the degree to which these organizational schemata, most noticeably the 

pseudoscience of race, can become oppressive and can be used to control the lives of others. 

 Spillers’s analysis demonstrates the extent to which racial taxonomies permeate and 

structure our understandings of filiation, inheritance, and kinship. The “denied genetic link” 

between white fathers and their enslaved children transforms paternity into property; 

 
143 See, for example, Saint-Amour’s discussion of the extensive reference materials Joyce relied 

upon in writing Ulysses, including “almanacs, anthologies, dictionaries, maps, encyclopedias, 

and even tidal charts. The 1904 Thom’s Official Directory of the United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Ireland, on which he relied heavily, included alphabetical listings of U.K. and city 

government, clergy, and public institutions, and a chronology of Irish history starting in 140 CE” 

(230). 
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simultaneously, miscegenation becomes the unspoken prerogative of white men (Spillers 76). 

Indeed, Bliss’s discovery of his own (possible) whiteness neatly coincides with his sexual 

awakening. After the Juneteenth celebration, Bliss considers two possible mother-figures: the 

unnamed white woman who attempted to claim him, and Sister Georgia, a young Black woman 

from Hickman’s congregation who defends him and takes him home after the service. At the 

moment Bliss rejects Sister Georgia as a surrogate mother, he immediately begins to see her as a 

sexual object and violates her trust, lifting her skirt to expose her as she sleeps (Juneteenth 192-

193, Three Days 379-380). The episode acts as an inversion of the biblical story of Ham, who 

enters his father Noah’s tent and and finds him lying drunk and naked (Genesis 9:21). Noah 

curses Ham, and he and his ancestors are “‘marked’ with what racist adherents inferred was 

black skin” (loc. 6361 in Conner and Morel). Upon Sister Georgia’s awakening, however, Bliss 

protects himself from her anger by defining himself as white, deciding definitively that “the 

other one”—that is, the white woman—“is the one for a mother” (Juneteenth 197, Three Days 

381). In one archival draft, Bliss more sinisterly defines himself against Georgia by using a racial 

slur and “giving the word a meaning [he’d] never known before” (qtd. in Sherazi 16).144 

 Simultaneously, however the text depicts these taxonomies as fragile and arbitrary. As a 

possible white-passing Black man, Sunraider constitutes an embodied threat to the established 

racial order. For Sherazi, miscegenation acts as a “deconstructive force” within Ellison’s second 

novel, one which “threatens to undermine the nation’s state’s avowed coherence” (14). In 

 
144 Bliss’s rejection and violation of Sister Georgia also echos Hickman’s assertion that white 

policing of racial boundaries begins with the white child’s rejection of Black wet-nurses who 

raise them; the loss of these mother-figures is “the price grown ones exact for the privilege of 

being called ‘miss’ and ‘mister’” (Juneteenth 162, Three Days 343). Hickman’s observations 

echo Spiller’s claim that under slavery, motherhood is disrupted; “mothering” becomes a 

function of the body, a duty that enslaved women were expected to perform for the children of 

their white masters, even as their own children were forcibly taken from them (Spillers 80, 75).  
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passing, Sunraider undermines the belief that race is clearly visible and legible, carried in the 

blood but written on the skin. Lemire writes that Americans were taught to isolate and recognize 

supposedly characteristic racial features “until they believed that a ‘black’ person looked as 

different from a ‘white’ person as, say, a dog from a flower” (3); however, Bliss/Sunraider is 

able to move fluidly between Black and white communities, to pass as both white and black. 

Lavatrice, the young biracial woman whom Sunraider seduces in the guise of Mister Movie-

Man, highlights his racial illegibility in her declaration that he sometimes speaks like a person of 

color: “Once in while you sound just like one of us, and I can’t tell whether you mean it or just 

do it to make fun of me” (Juneteenth 73, Three Days 270). In emphasizing Bliss/Sunraider’s 

speech and particular use of language, Lavatrice implicitly acknowledges that race isn’t simply 

written on the body or encoded in simple visual signifiers—in passing, Bliss/Sunraider relies 

heavily on linguistic and cultural signifiers, undermining the notion of race as a biological 

category.145 Simultaneously, Lavatrice’s fear that he may be mocking her calls into question the 

nature of this performance. In addressing Lavatrice in her native dialect—in what is also his 

native dialect—Mister Movie-Man speaks both authentically and performatively. 

Naming and Narrating 

 Derrida opens his essay “Racism’s Last Word” with a meditation on the the word 

apartheid. The Afrikaans word is derived from the Dutch and can be literally translated as 

“separateness.” Yet Derrida notes that, in discussions of the specific South African institution, 

the word apartheid is never translated, “as if all the languages of the world were defending 

 
145 Significantly, at the moment of the shooting, the Senator fears the secret of his upbringing 

will be revealed through language. He involuntarily cries out “words which he knew, whatever, 

the cost of containment, should not be uttered in this place,” speaking in the dialect of a black 

minister: “Lord, LAWD” (26). 
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themselves… refusing to let themselves be contaminated through the contagious hospitality of 

the word for word” (292). This refusal to translate the word marks the institution as foreign, not 

only to our language but also to our culture, ignoring the clear English equivalent: segregation. 

While many critics have taken Derrida to task for his singular focus on language, Holland 

productively takes up his argument in her conclusion to The Erotic Life of Racism. Holland reads 

Derrida’s essay against Janie’s erotically charged declaration in Their Eyes Were Watching God 

that “Mah tongue is in mah friend’s mouth.” In speaking the word apartheid, Holland argues, we 

take the foreign tongue into our own mouths. “If we take the tongue,” she writes, “we must also 

accept the word” (98). In taking up the trope of the tongue, Holland reenvisions speaking as 

erotic exchange, a moment of intimate contact between languages and discourses—a moment of 

“[simultaneous] repudiation and acceptance” (98). Lavatrice’s anxieties that Mister Movie-Man 

is rejecting her by speaking to her in her own language—by taking her tongue into his own 

mouth—darkly foreshadows his repudiation of the child conceived later that day. 

 Throughout the second novel, it is, in fact, in language that racial boundaries are 

established and policed. Although race has typically been imagined as a predominantly visual 

phenomenon, the text constantly undermines this formulation, highlighting the ambiguity of 

imagined racial signifiers. Upon multiple occasions, Black Americans are described as appearing 

Asian. Hickman’s congregation, gathered in Sunraider’s office, is said to “[look] oddly like a 

delegation of Asians” (Juneteenth 4, Three Days 6, 1004); as they sit in the gallery listening to 

the Senator’s oration,  their faces are “marked by that impassive expression which American 

Negroes often share with Orientals” (Juneteenth 32, Three Days 1008). Similarly, Mister Movie-

Man briefly imagines the possibility of Lavatrice passing for Indian during their tryst, dressed 

“in a pink sari, swathing her girlish form in Indian silk, a scarlet mark of caste on her forehead” 
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(Juneteenth 72, Three Days 269). While film is briefly associated with an idealized image of 

whiteness in the form of actress Mary Pickford, who Bliss imagines to be his mother, the text 

closely aligns the medium with artifice and dismisses this image as illusory. When Pickford 

appears on screen, Hickman admonishes Bliss, reminding him that she is “only a shadow” 

(Juneteenth 244, Three Days 298).146 The black and white films that young Bliss eagerly devours 

as a child and later produces as Mister Movie-Man seemingly produce and reinforce a 

black/white binary; however, the text quickly dismantles the appearance of absolute difference. 

When Mister Movie-Man tells Lavatrice that filmmakers “only have black and white” to work 

with, she jokingly chastens him: “Well, she said, there’s Indians, and some of the black is almost 

white and brown like me” (Juneteenth 83, Three Days 278). Lavatrice’s response offers a 

multicultural vision of the United States beyond the black and white world that has structured 

Mister Movie-Man’s entire adult life; simultaneously she seemingly critiques film for artificially 

creating and reinforcing the false binary of black and white. However, in declaring that “some of 

the black is almost white,” Lavatrice more precisely speaks to the limitations imposed by 

language—after all, black and white films feature a full range of gradations of color between 

 
146 Hickman’s language here echoes Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, where human beings 

imprisoned within a cave watch shadows pass across a wall before them and mistake the 

shadows for the objects they represent (187). Ellison in fact frequently deploys the language of 

shadows in his discussions of cinema. Hickman cautions Bliss against films, warning him that 

constant moviegoers “get all mixed up with so many of those shadows that they’ll lose their 

way” and forget who they truly are (Juneteenth 223, Three Days 284). Bliss fails to take this 

lesson to heart, however; as Mister Movie-Man, he declares that “shadows are the source of 

identity” (Juneteenth 33, Three Days 248). Likewise, in his essay “Shadow and Act,” Ellison 

critiques racist caricatures in film, but ultimately dismisses them as mere projections of the 

beliefs that filmmakers and audiences already hold: “To direct an attack upon Hollywood would 

indeed be to confuse portray with action, image with reality. In the beginning was not the 

shadow, but the act, and the province of Hollywood is not action, but illusion. Actually, the anti-

Negro images of the films were (and are) acceptable because of the existence throughout the 

United States of an audience obsessed with an inner psychological need to view Negroes as less 

than men” (276). 
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black and white, yet our terminology excludes the many shades of gray that make up every 

frame. In this instance, language effectively transforms the way we understand and perceive the 

images. 

 While it would be both incorrect and irresponsible to reduce racism and racialized 

violence to pure discourse, Ellison’s second novel nonetheless depicts naming and categorization 

as mechanisms used to sustain white supremacy. While Ellison’s Black characters generally (and 

Hickman most specifically) display forms of oratorical virtuosity, white and white-passing 

characters are uniquely privileged with the ability to reshape their world through language. It is 

this privilege that Bliss weaponizes against Sister Georgia in naming her with a racial slur, as he 

finds that his words acquire a new force when spoken from a position of whiteness. As a Senator, 

he wields this power very deliberately against affluent Black Americans, working to recast 

signifiers of wealth and social mobility as tokens of Blackness. His proposal that the Cadillac be 

renamed the “Coon Cage Eight” is, at best, an empty gesture of political theatre—he lacks the 

authority to rename a product produced by a private company, and he admits in his speech before 

Congress that he has not actually bothered to write up the legislation he is proposing—yet its 

impact on Black Americans in nonetheless very real (Juneteenth 23, Three Days 47). In one 

narrative fragment, “Cadillac Flambé,” a young Black man named LeeWillie Minifees begins to 

feel imprisoned within his own car after hearing the Senator’s speech on the radio and ultimately 

burns his Cadillac on the Senator’s lawn in protest. Crucially, the Senator’s chosen epithet 

simultaneously names both the car and its driver; the term changes Minifees’s perceptions of not 

only his vehicle, but of his own body:  “Admit it, daddy; you have been NAMED… every time 

you sit behind this wheel, you’re going to feel those RINGS shooting round and round your 
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TAIL and one of those little black COON’S masks is going to settle down over your face” 

(Three Days 44, 1092). 

 Ellison’s work, however, reveals sharp distinctions between language’s capacities to 

name and to narrate, such that the Black oral tradition becomes a mechanism for subverting and 

resisting institutionalized racism. In his analysis of Invisible Man, Houston Baker agues that 

Ellison treats Black folklore as both an art form of its own and an economic commodity, as 

exemplified in the Trueblood episode. Jim Trueblood, a sharecropper who has impregnated both 

his wife and his daughter, shares his family’s story with a white millionaire, Mr. Norton, much to 

the invisible man’s horror—and is paid handsomely for it. Baker treats Trueblood’s story as “a 

carefully constructed narrative, framed to fit market demands” (“To Move without Moving” 

841), emphasizing both his skill as a performer and his keen understanding of his audience’s 

prejudices; however, he still acknowledges that, in exploiting Norton’s lurid fascination, 

Trueblood is arguably “[assuming] the minstrel mask” (840). In his oration on the Senator’s 

lawn, however, Minifees directly challenges his listeners through a performance of exaggerated 

submission, framing his act of protest as “coming over to [Senator Sunraider’s] way of thinking” 

(44, 1093). Even as he acknowledges that he has been “NAMED,” Minifees subverts the 

Senator’s attempt to label him; in describing the sensation of driving the car and imagining his 

body transforming, Minifees depicts this transfiguration as something that has been done to him 

by an outside force. The Senator, then is not able to simply label him—the transformation is a 

process, unfolding in time, one that he assumes control of and halts with the sacrificial burning 

of his Cadillac. 

 Ellison’s own encyclopedism implicitly testifies to his belief in the power of narrative. 

While critical studies of encyclopedic texts have chiefly focused on their attempts to 



 165 

comprehensively archive a time, or place, or culture, I want to emphasize the narrative aspect of 

encyclopedic narrative—the necessity of embedding the encyclopedic tendency within a 

temporally unfolding framework. Ellison’s description of the “aura of summing up” as “that 

pause for contemplation of the moral significance of the history we’ve been through” suggests 

that the process of archiving a cultural or historical moment is itself temporally bound (Bradley 

12). Saint-Amour’s likening of encyclopedic novels to time capsules is instructive here too—a 

time capsule, after all, does not simply preserve the historical past, but carries it into the present 

to be unearthed, reevaluated, and transformed by the modern gaze. 

Conclusion: The Unbound Archive 

 As I approach the conclusion of this chapter, I want to pause briefly to return to Sherazi’s 

conception of the text as an “unbound novel.” Sherazi uses the word “unbound” to refer to both 

the text’s unfinished nature—it is literally a text that cannot be bound within a single, authorized 

edition—and the text’s exploration of “the tension between belonging, or being bound, to the 

historical time of the nation-state and a resistance to normative citizenship” (8). In its final, open-

ended state, the text’s form queerly mirrors its content. Because Ellison was never forced to 

settle on a single, authorized version of the text, the second novel is oddly protean; two published 

versions exist, and an almost infinite number of alternative versions are imaginable. Like the 

shape-shifter Bliss, the text refuses to settle into any final form. There is perhaps only one 

version of the text that cannot be dimly perceived within Ellison’s endless revisions and 

countless notes—a finished version. 

 The text that remains is simultaneously Ellison’s attempt to archive the desegregation era 

and a literal archive of his own writing process. The meta-narrative that emerges from Ellison’s 

papers is the author’s own story: the eternal perfectionist, compelled to write and re-write the 
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same fragments of narrative year after year, decade after decade. Ellison’s story is a bleak mirror 

image of Nabokov’s—where Nabokov had little time or energy to devote to Laura, Ellison 

poured nearly fifty years of creative energy into his second novel. The author his computer drafts 

reveal is not the tired, aging man we might imagine, but a prolific prose writer, generating “more 

than 3,000 pages in 469 files on eighty-three disks using three computers” (Bradley 22). Yet this 

abundant creativity perhaps serves best to illustrate the distinction between productivity and 

progress. 

 Bradley writes that Ellison’s private notes make it clear that he believed that “he 

somehow needed Invisible Man as a guide to completing this second novel,” even going so far as 

to “[set] side by side chronologies of his two novels” on multiple occasions (24). In his attempts 

to force the second novel to conform to the structure of the first, Ellison curiously resembles the 

editors of posthumous texts, trying to recapture the lost authorial voice by mimicking works 

within the existing oeuvre. Yet I do not view the late Ellison as a mere echo of his former self, 

and I’m admittedly skeptical of the utility in framing his career as a tragedy. If Invisible Man 

treated history as an accumulation of repeating and reinforcing traumas, the second novel re-

stages this pattern on a national scale and across generations. I view Ellison’s attempts to 

recreate the successes of Invisible Man not in terms of repetition, but rather in those of 

resurrection and transformation. 

 Resurrection is the centerpiece of Hickman’s services, as the young Bliss rises from his 

coffin to join his surrogate father in preaching. In Sherazi’s reading, the terror he feels each time 

he is enclosed within the coffin “reaffirms his black body… implicitly registering the rhetorical 

and bodily violence exerted on African American subjects in the Jim Crow era” (15). As he rises 

from the coffin, Bliss imagines his body “floating up like a corpse shaken loose from the bed of a 
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river,” echoing the discovery of the murdered Emmitt Till’s body in the Tallahatchie River 

(Juneteenth 146). The repeated performance of death and resurrection clearly speaks to 

Hickman’s congregation’s hopes for a life after death, but it also serves as a grim reminder of the 

prevalence of racialized violence, particularly violence against young Black men. In what was 

perhaps intended a bleak joke, Bliss protests to Hickman that the coffin he has purchased is too 

large for him, and Hickman explains that he will grow into it: “By the time your voice starts to 

change your feet will be pushing out one end and your head out the other. I don’t want even to 

have to think about another one before then” (Juneteenth 42, Three Days 250). Beneath 

Hickman’s words lurks a sense of fatalism, the suggestion that young Black boys are all simply 

growing into their coffins. I am reminded of the proliferation of names that have become 

hashtags—of Michael Brown and Trayvon Martin and George Floyd and Eric Garner and Tamir 

Rice. And I’m reminded of Timothy Thomas, who was murdered by a white police officer in 

Cincinnati when I was a child. I saw his picture every morning on the news before I went to 

school, dressed in a tuxedo that I suppose he must have worn to prom. He was 19. 

 Yet Ellison’s second novel is not a fatalistic work. As he recalls the fateful Juneteenth 

service, Hickman remarks to Sunraider that a coffin is merely a box “till it holds a dead man” 

(160). Although the text begins with a shooting, its plot is not merely a progression toward the 

Senator’s grave; it lingers in the space between life and death, returning again and again to 

questions of birth and growth and origins, hoping that in these endless repetitions we might find 

not resurrection, but redemption. Perhaps Ellison failed to finish his novel because the project of 

“summing up” the desegregation era was itself misguided—the project of desegregation, after 

all, remains frustratingly incomplete. 
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 In the concluding pages of Book II, we learn that Bliss’s own birth was marked by 

bloodshed. His white mother falsely named Robert Hickman, Reverend Hickman’s brother, as 

the child’s father; Robert was killed shortly thereafter. As she entrusts her child to Hickman, she 

suggests that perhaps he could name the boy Robert, imagining that in giving him the child she 

might give him back some shadow of the brother he lost (Juneteenth 310, Three Days 475). 

Instead, Hickman calls him Bliss, realizing only belatedly that he has given him “the name of the 

old heathen life [he] had already lost” (Juneteenth 311, Three Days 475). It would perhaps be 

easy to imagine Bliss as the posthumous son of a childless father, or Ellison’s second novel as 

the bastard progeny of an impotent author. But both the child and the text have lives of their 

own; they are frustratingly unpredictable, unstable, mutable. Ellison’s second novel is not simply 

an attempt to sum up or preserve what was already, at the time of his death, an era long past—

instead, it treats the past as open-ended, unfolding continuously into the future.
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POSTSCRIPT:  

ÉCRITURE AND APOCALYPSE 

“I drank water and I set up my tent and began to make lists. Every teacher beginning with 

preschool. Every job I’ve ever had. Every home I’ve ever lived in. Every person I’ve ever loved. 

Every person who has ever loved me… I keep thinking I can see the virus blooming on the 

horizon like a sunrise. I realize the world will continue to turn, even with no people on it.” 

-Carmen Maria Machado, “Inventory” (43) 

“..death takes from us not only some particular life within the world, some moment that belongs 

to us, but, each time, without limit, someone through whom the world, and first of all our own 

world, will have opened up in a both finite and infinite—mortally infinite—way.” 

-Jacques Derrida, “The Taste of Tears” (107) 

 It would be impossible to conclude this dissertation without acknowledging the unusual 

circumstances of its composition. This project was completed in the midst of a global pandemic. 

While writing a dissertation has never been an easy undertaking, writing a dissertation in 2020 

brought its own unique set of challenges. I’ve spent the past ten months in relative isolation, 

leaving my small apartment only for occasional trips to the grocery store, or a long afternoon 

walk to clear my mind at moments when I began to feel that particular form of exhaustion that 

sets in after two hours staring at a word processor without completing a single sentence. In this 

respect, my situation is hardly unique. However, trying to write coherently and compassionately 

about mortality in a year when refrigerated trucks were deployed to help relieve strain on the 

overflowing morgues in New York City has been a strange and unsettling experience. I have 

spent the past few years of my life thinking constantly of death, often in specifically visual 

terms: the death portrait, the autopsy diagram, the anatomical atlas. Yet as my project neared its 

completion, I found myself suddenly living in an age of illegible, imperceptible death, fearing a 
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virus that is most often asymptomatic and spreads invisibly, through the very air we breathe. 

This, for me, is the particular horror of the virus: even now, it may live in my lungs, yet it will 

not make itself seen. 

Michel de Certeau designates death as “the Unnameable,” that which exceeds the 

boundaries of what we can describe in language, or even what we can think. The unspeakable, 

unthinkable nature of death is reinforced by institutions which physically remove the dying from 

our presence:  

The sick man is taken away by the institution that takes charge not of the 

individual, but of his illness… He is set aside in one of the technical and secret 

zones (hospitals, prisons, refuse dumps) which relieve the living of everything 

that might hinder the chain of production and consumption. (191) 

These lines perhaps speak too aptly to the current crisis. I wake up each day to news of the rising 

death tolls, yet the dying themselves have been rendered invisible. The families of the dying 

cannot visit them in the hospital; the risk of spreading the virus is too great. The “chain of 

production and consumption” has, for the time being, been disrupted, yet we are perhaps more 

than ever separated from the sight of the ill—and of the dead. For de Certeau, the image of death 

is always an image of alterity; in “producing an image of the dying man,” we “[participate] in the 

illusion that localizes death elsewhere” (194). Yet today, death seems to be everywhere and 

nowhere, beyond my range of vision but surrounding and enveloping me. Death is in the air—

perhaps not my death, but a death I can carry with me and pass on to others, a death that may 

secret itself away in the recesses of my body. 

 In the early days of the pandemic, I saw countless posts circulating on social media 

encouraging readers to take up journaling, reminding us that we are living through history, 

charging us with the task of creating an archive of these strange times. I felt dislocated from the 
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present moment and began to imagine each day in the future anterior. I imagined future 

textbooks, illustrated with images of masked shoppers standing six feet apart from one another in 

line at the grocery store.147 I had written, idealistically, about a radical disruption of straight time, 

felt a longing for a future that was utterly unlike the present. But, for the first time in my adult 

life, the future felt impossibly remote and unfamiliar. And I mourned the end of a world—not the 

end of the world, but certainly the end of the world as I had known it. 

Even as I reflect on Muñoz’s vision of a future that is “both utopian and queer” (26), I’m 

reminded that queer theory has been irrevocably shaped by the horrors of the AIDS epidemic, by 

a virus that was allowed to spread far too long through the sheer indifference of the government 

of the United States.148 While there is undoubtedly a kind of jouissance that accompanies queer 

theory’s rejection of binaries and blurring of boundaries, its deconstruction of identity, the 

discipline cannot be made so abstract as to be divorced from the lived realities of queer life and 

the violence that has been inflicted on marginalized communities. Jeff Nunokawa, in his 

reflections on Leo Bersani’s “Is the Rectum a Grave,” suggests that Bersani’s polemic against 

individual identity is in fact “a resting place… for a common terror of death that was especially 

terrible at the time of its writing for the gay men who were its subject and to whom, in the first 

place, it was addressed” (252). Living through this pandemic—and imagining what it might 

mean to live on after this pandemic—has taught me that Muñoz’s challenge to his readers to 

 
147 While individual cases of the virus are often asymptomatic, its effects on American society 

are, in fact, clearly visible. It manifests itself as an absence of people on what were once busy 

streets, the spaces between strangers queuing in public spaces, and the sudden proliferation of 

masks. 
148 It would be incorrect to characterize queer theory as a product of the epidemic; however, the 

crisis unquestionably shaped the growing discipline and its relationship to activist praxis. As Jeff 

Nunokawa concisely frames it, “what came to be called ‘queer theory’ didn’t begin with ACT 

UP, but man did it get a major jolt there” (245).  
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imagine a future without the self is not at all abstract. Muñoz is utopian, but not naïve, both 

idealistic and deadly serious. 

Perhaps counterintuitively, the pandemic has isolated me—in a very literal way—and 

reinforced my belief in and commitment to the social. My body is not a discrete entity or a 

closed system; I confront this reality each time I put on a face mask before going to the grocery 

store. The labor of writing, however, has both exhausted and sustained me, and while it has been, 

at certain times, a lonely task, I have come to believe, now more than ever, that writing is a form 

of communal labor, and that the Author is never a singular figure. 

In her recently published edition of Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla, Carmen Maria 

Machado blends the roles of commentator and author, constructing an elaborate fantasy in which 

Le Fanu’s text is in fact a plagiarized account of a lesbian love affair, shamelessly copied (with 

some strategic emendations) from the letters of a dead woman, Veronika Hausle (ii). Through 

her introduction to the existing text, Machado transforms Le Fanu’s novel, bringing new life into 

the work and elevating its queer undertones from the level of subtext to text. Machado’s 

commentary implicitly challenges and de-centers the figure of the singular, masculine author, as 

her footnotes build upon the existing text, expanding the world of the novel and blending 

LeFanu’s vision with her own. Although Hausle and her lesbian lover Marcia Marén are 

Machado’s own invention, the charge that she levels against Le Fanu is nonetheless a serious 

indictment of the Author as a figure of individual genius: “just as Carmilla mercilessly pierced 

the breast of the young Laura,” she writes, “so LeFanu drank of what was not his” (iii), 

suggesting that any claim to singular ownership of a text or language constitutes, if not a form of 

theft, then perhaps a kind of parasitism. Yet Machado herself is taking part in this supposed 

crime; after all, she is taking Le Fanu’s work and claiming it as her own. It is not a coincidence 
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that Marcia Marén, the supposed real-world counterpart to the vampire Carmilla, has a name that 

is an anagram of Carmen Maria.149 The figure of the vampire is perhaps an appropriate and queer 

stand-in for the author: immortal, yet dead, queerly erotic, animated through the reader’s own 

living blood. 

 I’d like to conclude now, with the image of one last authorial body, specifically the body 

of William Butler Yeats, buried at the author’s request in his beloved County Sligo. Yeats died in 

1939 while living in the South of France, and his body was interred in a communal grave. In 

1946, his bones, along with those of the others buried alongside in, were moved to an ossuary 

(“Who’s Buried in Yeats’ Tomb?”). When his body was to be repatriated to Ireland, a local 

pathologist, Dr. Rebouillat, attempted to assemble a full skeleton “presenting all the 

characteristics of the deceased” (Marlowe). The body that rests in Yeats’s grave then, is most 

likely an assemblage of strangers’ bones, buried under the poet’s name. It is a body that is both 

singular and collective, a fantasy, but a concrete and material fantasy. When I close my eyes, I 

imagine that beneath the headstone engraved with Yeats’s name, the bones of unknown men and 

women are slowly decaying, breaking down and mixing together, finally becoming one.

 
149 “Carmilla” is an anagram of the vampire’s true name, Mircalla. Elsewhere, she goes by the 

name Millarca (137). 
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