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Abstract 

Long recognised as one of the preeminent writers of literary postmodernism, Thomas 

Pynchonôs reputation appears set in stone. Yet, I argue, beneath the postmodern 

appearance of Pynchonôs writing lies a much older form: the Gothic. This thesis contends 

that Pynchon participates in several broad conventions of the Gothic genre by way of his 

dramatisation of anxieties surrounding the place of humanity and rationality within 

inhuman environments. This reading of Pynchonôs Gothicism places his work within the 

contemporary subgenre of the posthuman Gothic, primarily due to his preoccupation with 

humanityôs integration into machines, and also by way of the accompanying concerns 

with the loss of bodily integrity, psychological autonomy, and spiritual agency.  

By examining Pynchon as a specifically posthuman Gothic writer I wish to show 

that the course of human history imagined in his novels does not lead solely to apocalypse 

or extinctionðas critical commentary on his early fiction tends to suggestðbut toward a 

transformation of humanity by its technical and ecological surroundings. Beyond this re-

reading of Pynchonôs work, this thesis also attempts to theorise the posthuman Gothic as 

being more than simply a rehashing of Gothic tropes with sputtering robots instead of 

cackling villains: in short, I suggest that the structural anxieties of the inside and outside 

identified by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick as hallmarks of the Gothic are isomorphic to the 

structures of the posthuman subject which is similarly invaded and confined by its 

environments.  

From within this framework of the posthuman and the Gothic, I argue that 

Pynchonôs various aesthetic and political commitments may be drawn into focus, as the 

seemingly archaic forms of the Gothic re-emerge once again to name an emerging 

posthumanity haunted by its recent human past while descending into a monstrous future.   
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Introduction  

Toward a Posthuman Gothic Pynchon 

The process repeats itself: across five decades and eight novels, Thomas Pynchon repeats 

variations on a theme. In V. a woman is dispersed across space and time, rendered a 

cyborg ghost of geopolitical spasms. In The Crying of Lot 49 another woman sees her ex-

loverôs face emerge from the floating trash of the city streets and hears the cries of untold 

millions echoing through the telephone wires overhead. The ostensible protagonist of 

Gravityôs Rainbow is taken over by a system of desire, and made a machine from the 

inside out. At the birth of modernity, the titular surveyors of Mason & Dixon discover the 

genesis of that great, hideous machine in the captive dreams of a continent. In Vineland, 

gods emerge out of the blips of data that represent human life and death, while in 

Bleeding Edge the ghosts of humanity glitch from the other side into our alternate 

realities. In each novel we discover variations on the theme of dissolution: people 

fragmented by mechanisms of control; bodies integrated into nightmarish circuitries; 

minds melted into flows of desire; and humanity itself incorporated into the vast inhuman 

machineries with which it has surrounded itself.  

The central figure of this book, as it is with all of Pynchonôs novels, is the 

disordered remnant of humanity. This figure finds many different forms throughout 

Pynchonôs oeuvre, ranging from the lonely drifters of a mechanised society to the 

displaced masses who seek refuge somewhere beyond, and from the mangled bodies 

made part-machine, to the panicked explorers of an earth which refuses to be 

encompassed by a global machine. Pynchonôs preoccupations range over the gamut of 

contemporary anxieties concerning what it means to be the human. They encompass 

various cyber-horrors and eco-terrors; the shock of human integration into machinery; and 
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fears of humanityôs dissolution into the earth. Although widely dispersed across a number 

of technological and environmental tropes, Pynchonôs fictions return to a core existential 

anxiety concerning the end of humanity as we know it and the emergence of a wholly 

new form of being resulting from the extinction, usurpation, or (dis)integration of 

humanity. In a word, the central figure of Pynchonôs fiction is the óposthumanôða figure 

perceptibly derived from the human, yet made utterly alien to human norms by its 

disturbed technological, environmental, or psychological circumstances.  

The core argument of this thesis is that Pynchon participates in several broad 

conventions of the Gothic genre by way of his dramatisation of anxieties surrounding the 

place of humanity and rationality within inhuman environments. This reading of 

Pynchonôs Gothicism places his work within the contemporary subgenre of the 

posthuman Gothic, primarily due to the authorôs preoccupation with humanityôs 

integration into machines, but also by way of his novelsô accompanying concerns with the 

loss of bodily integrity, mental autonomy, and spiritual agency. By examining Pynchon as 

a specifically posthuman Gothic writer I wish to show that the course of human history 

imagined in his novels does not lead solely to apocalypse or extinctionðas critical 

commentary on his early fiction tends to suggestðbut toward a transformation of 

humanity by its technical and ecological surroundings. Beyond this re-reading of 

Pynchonôs work, this thesis also attempts to theorise the posthuman Gothic as being more 

than simply a rehashing of Gothic tropes with sputtering robots instead of cackling 

villains: in short, I suggest that the structural anxieties of the inside and the outside 

identified by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick as hallmarks of the Gothic are isomorphic to the 

structures of the posthuman subject which is similarly invaded and confined by its 

environments.  

If this central existential anxiety informs the common tropes of Pynchonôs novels, 

it is also what unites his fictions in a single style. In each case, these disparate tropes are 
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tied together not only by their common existential concern for the fate of humanity but 

also by a series of formal conventions typified by an anxiety over personal interiority and 

the thin barriers separating the self from what lies outside itself. I argue that Pynchonôs 

fictions about the futuristic worries of posthumanity lead back to the well-worn aesthetics 

of the Gothic. These Gothic structural conventions bring with them a whole range of pre-

established aesthetic categories and narrative forms which constitute the Gothic style, and 

which may be identified in Pynchonôs writings under the guise of seemingly futuristic 

posthuman imagery. This conjunction of posthuman concerns with the Gothic style, 

tentatively dubbed a óposthuman Gothic,ô and its relevance to Pynchonôs novels is the 

broad topic of this thesis. From within this framework of the posthuman and the Gothic, I 

argue that Pynchonôs various aesthetic and political commitments may be drawn into 

focus, as the seemingly archaic forms of the Gothic re-emerge once again to name an 

emerging posthumanity haunted by its recent human past while descending into a 

monstrous future. As a divergence from the typical categorisation of Pynchon as a 

postmodern novelist, the possibility of a posthuman Gothic Pynchon is both doubly novel 

and doubly tendentious. For this reason, before continuing in our examination of this new 

Pynchon, it is necessary first to stop and pay homage to Pynchons past. 

 

Proliferating Pynchons 

The posthuman-inflected Gothic Pynchon does not emerge into the world alone, but like a 

Gothic character itself must navigate the ruins and remnants of Pynchons long past. The 

placement of this particular reading of Pynchon among the many critical readings of his 

work made over the past half-century is no easy task, and threatens to overwhelm the 

unwary reader in a flood of incompatible translations of Pynchonôs work into a host of 

academic idioms. One list, provided by Samuel Thomas, names the proliferating 
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Pynchons of recent criticism with an encyclopedic exuberance only fitting for the author. 

Thomas enumerates a:  

Postmodern Pynchon, poststructuralist Pynchon, deconstructive Pynchon, sublime 

Pynchon, romantic Pynchon, mystic Pynchon, scientific Pynchon, Pynchon read 

through Baudrillard, Derrida, Deleuze, Barthes, Lacan, Wittgenstein, McLuhan, 

the list goes on. We have Pynchon the ñmythographerò and Pynchon the 

ñallegorist,ò Pynchon the writer of ñparables.ò At the more obscure end of things, 

we have studies on Pynchon and Malta, Pynchon and Gnosticism, even on 

Pynchon and menstruation.1  

To this list may now be added Thomasô own political and modernist Pynchon by way of 

Adorno, alongside the Pynchons that have emerged since Thomasô inventory. The most 

notable of these newcomers are the newly-reconsidered historical and philosophical 

Pynchons; a revived countercultural Pynchon; assorted Pynchons preoccupied with sex 

and gender; and even a biographical Pynchon.2 If Pynchon today ñoccupies a place in the 

front rank of twentieth-century American fiction writers,ò as David Cowart suggests, and 

has taken on the dubious honour of being named ñAmericaôs finest living novelist,ò this is 

 
1 Samuel Thomas, Pynchon and the Political (New York: Routledge, 2007), 10. Cited by Thomas in this 

paragraph are, in order: Kathryn Hume, Pynchonôs Mythography: An Approach to ñGravityôs Rainbowò 

(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1987); Deborah Madsen, The Postmodernist Allegories of 

Thomas Pynchon, (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1991); John Dugdale, Thomas Pynchon: Allusive 

Parables of Power (London: Macmillan, 1990); Petra Bianchi, Arnold Cassola, and Peter Serracino Inglott, 

Pynchon, Malta and Wittgenstein (Malta: Malta University Press, 1995); Dwight Eddins, The Gnostic 

Pynchon (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990); and Dana Medoro, The Bleeding of America: 

Menstruation as Symbolic Economy in Pynchon, Faulkner and Morrison (Westport: Greenwood, 2002).  

2 Shawn Smith, Pynchon and History (New York: Routledge, 2005); David Cowart, Thomas Pynchon & the 

Dark Passages of History (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011); Martin Paul Eve, Pynchon and 

Philosophy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Joanna Freer, Thomas Pynchon and the American 

Counterculture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Ali Chetwynd, Joanna Freer, and 

Georgios Maragos, eds., Thomas Pynchon, Sex, and Gender (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2018); 

Albert Rolls, Thomas Pynchon: Demon in the Text (Brighton: Edward Everett Root, 2019).  
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not to suggest that he has in any way been wholly assimilated by his academic acolytes or 

turned into a literary monolith.3 On this point Thomas is right to remark that ñit would 

therefore seem both illogical and unfair at this point to claim that there is a general 

consensus about Pynchonôs work.ò4 For this reason, perhaps, we may be forgiven for 

adding one more plausibly affixed Pynchon to this ever-growing list.  

If one thing limits many of the assorted Pynchons enumerated above, it is that they 

are also partial Pynchons. Partial in both senses of the word: as piece-meal 

reconsiderations of particular elements of Pynchonôs fiction and as forceful translations of 

his work into various theoretical jargons.5 Although my own approach fallsð

 
3 David Cowart, Thomas Pynchon & the Dark Passages of History, 2.  

4 Thomas, Pynchon and the Political, 10.  

5 For the aspiring Pynchonian disheartened by the proliferation of critical Pynchonisms and the authorôs 

seeming over-interpretation by one school of hermeneutics or another, it is worth considering the counter-

intuitive lack of purchase which any of these methods have upon his work. On the curious choice of Franz 

Kafka by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari for their second book, Gregg Lambert (Whoôs Afraid of Deleuze 

and Guattari? London: Continuum, 2006) remarks that above all writers of his generationðand we may 

consider him so alike to Pynchon in this respectðKafka was a writer over-analysed and over-interpreted to 

the point of absurdity.  

Why Kafka? After all, is Kafka not the first case of the globalized writer-man? Is he not also a 

writer who has been institutionalized to a degree more than any other modern writer? Has he not 

been ï perhaps only exceeded by the criticism of Shakespeare ï existentialized, psychoanalysed, 

theologicized, parabolized, deconstructionized, Buddhaized, popularized, politicized, Marxianized, 

nationalized, feminized, nihilized, Judaicized, Christianized and finally, post-humanized? (29).  

In contrast to this seemingly endless, and perhaps a little Kafkaesque, list of schools that would claim Kafka 

for themselves, Deleuze and Guattari begin precisely with the Kafka that refuses to be locked away in some 

ivory tower:  

Their image of Kafkaôs work is that of óa rhizome, a burrowô. It has many entrances and exits, all 

of which have been fashioned for just one purpose ï Escape! ï as if to call our attention to the fact 

that Kafka himself fashioned a literature that has historically managed, so far, to escape every 

interpretation, ñto steal, head over heels, away!ò (29).  

Critically-minded readers of Pynchon might take heart from this exampleðand overzealous critics given 

pause. 
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shamefullyðinto the latter camp, the intent of this thesis is not to erect a monument to a 

óposthuman Pynchonô or a óGothic Pynchonô alongside the now faded ruins of the 

assorted postmodern and poststructuralist Pynchons of theoretical heydays past. Rather, 

the goal of this thesis is to put pressure upon these inherited readings by resituating 

Pynchon within literary and theoretical contexts no less plausible than those popularised 

in the last century. Rather than plaster over the interminable complexities of Pynchonôs 

work with a series of prefab theoretical constructsðthe endless parade of simulacra, 

mirror-stages, and différanceðI wager that Pynchonôs work is interesting enough on its 

own terms, and that its recurring tropes and motifs may be enriched rather than elided by 

their juxtaposition with, but not substitution by, their Gothic precursors and posthuman 

successors. 

Despite a half century of critical appropriations, Pynchonôs work retains its own 

theoretical charge and this has remained unassimilated by critics who attempt to read him 

as a member of one school of thought or another. For this reason, among the many 

Pynchons invented by academics, perhaps the most successful are those which do not so 

much seek out pre-established theories in Pynchonôs work, but attempt to chart the 

complex philosophy and worldview that those works construct on their own terms. In 

Pynchon and Philosophy, Martin Paul Eve charts a constellation of theoretically-minded 

works on Pynchon, wherein a ñconjunction of the political, the philosophical, and the 

ethicalò combines to form ña reading that could be called that of the ócritical Pynchon.ôò6 

Among these critical Pynchons, Eve cites Samuel Thomasô Pynchon and the Political, 

and Hanjo Berressemôs Pynchonôs Poetics as clear precursors to his own attempt to 

uncover the philosophical content of Pynchonôs novels. Alongside these critical 

excavations of Pynchon may also be added Stefan Mattessichôs Lines of Flight, as an 

attempt to put Pynchon in conversation with his philosophical contemporaries, and Judith 

 
6 Eve, Pynchon and Philosophy, 9.  
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Ryan in The Novel After Theory, who goes so far as to argue for a conscious connection 

between Pynchonôs later novels and recent continental theory.7 It is within this branch of 

critical Pynchon studies that I situate my own work, so that I might not forcibly weld 

Pynchon to the Gothic or the posthuman, but uncover his artistic debt to the former and 

intellectual premonitions of the latter.  

The posthuman Gothic, then, does not inaugurate another partial Pynchon, but 

marks the shifting but ever-present zone within his fiction where the human and inhuman 

meet, in horror or in joy. From the strange amalgamations of body and machine in his 

first novel V. to the haunted cyberspace of his most recent novel Bleeding Edge, 

Pynchonôs fictive treatment of technology is intertwined with the aesthetics of horror. 

Although justifiably classified as postmodern novels, with all the satirical modes, 

irreverence, and meta-textual play typical of the form, Pynchonôs fictions just as often 

refuse these trappings and evade the critical consensus on his works. Although this thesis 

intends to do without the postmodern paradigm which characterises much of Pynchon 

scholarship, I do owe to this previous generation of scholars the identification of a series 

of core themes and preoccupations in Pynchonôs fiction which cannot be reduced to the 

merely postmodern. Although read through a postmodern lens, Pynchonôs ideas of order 

described by Molly Hite, his allegories decoded by Deborah Madsen, and his fictional 

labyrinths traversed by David Seed are not confined to the postmodern framework used 

 
7 Based upon Vinelandôs joking reference to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari and the strikingly Deleuzo-

Guattarian discussions of spatial capture in Mason & Dixon, Judith Ryan puts forward the thesis that 

Pynchonôs fiction doesnôt merely parallel contemporary theoretical works but takes direct, if tongue-in-

cheek, inspiration from them. See: Judith Ryan, The Novel After Theory (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2011). These parallels between Deleuze and Deleuzo-Guattarian philosophy are developed to a much 

greater extent in Stefan Mattessichôs ambitious Lines of Flight (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002).  
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by those critics.8 What these critics uncover are elements of Pynchonôs fiction which have 

crucial precursors in the Gothic form, which dramatised the collapse of order, deployed 

dark allegories, and lost itself in fictive labyrinths centuries prior to the invention of 

postmodernism. As Sascha Pºhlmann suggests, not only are ñPynchonôs novels, even the 

ones that are paradigmatic for theorizations of postmodernism, [...] always more than 

postmodernist as well,ò his novels presently demand readings which are capable of 

moving beyond the postmodern circumstances of their initial reception.9 Qualifying this 

point, Pöhlmann rightly warns that this exit from the postmodern literary paradigm brings 

with it a new problematic of the ñpost-postmodernò and the predictable academic hunt for 

the ñNext Big Thing.ò In contrast, I wish to ask not what comes after the postmodern but 

what has been passed over in this focus on the postmodern. 

Following the current critical turn in Pynchon scholarship, I argue that ñliterary 

criticism has focused inordinately on [his] postmodern aesthetics,ò which smooths over 

the grotesque, horrifying, and desperately sincere moments of his fiction.10 The 

proposition of a posthuman Gothic approach to Pynchon doesnôt aim at fashioning a new, 

rigid hermeneutical account of his work, but only seeks out the ambivalent aesthetics and 

excessive imagery which compose his novels in combination with other well-worn forms. 

With this in mind, we may return to a more pressing question: what does it mean to 

ascribe a posthuman mode to the Gothic, or a Gothic style to the posthuman? 

 
8 Molly Hite, Ideas of Order in the Novels of Thomas Pynchon (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 

1983); Deborah Madsen, The Postmodernist Allegories of Thomas Pynchon (Leicester: Leicester University 

Press, 1991); David Seed, The Fictional Labyrinths of Thomas Pynchon (London: Macmillan, 1987).  

9 Sascha Pºhlmann, ñPynchon and Post-Postmodernism,ò in The New Pynchon Studies, edited by Joanna 

Freer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 29. Further still, based on the mocking references to 

critics and critical theory in Pynchonôs later novels, Pºhlmann suggests that even Pynchon himself has 

worked to distance himself from his postmodern reputation.  

10 Michael P. Maguire, ñSeptember 11 and the Question of Innocence in Thomas Pynchonôs Against the 

Day and Bleeding Edge,ò Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 58, no. 2 (2017): 95. 



15 

 

Why Posthuman Gothic?  

Although the possibility of a Gothic Pynchon has not yet received the benefit of a full-

length study, his work has not gone entirely unnoticed within the field of Gothic studies. 

In his history of Gothic fiction, The Literature of Terror, David Punter describes 

Gravityôs Rainbow as ñGothic for our time,ò which ñself-consciously and often 

ironicallyò toys with the fictional tactics of modernism to create a horrifying vision of an 

impenetrable System at work in everything.11 Even as Pynchonôs magnum opus may be 

situated decidedly posterior to modernism, ñthe ambiguous devices of the Gothics 

reappearò at length to complicate the novelôs postmodern style.12 In taking on elements of 

the Gothic, Punter remarks, ñwhat Pynchon has done, again like Maturin, is taken an 

apparently taut structure and used it for almost entirely paranoiac purposes, as a sustained 

and varied demonstration of the ways in which the apparently natural is under the 

dominion of the unnatural or supernatural.ò13 In Punterôs analysis, Pynchonôs Gothicism 

interjects itself within his seemingly postmodernist form, to draw the postmodern 

disbelief in totality back to an archaic belief in the ñhidden plans and patterns of historyò 

in which ñindividuals count for nothing.ò14  

If Pynchonôs latent Gothicism is readily apparent, what is less discernible is the 

exact nature of this style, and in what sense Pynchon may be described not only as 

borrowing from the Gothic style but actively participating in the conventions of that 

genre. The first possibility, that Pynchon might be seen as an inheritor of the American 

 
11 David Punter, The Literature of Terror, vol. 2, The Modern Gothic, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1996), 

134. On the possibility of a Gothic Pynchon, see also: Thomas Moore, The Style of Connectedness: 

ñGravityôs Rainbowò and Thomas Pynchon (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1987), 227. 

12 Punter, Literature of Terror, 182.  

13 Punter, Literature of Terror, 134.  

14 Punter, Literature of Terror, 133.  
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Gothic of Hawthorne or Poe, is not altogether satisfactory. Punter makes clear that 

ñPynchonôs work is very far from the so-called American Gothic, and partly this is simply 

a matter of scope,ò as his novels more often move beyond the limited world of America 

and towards a global historical perspective.15 Recourse to a more traditional definition of 

Gothic fiction is even less help, as Pynchonôs fiction retains the American Gothicôs 

distaste for the classic Gothic tropes of decayed castles, ghastly aristocrats, religious 

institutions, and the spectre of Jacobin revolt. Lacking both the limited national character 

of American Gothic and the grab-bag of old Gothic tropes and clichés, the Gothic 

qualities of Pynchonôs work must be identified as existing somewhere beneath its surface 

appearance.  

Thankfully, the ñshopping-list approach to the definition of Gothic romance,ò as 

Eugenia DeLamotte has described the inventorial method of defining the Gothic 

according to its recurrent tropes, has largely given way to a series of structural definitions 

of the Gothic which seek to uncover the guiding logic that connects the many disparate 

Gothic tropes without restricting the genre to a mere checklist of archetypes.16 Perhaps 

best typified by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwickôs The Coherence of Gothic Conventions, but 

also finding representatives in Anne Williamsô Gothic poetics and Maurice L®vyôs 

account of Gothic form, the structural definition of the Gothic treats the checklist of 

Gothic tropes as merely a language or reservoir of symbols united by a common 

grammar, which is not itself restricted to the clichés in which it is commonly expressed.17 

For DeLamotte as for Sedgwick, this deep structure of the Gothic is derived from ñan 

 
15 Punter, Literature of Terror, 135.  

16 Eugenia C. DeLamotte, Perils of the Night (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 5.  

17 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (New York: Methuen, 1986); Anne 

Williams, Art of Darkness (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Maurice Levy, Le roman 

ñgothiqueò anglais (Toulouse: Association des Publications de la Faculté des Lettres et Sciences Humaines 

de Toulouse, 1968).  
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anxiety about boundariesò which both compose and threaten the human subject.18 In this 

view, the common Gothic tropes of veiled women, hidden identities, loss of memory, 

nested narratives, live burial, and the descent into the crypt are all united by their 

preoccupation with spatial rifts of one form or another, stretching from physical 

imprisonment all the way to psychological schisms and narratorial gaps, united in a 

terrified obsession with the assorted barriers and surfaces that shape these divisions.  

One notable advantage of the structural account of Gothic conventions is that it 

allows the central Gothic dynamic to be identified beyond its original historical form, and 

in texts not normally associated with the readily apparent tropes of classic Gothic fiction. 

As Sedgwick writes of her intentions in defining the Gothic as more than a grab-bag of 

tropes, ñI want  to make it easier for the reader of órespectableô nineteenth-century novels 

to write óGothicô in the margin next to certain especially interesting passages, and to make 

that notation with a sense of linking specific elements in the passage with specific 

elements in the constellation of Gothic conventions.ò19 Indeed, the structural account of 

the Gothic allows for this constellation to spread far beyond the nineteenth century, and 

for Gothic elements to be identified far outside the historical, generic, and national 

literary cultures within which they first formed. While Pynchon does not merely replicate 

the old Gothic formulas of Ann Radcliffe, Matthew Lewis, or Charles Maturin, much less 

the specific tropes of castles, dungeons, and villains, his fiction does obsessively revolve 

around a structural anxiety concerning the coherence of selfhood. The locus of the Gothic 

structure in Pynchon is no longer fixed to the social-historical setting of early modernity, 

having been transposed into that of late capitalism, though the anxiety of that structure 

remains identifiably Gothic. Following Sedgwickôs intentions, óGothicô may yet be 

 
18 DeLamotte, Perils of the Night, 13-4.  

19 Sedgwick, Coherence of Gothic Conventions, 4.  
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scrawled in the margins of Pynchonôs work to denote a set of fictive conventions which 

have been inherited from an earlier time.  

In Pynchonôs fiction, considered as works of Gothic fiction, the Gothic is focused 

upon the functions and failure of the human subject as it is caught up in outside forces 

which compromise its rationality, senses, and bodily composure. But having passed 

through the shocks of modernity, and set adrift in the still waters of postmodernity, these 

conventions are no longer merely Gothic in their archaic form. To put it another way, 

Sedgwickôs constellation of  Gothic conventions now lie adjacent to another constellation 

of structural anxieties, which share with the Gothic a preoccupation with the collapse of 

the human subject into multifarious outside forces. This second term goes by the name of 

the óposthuman,ô and denotes the constellation of structures, subjectivities, anxieties, and 

affects associated with the passing of the human subject as it has formerly been 

conceived.  

The terms of the posthuman are not altogether unfamiliar, as its own structure 

displays an isomorphism with that of the Gothic. As N. Katherine Hayles notes in How 

We Became Posthuman, the posthuman is post- human because it no longer allows for a 

stable separation of human life from its environment, and makes it impossible to ñidentify 

a self-will that can be clearly distinguished from an other-will.ò20 ñIn the posthuman,ò 

Hayles writes, ñthere are no essential differences or absolute demarcations between 

bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological 

organism, robot teleology and human goals.ò21 In Pynchonôs fiction, this collapse of self 

into other is dramatised to great effect, often to the point of horror, as his characters 

discover themselves to be mere puppets of suggestions and desires implanted within them 

 
20 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 4.  

21 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 3.  
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from without. According to Sean Bolton, this posthuman integration into mechanisms of 

control stands in contrast to the earlier stage of the postmodern Gothic, in which fear is 

produced by the prospect of an ñeradication of humanity at the hands of monstrous 

technologies.ò22 While the postmodern Gothic posits an infernal machine working to 

eliminate the human, the posthuman Gothic turns inward, and discovers that the ñthere is 

no inside except as a folding of the outsideò and that the machine has been working 

through us and within us without our knowledge.23 Although Boltonôs distinction between 

postmodern and posthuman forms of the Gothic is not the focus of this thesis, it does 

demand that some account be given of Pynchonôs already well-recognised postmodern 

qualitiesðin contrast to which the posthuman and Gothic elements of his style stand out 

more starkly.  

 

What Posthuman Gothic?  

In more ways than one, the contemporary mode of the Gothic may be called a posthuman 

Gothic, and the intersection of the two terms in Pynchonôs fiction is in no way limited 

only to the relatively abstract, structural level discussed above. From out of the structural 

affinity between the posthuman and the Gothic emerges the possibility of further affinities 

which function not merely as convenient parallels between the two fields but as additional 

entanglements growing from their shared structure. For the purposes of this thesis, the 

constellations of the Gothic and the posthuman touch on four main points.   

The first of these is their structural isomorphism, centred around the disturbed 

disjunction between personal interiors and inhuman outsides. From out of this common 

 
22 Michael S. Bolton, ñMonstrous Machinery: Defining Posthuman Gothic,ò Aeternum: The Journal of 

Contemporary Gothic Studies 1, no. 1 (June 2014): 2.  

23 Mark Fisher, The Weird and the Eerie (London: Repeater, 2016), 11.  
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structure follows a combined aesthetic style, a unifying preoccupation with riven 

subjectivities, and a shared focus upon the existential limits of those subjectivities.  

The second is aesthetic, wherein the aesthetic categories of the Gothic (the 

sublime, the eerie, and so on) pass over into the experience of the posthuman, and the 

associated affective modes of the Gothic (terror, horror) take on new roles for the subject 

attempting to navigate the aesthetic shocks of a posthuman world.  

The aesthetic content of the posthuman is already ambiguous in nature, as 

evidenced by Haylesô speculations on the mixed feelings of those who exit the human: 

ñWhat to make of this shift from the human to the posthuman, which both evokes terror 

and excites pleasure?ò24 As Anya Heise-von der Lippe has argued in her foundational 

book on Posthuman Gothic, this ambiguous feeling created by the posthuman is not 

unfamiliar to scholars of the Gothic.25 Citing Fred Botting and his typification of the 

Gothic as a mode of ñnegative aesthetics,ò Heise-von der Lippe defines the Gothic by its 

ambivalent mixture of revulsion and fascination, and the cultivation of negative affectsð

fear, disgust, pain, confusion, anxiety.26 As Botting writes:  

Negative aesthetics, in these terms, is double: deficiency, the absence, exclusion 

or negation of knowledge, facts or things; and excess, an overflow of words, 

feelings, ideas, imaginings.27  

Borrowing from Rosi Braidottiôs account of the posthuman as what comes after the 

human in the wake of destabilising technological and ecological shocks, Heise-von der 

 
24 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 4.  

25 Anya Heise-von der Lippe, ed. Posthuman Gothic (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017).  

26 Anya Heise-von der Lippe, ñWhat is the Posthuman Gothic?ò Latest News (blog), University of Wales 

Press, November 21, 2017, https://www.uwp.co.uk/what-is-the-posthuman-gothic.  

27 Fred Botting, Gothic, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2014), 7.  

https://www.uwp.co.uk/what-is-the-posthuman-gothic
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Lippe argues that these same negative aesthetics of the Gothic inhere within posthuman 

experience.28 As Braidotti makes clear, the posthuman in this sense encompasses both the 

negative and the reformative aspects of life freed from the strictures of the human as a 

transcendent, universal category, out of which a myriad inhuman and unhuman forms of 

life may emerge.29 The overflowing mixture of joy and horror at the end of the human is 

typical of Pynchonôs work, which as we shall see in Chapter One is caught between a 

Luddite desire to return to a prelapsarian humanity and a never-quite disavowed 

fascination with the monstrous products of technology. Chapters Two and Three will take 

on the aesthetic dimensions of Pynchonôs Gothic posthumanism in greater detail, 

describing the manner in which his novels put the traditional aesthetic categories to new 

use in the age of our obsolescence.  

The third conjuncture of the posthuman Gothic is concerned with this very 

question of subjectivity and its transformation, which has remained a preeminent concern 

for Gothic literature, and today lends to posthuman discourse readymade models for 

 
28 ñAs a theoretical figuration, the posthuman is a navigational tool that enables us to survey the material 

and the discursive manifestations of the mutations that are engendered by advanced technological 

developments (am I a robot?), climate change (will I survive?), and capitalsm (can I afford this?). The 

posthuman is a work in progress. It is a working hypothesis about the kind of subjects we are becoming.ò 

Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019), 2.  

29 Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013). Terms such as ñunhuman,ò ñinhuman,ò 

ñabhuman,ò and ñsuprahumanò will be used when needed to chart the various and divergence aspects of the 

posthuman. Of these secondary terms, inhuman is defined below, in note 36, and abhuman is defined in the 

introduction to Chapter Two. Following Jean-François Lyotard (1991) and Reza Negarestani (2014), the 

inhuman is used to describe the non-human elements which precede and compose human subjectivity, while 

the abhuman is derived from the Gothic criticism of Kelly Hurley (1996), and describes a state of being that 

is not-quite-human. Unhuman and suprahuman are used in this thesis purely in a descriptive capacity, 

without theoretical complications. The unhuman denotes that which is opposed to the ideal of the human, 

taking the place of the colloquial use of ñinhuman.ò The suprahuman is used to describe entities greater in 

size or power than humanity, yet composed of human actors. For the purposes of this thesis, all of these 

terms have been subordinated to the overarching figure of the posthuman, which, as the unknown space 

beyond human subjectivity as we know it, is able to encompass all of these conflicting transformations of 

humanity into something other.   
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understanding the sometimes horrifying, sometimes edifying transformations of the 

human subject.  

To focus upon the structure and aesthetics of the posthuman Gothic is to give the 

false impression that it is defined purely in formal terms, and to abstract it away from the 

substance and plot of the texts. If at its heart the Gothic is a genre anxious about structural 

coherence and stability, this structure is instantiated within its riven characters and the 

dramas which follow their attempts to pierce through the veil to discover the hidden 

nature of their being. As Eugenia DeLamotte suggests, the great power of Gothic fiction 

lies in its moments of revelation, of the ñknowledge of the irrational, of the psyche in its 

hidden depths.ò30 For Anne Williams, too, the Gothic speaks to the secluded zones of the 

human subject, but is not necessarily limited to the individual subject: in the 

psychological drama of the Gothic the personal is overreached by the social on all sides, 

which spills over into the protagonistôs secret turmoil as ñthe printed text of the public 

dream.ò31  

The posthuman Gothic marks no great departure from the classical form of the 

Gothic in this respect, and only transports the assorted Gothic character archetypes and 

plots into a new setting. As David Punter has remarked, the ñGothic, we often say, is 

about history; and so it is. But it has also come to be about the future, about the various 

trajectories along which we might see ourselves evolving.ò32 In Pynchon, this subjective 

aspect is also evident, and is likewise transposed from the era of early modernity with its 

fears of an undead past to that of late modernism and the diabolic powers of the future. As 

will  be seen in the chapters on The Crying of Lot 49 (Chapters Two and Three) and the 

 
30 DeLamotte, Perils of the Night, 90.  

31 Williams, Art of Darkness, 71.  

32 David Punter, ñOn the Threshold of Gothic: A Reflection,ò in The Gothic and Theory, eds. Jerrold E. 

Hogle and Robert Miles (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019). 307. 
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chapter on Bleeding Edge (Chapter Six), Pynchonôs protagonists, and especially his 

heroines, frequently return not only to character archetypes inherited from Gothic fiction 

but also to the deeper questions of subjectivity and selfhood which typify the Gothic 

heroine and hero, now modulated through the language of posthumanity.  

The fourth point of convergence is the existential, in the sense that both the Gothic 

and the posthuman look to modes of existence not only beyond the human as we know, 

but beyond the bounds of human perception and cognition entirely. The existential 

dimension of the posthuman Gothic charts the limits, and limit-experiences, common to 

both fields. Here, we arrive at the terminal point of the Gothic, where all the horror and 

torture border upon the wholesale death of the human and the triumph of the outside 

forces, be they natural, social, or otherwise, which lurk beyond. This sense of the Gothic 

finds its expression in Devendra Varmaôs account of the Gothicôs numinous, apocalyptic 

character, which always threatens to cast its characters and readers alike into servitude 

and ñhumble obeisance before the great Unknown.ò33  

This idea of the Gothic as a meditation upon extinction is elaborated upon and 

secularised in Vijay Mishraôs The Gothic Sublime. In Mishraôs calculation, the goal of 

much Gothic fiction becomes the charting of the outer limits of human life itself.34 This 

sense of the Gothic as a literature of extinction has obvious resonances with posthumanist 

thought, not least the ñspeculative posthumanismò of David Roden, who sees the 

posthuman not as a presently-existing state of being but as a limit-concept, signifying that 

place where human reasoning and experience become insufficient and a new, by 

definition incomprehensible, being takes hold.35 By this account, the posthuman takes on 

 
33 Devendra P. Varma, The Gothic Flame (New York: Russell & Russell, 1957), 15.  

34 Vijay Mishra, The Gothic Sublime (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994).  

35 David Roden, Posthuman Life (London: Routledge, 2015).  
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additional Gothic resonances, as it no longer merely describes a present state of 

posthumanityðas in the formulations of Hayles or Braidottiðbut the end of an ongoing 

process beyond which we cannot see. In Pynchon this consciousness of a limit to the 

human is ever-present: over the long span of his historical novels he tracks its slow 

approach, and in his contemporary novels he depicts people pushed to that limit, never to 

discover what lies on the other side. This existential crisis of the posthuman Gothic is 

mapped out in greater detail in the chapters on Mason & Dixon (Chapters Four and Five), 

which take as their subject the slow emergence of a global machine, and the extinction of 

humanity which follows in its wake.  

These four points of convergence between the posthuman and the Gothic are by 

no means complete, and necessarily leave by the wayside the posthuman-adjacent 

discourses of the inhuman found in the works of Jean-François Lyotard, Claire 

Colebrook, and Reza Negarestani; the ahumanism of Patricia MacCormack; the post-

humanist theory of Stefan Herbrechter or Cary Wolfe; and the thicket of transhumanist 

philosophies.36 Likewise, the domestic Gothic of Kate Ferguson Ellis, the dark 

 
36 Jean-François Lyotard, The Inhuman, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1991); Claire Colebrook, Death of the PostHuman (Ann Abor: Open Humanities Press, 

2014); Reza Negarestani, ñThe Labor of the Inhuman,ò in #ACCELERATE, ed. Robin Mackay and Armen 

Avanessian (Falmouth: Urbanomic, 2014) and Intelligence and Spirit (Falmouth: Urbanomic, 2018); 

Patricia MacCormack, The Ahuman Manifesto (London: Bloomsbury, 2020); Stefan Herbrechter, 

Posthumanism: A Critical Analysis (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013); Cary Wolfe, What is Posthumanism? 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). In terms of significance to the terms of this thesis, the 

inhumanisms of Lyotard, Colebrook, and Negarestani are of some interest for their recognition of the inner 

and outer limits of the human. Whereas posthuman theory speculates upon a future (or already present) state 

after the human, the inhuman instead denotes the pre-existence of the inhuman within the human and the 

dialectic of self-extinction and re-definition which already composes the human. For this reason Colebrook 

and Negarestani have critiqued the concept of the posthuman for positing an ideal of the human that is both 

too rigid and too ill defined, sutured onto a post- prefix without adequately defining what it would mean to 

even surpass the human. As apt as this critique is, it is beside the point for this thesis on two fronts: firstly, 

as I am looking at the posthuman in fiction I am not concerned with the philosophical rigour of the concept 

so much as its aesthetic and thematic components; secondly, the charge that the posthuman is all too human 
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Romanticism of Mario Praz, and the assorted theories of Gothic visual art are here passed 

over for being of secondary interest to the core of this thesis.37   

 

What Pynchon?  

To return to the structural heart of the posthuman Gothic, we may see that the folding of 

the inhuman outside into the human subject is a movement that resonates throughout 

Pynchonôs novels, which chart the ñthe emergence of great systems of controlò through 

the ñself-steering and yet utterly subjectlessò processes of cybernetic feedback and 

technological mastery.38 This process is not treated identically in each of Pynchonôs 

novels, due to their widely varied settings and styles, and the changing nature of 

Pynchonôs preoccupation with the inhuman over the course of his work. The diversity of 

situations and settings of the novels also poses some difficulty in terms of giving a clear 

overview of Pynchonôs oeuvre as a whole. For this reason, the novels examined in detail 

in this thesis have been restricted to only three: The Crying of Lot 49, Mason & Dixon, 

and Bleeding Edge. These three novels each typify a certain period within Pynchonôs 

work: The Crying of Lot 49 functions as a distillation of the themes of Pynchonôs early 

novels, introduced in V. and further developed in Gravityôs Rainbow. Mason & Dixon fits 

between Pynchonôs first post-hiatus novel Vineland and his interminably complex Against 

 
is perfectly true in Pynchonôs case, who does appear to hold to a more or less static image of the human 

which is capable of being degraded or destroyed, as shall be made clearer in Chapter Three.  

37 Kate Ferguson Ellis, The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology 

(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989); Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, 2nd ed., trans. Angus 

Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 1951); Wilhelm Worringer, Abstraction and Empathy, trans. 

Michael Bullock (Chicago: Ivan R Dee, 1997), and Form Problems of the Gothic (New York: G. E. 

Stechert & Co., 1920); John Ruskin, Selected Writings, ed. Dinah Birch (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2004).  

38 Benjamin Noys, Malign Velocities (Alresford: Zero Books, 2014), 44. 
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the Day, which upon its release appeared to be a final burst of manic creativity meant as a 

capstone to the authorôs lifetime of writing. Bleeding Edge is then indicative of Pynchonôs 

late style, inaugurated by the hardboiled thriller Inherent Vice, in which the interests of 

plot and character return with a vengeance, as Pynchon settles into more easily defined 

generic tropes. The periodisation of Pynchonôs fiction is then as follows, with one novel 

chosen from each period to typify his changing attitudes and styles:  

Early novels, pre-hiatus: V. (1963), The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), Gravityôs 

Rainbow (1973). 

Middle novels, post-hiatus: Vineland (1990), Mason & Dixon (1997), Against 

the Day (2006). 

Late genre novels: Inherent Vice (2009), Bleeding Edge (2013). 

The choice of three novels is also convenient for mapping the two major styles 

that run through Pynchonôs fiction, which can be tentatively divided into his historical 

novels (or historiographical metafictions, as some would have it)ðwhich run from the 

eighteenth century of Mason & Dixon, through Against the Dayôs fin-de-siècle, to the 

mid-twentieth century of Gravityôs Rainbow39ðand his Californian novels: The Crying of 

Lot 49, Vineland, and Inherent Vice.40 Of this division, which cuts through all the stages 

 
39 In regard to the form of Pynchonôs historical novels, see Linda Hutcheonôs The Politics of 

Postmodernism (London: Routledge, 1989), and Amy J. Elias, Sublime Desire (Baltimore: John Hopkins 

University Press, 2001). Tore Rye Anderson has also suggestively described that Mason & Dixon, Against 

the Day, and Gravityôs Rainbow be read as ñglobal novelsò depicting the ñdifferent stages in one single 

story of the gestation and emergence of our contemporary global reality.ò Tore Rye Anderson, ñMapping 

the World: Thomas Pynchon's Global Novels,ò Orbit: A Journal of American Literature 4, no. 1 (2016): 37.  

40 Since the publication of Inherent Vice possibility of a Californian style has also become apparent, as 

suggested in Scott McClintock and John Miller, eds., Pynchonôs California (Iowa City: University of Iowa 

Press, 2014). A survey of critical discussions on Pynchonôs relation to California is also given by 

McClintock and Miller in ñWest Coast,ò in Thomas Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger H. Dalsgaard 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 45-6.  
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of Pynchonôs career, only in first novel and his latest novelðV. and Bleeding Edgeðsit 

uncomfortably outside, as they are set primarily in New York rather than California, 

while still retaining much of the character-focus of the Californian novels.41 More 

troubling for any attempt at defining Pynchonôs style, these two anomalous novels 

embody aspects of both the historical and Californian novels. On the one hand, V. seems a 

premonition of this split in Pynchonôs style, in its weaving together of historical globe-

trotting chapters and contemporary New York chapters, whereas Bleeding Edge on the 

other hand offers a tentative synthesis, as it casts the Californian style backward into the 

near past of early-2000s New York. Pynchonôs fiction may then be divided into two 

distinct styles, and one non-category of novels partway between the two styles:  

The historical epics: Depicting the birth of modernity in Mason & Dixon, the 

triumph of capitalism in Against the Day, and the late capitalist apocalypse 

of Gravityôs Rainbow. 

The Californian novels: The real San Francisco and fictive San Narciso as 

settings for The Crying of Lot 49ôs conspiracy mystery, the Southern 

Californian family drama of Vineland, and the Los Angeles hardboiled 

story of Inherent Vice. 

The intermediate New York novels: V. with its split narrative between historical 

and familial plots, and Bleeding Edge with its mixed style of historical 

novel and conspiracy thriller.  

 
41 Pynchonôs complicated and personal relationship to New York and the American East Coast in general is 

summarised by Christopher Leise, who suggests that the East Coast is figured broadly in Pynchonôs fiction 

as a place of origin, both for the colonial Pynchon family (and their fictionalised counterparts in Gravityôs 

Rainbowðthe Slothrops) and of the American empire as a whole, the ñfont from which flows of power, 

control, and capital issued.ò This function of the East Coast as an place of origins goes some way to 

explaining its intermediate position, suggestive of both the communal and despotic extremes of the 

American political imagination. Christopher Leise, ñEast Coast,ò in Thomas Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger 

H. Dalsgaaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 31.   
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The choice of The Crying of Lot 49, Mason & Dixon, and Bleeding Edge thus 

reflects the broadest variety of both the chronological changes in Pynchonôs style, and the 

variations of style which exist throughout his work. Obviously, this limitation means that 

no claims to a totally comprehensive reading of Pynchonôs work may be madeðalthough 

it also allows for the novels in question to be examined in far greater detail. While it is 

unfortunate that this thesis is not able to fully address the remaining five of Pynchonôs 

novels or his collection of short stories with chapters of their own, I have limited myself 

to these three for the sake of the thesisôs brevity overall, and so that the chosen novels 

may be examined in more detail than if they were forced into a more crowded thesis. The 

ideal work of scholarship runs up against the limits of both space and time, and so we 

must make do with work produced under these limits. Treated intensively, each of these 

novels is revealed to contain multitudes, and to shoot off in different directions, some of 

which presage or recall the novels set aside.42  

As we shall see, The Crying of Lot 49 functions as a compacted gem of Pynchonôs 

early preoccupations with humanity and death, and as the earliest example of the 

psychedelic yet intimate style of his later Californian novels. Mason & Dixon, set further 

in the past than any of Pynchonôs other historical novels, likewise functions as a mirror 

through which to see its generic companions, for which it establishes the genesis of the 

great hideous machine which would pursue the characters of Against the Day and 

consume those of Gravityôs Rainbow. Simultaneously, Mason & Dixon stands in for the 

other middle-period novels as an expression of Pynchonôs newfound sentimentality for 

 
42 Possibly the most glaring omission from the novels dealt with here is Gravityôs Rainbow (1973). The 

inclusion of this novel would have undoubtedly been necessary in an earlier stage of Pynchon scholarship, 

but now the scholarship on Gravityôs Rainbow overflows, and its inclusion would only distract from the 

more important task of interrogating Pynchonôs more recent output. The question of where Gravityôs 

Rainbow falls in the structures and schema proposed by this thesis is left open for a more complete study of 

Pynchonôs Gothicism.  
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family life and intimate personal relations, adding new stakes to the otherwise nihilistic 

philosophy of the early novels. Bleeding Edge, in turn, may be seen as a convergence of 

these two styles, as it returns to the labyrinthine conspiracy theories of The Crying of Lot 

49, repeats the familial concerns of Mason & Dixon, and brings Pynchonôs historical 

narrative up to the twenty-first century.  

 

Chapter Overview 

The first chapter looks to the experiences of terror and the sublime in The Crying of Lot 

49 to argue for a fruitful reading of Pynchonôs work in terms of the aesthetics of the 

feminine Gothicðtypified by the drama of reason, unreason, and the heroineôs escape 

from manipulatory forces. I argue that the novelôs protagonist, Oedipa Maas, can be read 

as a Gothic heroine whose trials of terror and confrontations with the irrational drive her 

on a quest to interrogate the nature of her world. Throughout the novel, Oedipa not only 

performs the role of the Gothic heroine who must navigate a dark world in search of truth, 

but also undergoes a process of posthuman communication with forces outside herself 

and her own understanding. Oedipa repeatedly comes in contact with a thought from the 

outside that interrupts her normal existence, and in each encounter with this outside force 

is spurred on her search to unmask the shifting and obscure powers which have cast a 

shadow over her world. In this chapter I argue that these encounters are best understood 

through the framework of the feminine Gothic and its aesthetics of terror, with the Gothic 

heroine here encountering the terrors of a specifically technical environment, which do 

not work to elevate the soulðas in Ann Radcliffeôs formulationðbut to awaken it to 

other posthuman modes of existence.  

The second chapter continues the analysis of The Crying of Lot 49 begun in the 

previous chapter, but focuses not on the main protagonist, Oedipa, but on the broader 
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posthuman Gothic condition of the novelôs secondary characters. If the preceding chapter 

aims to read Pynchonôs novel as a feminine Gothic textðpreoccupied with the trials of 

terror and enlightenment experienced by its central heroineðthis chapter seeks out those 

places where the Gothic is deployed in its masculine form, with its characteristic 

thematics of horror and abjection. The imagery analysed in this chapter belongs in the 

domain of horror and the masculine Gothic, I argue, because of its focus upon the direct, 

bodily destruction of the human subjectðas opposed to the private psychological drama 

of the feminine Gothic. These aspects of the novel also lack the intellectually-

empowering resolution of Gothic terror and the escape from danger which it entails. 

While Oedipaôs plot leads from one revelation to another, towards an ambiguous 

epiphany of the inhuman nature of her universe, the various depthless and destitute people 

who she encounters find themselves in far less edifying positions. Each in their own ways 

are determined, denigrated, and dissolved by the forces which surround them and course 

through them. The argument of this chapter does not so much contradict that of the 

previous chapter, as it shows the possible paths of posthumanity within the Gothic nexus. 

While The Crying of Lot 49ôs heroine can be read as charting a path of revelation through 

the technical systems of her world, the people around her sink and fall into the abyss, 

discovering alongside the doomed villains of Lewis and Maturin the one horrifying truth 

of the masculine Gothic: hell is real, and we are living in it.   

The third chapter takes up Pynchonôs nonfictional writings as statements on the 

place and purpose of Gothic literature in making sense of our increasingly posthuman 

world. In his 1984 essay ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò Pynchonôs ambivalent attitude 

toward technology becomes overt when it converges with the literary aesthetics of the 

Gothic. For Pynchon, technology on the one hand holds the key to positive change and 

the realisation of utopia on earth, but on the other threatens to bring forth new forms of 

control. This dynamic is longstanding within Pynchonôs fiction, which condemns 
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technology for its dehumanising effects while exhibiting a fascination with the myriad 

combinations that spring from the convergence of humanity and machine. The 

ambivalence between condemnation and fascination lies at the core of the Gothic genre, 

the negative aesthetics of which thrive on the mixed feelings of disgust and desire. In the 

ñLudditeò essay, Pynchon re-states this Gothic conjunction in explicitly posthuman terms: 

even while obsessing over the degradations of modernity, capital, and industry, the Gothic 

novel is in Pynchonôs terms a way to ñdeny the machine.ò43 In this manner, Pynchonôs 

nonfiction functions not only as a commentary upon previous works of Gothic fiction 

such as Frankenstein and The Castle of Otranto, but also explicitly places his own fiction 

within that same nexus of Luddite politics, Gothic fantasy, and posthuman fears.  

In the fourth chapter of this thesis, I turn from the mechanical threats of Pynchonôs 

early work to the environmental themes of Mason & Dixon. Crucially, I suggest that 

Mason & Dixon does not abandon the cybernetic concerns of Pynchonôs previous works, 

but rather places the forces of machinery in contest with the powers of the earth itself. 

Telluric and subterranean flows of energy, desire, and bodies dominate the novelôs 

narrative, as the titular protagonists unwittingly work to place the planet under the control 

of a vast territorial machine. My analysis of Pynchonôs ecogothic narrative pairs the 

spatial dynamics of the novel with its explicit critique of Enlightenment ideology. As the 

novel progresses, the space of the frontier takes on inhuman qualities, as the titular line is 

revealed as a mere focal point in a vast network of territories that slowly creep across the 

continent, shaping the earthôs surface to better capture its flowsðeconomic, libidinal, or 

otherwise. Concurrently, the age of Enlightenment is given a terrifying aspect, as all the 

proclaimed ideals of rationality are discovered to hide a manipulation of desire on a 

geocosmic scale. Through the eyes of Dixon in particular, whose youthful dreams of 

mapping the world slowly give way to a guilty complicity in the capture of the earth, the 

 
43 OK 
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posthuman Gothic character of Pynchonôs fiction spirals outward in ever more terrifying 

proportions, but also attains its clearest expression as a plea for alternatives to the 

machine.  

The fifth chapter expands the theme of spatial capture and the Gothic line in 

Mason & Dixon into the novelôs depiction of time. One of the characters in the novel 

notes that ñTime is the Space that may not be seen,ò while another observes that ñthe 

Battle-fields we know, situated in Earthôs three Dimensions, have also their counterparts 

in Time.ò44 Given the weight placed upon the struggle for control of the Earthôs space in 

the novel, the question of time opens the way for greater and more terrible mechanisms of 

capture and control. While the preceding chapter focuses upon Dixonôs education in 

complicity with the powers that be, this chapter turns to Masonôs side of the story, and the 

emphasis which his melancholic disposition places upon the themes of time lost, time 

regained, and the assorted minutiae of time measurement and temporal order. Central to 

this nexus are the various hauntings experienced by Mason, not least of which is the 

constant return of his deceased wife to soliloquise the passing of the world, and his 

melancholic journeys outside of clock-time. In a particularly surreal series of events, 

Mason finds himself caught within the eleven days lost in the English switch from the 

Julian to the Gregorian calendar, which now lie parallel to our own present, empty of all 

original inhabitants, but wherein he discovers all the twisted escapees from our rational 

world. Within this nexus of time, the thematics of the posthuman Gothic abound, as other 

worlds and other times are folded into our own prosaic reality, either as fuel for further 

expansion and control, or as reminders of the terrifying, transfixing worlds which lie just 

outside our own.  

 
44 MD 326, 190.  



33 

 

The sixth chapter turns to Pynchonôs latest novel Bleeding Edge to bring 

Pynchonôs Gothic account of humanity and technology into the digital era. The novelôs 

treatment of technology, business, and government in the years of the early web reveals a 

dark undercurrent of haunted websites, illegal dealings, and official collusion beneath the 

increasingly sanitised veneer of the surface internet. The specifically posthuman Gothic 

character of the novel comes increasingly to the fore as, in typically Pynchonian fashion, 

technology folds into conspiracy and new systems of communication beget increasingly 

subtle methods of control. Functioning both as a love-letter to the cyberpunk fictions of 

yesteryear, and as a pastiche of their most overhyped predictions, Bleeding Edge 

juxtaposes the heightened unreality of digital utopianism with the cybergothicôs wildest 

nightmares, all against the backdrop of the new millenniumôs failure to realise the dreams 

with which it was charged.  

In the conclusion I return to the question of Pynchonôs place in contemporary 

literature as the figurehead of the postmodern style, and the possibility of reading his 

work as part of a Gothic literary tradition both more archaic and more alien than his 

postmodern reputation would suggest. In the traditional postmodern reading of Pynchon, 

the novelistôs rejection of historical metanarratives and his play with the insufficiency of 

language are read as signs of a fundamentally unspeakable object at the heart of his 

fictionðthe unrepresentable trauma of modern history or the horrifying collapse of self 

into structure. But the unspeakable has a much longer literary history, and as if by a trick 

of the light reveals within the postmodern mistrust of representation the hidden presence 

of the Gothic tropes of the sublime. I argue that Pynchonôs predilection for the 

unspeakable is as much a sign of his debt to Gothic fictionôs own fragmented narratives 

and suggestive absences as it is indicative of the presence of the Gothic formôs structural 

anxiety within the recent fictions of postmodernity and posthumanity.  
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Chapter One 

ñThe darkest, slowest hours:ò Oedipa as Gothic Heroine and the Aesthetics of 

Terror in The Crying of Lot 49 

Much has been made of The Crying of Lot 49ôs labyrinthine plot, of its wayward 

protagonist, Oedipa Maas, and of the paranoid structures built by its heroine and readers 

alike to uncover the hidden (or perhaps nonexistent) meaning of the novel. For all the 

wealth of detail packed into the novelôs hundred odd pages, the academic and literary 

reception of The Crying of Lot 49 has been marked by an incapacity to make adequate 

sense of its interminable complexities. At its heart, the novel seems to revolve around an 

ambiguity that motivates both its protagonist and readers to sort through its scattered 

elements in some hope of making sense of it. As Peter Cooper writes, ñlike Oedipa, the 

reader encounters óa secret richness and concealed density of dreamô but nothing much 

more concrete or verifiable. [...] In this way, Oedipa, or anyone hovering at the threshold 

of such knowledge is totally adrift, without compass or quadrant.ò1 Likewise, Molly Hite 

has remarked that although Pynchonôs novel ñpossesses no Grail that will fulfil his heroôs, 

or his readersô, expectations,ò still ñOedipaôs world cries out for so much meaning that 

the novel cannot reasonably be expected to satisfy it.ò2 After over half a centuryôs worth 

of critical reappraisals, this central ambiguity appears indissoluble, but has not for this 

reason lost any of its power. On the contrary, and despite many an ambitious criticôs 

attempts to give a definitive reading to the novel, the core ambiguity of The Crying of Lot 

 
1 Peter L. Cooper, Signs and Symptoms: Thomas Pynchon and the Contemporary World (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1983), 151.  

2 Molly Hite, Ideas of Order in the Novels of Thomas Pynchon (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 

1983), 78.  
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49 has only been strengthened, and its mystery further obscured, by the weight of critical 

material piled about its twisting passages.  

If, as Deborah Madsen suggests, ñambiguity remains the single greatest obstacle 

for the reader of Pynchon,ò this is not to say that it hasnôt also provided the most fruitful 

element of his fiction.3 For the purposes of this thesis in particular, the irreducible 

ambiguity of Pynchonôs novel presents an opening for a Gothic reading, which takes this 

absence of final meaning and the uncertainty it creates as the beating heart of the novel. 

Like The Crying of Lot 49, the classic works of Gothic fiction are often driven by the 

dramatisation of the desire to know or uncover some hidden truth. But coterminous with 

this search for knowledge is the desire to continue the search, and to thrill in the unknown 

itself. As Eugenia Delamotte argues, although the readers and characters of the Gothic 

desire knowledge, ñit is the experience of not knowing that they find exhilarating. The 

desire not to know is one of the great appeals of Gothic romance; behind it, perhaps, is a 

hope that there may be something, after all, that cannot be known.ò4 From out of this 

generative absence of knowledge spill the most recognisable of the Gothicôs core 

elements, such as hauntings, hallucinations, madness, and the sublime, which have as 

much to do with failures of reason as they do with reasonôs slow progress toward 

understanding.  

 
3 Madsen continues: ñThat is to say, ambiguity characterizes every aspect, formal and thematic, of 

Pynchonôs narrative project ï for readers both inside and outside the storyworlds his narratives create. As 

Schaub points out, characters are caught between facts or actions and their possible meaning(s), as is the 

external reader of narratives that refuse to align literary form with meaning.1 These fictional worlds not 

only lack certainty but are constructed to suggest that an order exists but is withheld and remains unknown 

because it is unnamed, experienced only in suspicions.ò Deborah L. Madsen, ñAmbiguity,ò in Thomas 

Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger H. Dalsgaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 298.  

4 Eugenia C. Delamotte, Perils of the Night: A Feminist Study of Nineteenth-Century Gothic (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1990), 64.  
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It is in this context, that I propose a Gothic reading of The Crying of Lot 49 as a 

novel which dramatises reason and reasonôs limits. Specifically, I argue that the novel 

replicates the conventions of the feminine Gothic, as typified by the works of Ann 

Radcliffe, whose fictions so often revolve around a heroineôs struggle to make sense of 

her world, ñto distinguish real from apparent, [...] to make valid discriminations, [and] to 

órealizeô the validity of her perceptions.ò5 Drawing from the common tropes of 

Radcliffeôs fiction, Peter Otto defines the feminine Gothic according to three key traits:   

[Firstly,] female Gothic locates the source of terror in the present, in the 

possibility that the paternal protector (whether father or lover) is untrustworthy or 

immoral. [Secondly,] supernatural terrors are discovered to be illusions, fabricated 

by the heroine's imagination, a consequence of a culture that shelters her from the 

truth. [Thirdly,] terror evaporates as the heroine learns of her true identity. 

Alternatively, it modulates into awe, as the heroine glimpses the divine order 

behind nature.6  

Pynchonôs novel does indeed replicate these core traits of the feminine Gothic, but only 

up to a point. Oedipaôs story begins with the disappearance and potential subterfuge of a 

male lover, whose spectre hangs over the novel and torments Oedipa in her search for 

 
5 Anne Williams, Art of Darkness (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 165. Following the work 

of Susanne Becker, I have opted to use the term ñfeminine Gothicò in place of the ñfemale Gothicò to mark 

a shift from ñthe (traditional) critical interest [in the] gender of the author (female gothic) to that of the 

speaking subject in the text (feminine gothic).ò Whereas the critical formulation of ñfemale Gothicò has 

tended to focus upon the categorisation of texts as ñwomenôs writingòðand, more problematically, the 

sorting of texts by the perceived sex of their authorsðthe category of ñfeminine Gothicò marks a small step 

toward a less essentialist view of gender and authorship. See: Susanne Becker, Gothic Forms of Feminine 

Fiction (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), 10.   

6 Peter Otto, ñTerror and Horror Gothic,ò in Gothic Fiction: Rare Printed Works from the Sadleir-Black 

Collection of Gothic Fiction at the Alderman Library, University of Virginia, eds. Peter Otto, Marie 

Mulvey-Roberts, and Alison Milbank (Marlborough: Adam Matthew Publications, 2003), 

http://www.ampltd.co.uk/digital_guides/gothic_fiction/Introduction8.aspx.  

http://www.ampltd.co.uk/digital_guides/gothic_fiction/Introduction8.aspx
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signs of his passing. This spectre is never truly dispelled, but in Oedipaôs attempts to  give 

reason to his haunting she punctures the other illusions of her culture which have hidden 

from her the underbelly of her world. The novel reaches its crescendo not with the 

revelation of the divine order of nature, but the uncovering of a vast and secret world 

communicated through wires and waste. This is to say that whereas the feminine Gothic 

as typified by Radcliffe is capable of navigating its trials of terror and moments of 

unreason, to arrive at a final point of resolution and restoration of reason, Pynchonôs 

novel follows the same path without ever reaching its end. Of these three points, the first 

will be the focus of the first section of this chapter, which deals with Inverarity and his 

ghostly influence over Oedipaôs life; the second is the focus of the second and third 

sections, which examine Oedipaôs productive failures to dispel the experience of terror; 

finally, the fourth and fifth sections turn to Oedipaôs interrogation of her own being and 

the nature of her world.  

 

Oedipa Maas, Gothic Heroine? 

If The Crying of Lot 49 refuses to complete its performance of the feminine Gothic plot, 

there still remains the one central element upon which these conventions restðthe Gothic 

heroine. In Radcliffeôs novels, the elements of the feminine Gothic cohere around the 

psychological drama of the heroine, whose journey is defined by her anxious encounters 

with figures and symbols of authority and her eventual overcoming of that anxiety by 

means of her faculties of reason and empathy.7 In Pynchonôs novel, too, Oedipa performs 

the role of the heroine, who struggles to break through the spectral world she knows and 

 
7 This is in contrast to the conventions of the masculine Gothic, typified by Matthew Lewisô The Monk, and 

its preoccupations with the reality of the supernatural, the ruin of reason, and the ensuing torture of the 

body. This other form of the Gothic is examined in detail in the following chapter.  
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arrive at some new understanding of what lies beyond.8 But having refused the traditional 

resolution of the feminine Gothic plot, The Crying of Lot 49 instead leaves Oedipa caught 

within that moment of derangement, of terror, and takes her further into the realms of 

uncertainty and unreason than Radcliffeôs heroines ever would dare venture. As Deborah 

Madsen observes,  

for Oedipa, the discovery of unanticipated ruptures and discontinuities within her 

culture leave her poised between the signs that she tries to interpret and their 

culturally constrained potential for meaning. But as her descent continues, the 

perimeter between reality and fantasy becomes blurred.9  

As reality and fantasy grow indistinct, and Oedipaôs attempts to impose some form of 

reality spiral away into ever more complex fantasies, The Crying of Lot 49 becomes what 

Allan Lloyd-Smith has described as ña controlled exercise in hysteria.ò10 

In The Crying of Lot 49 the conventions of the feminine Gothic are, therefore, not 

so much replicated in full or avoided entirely, but allowed to run out of control, unbound 

from the rationalist ends to which they typically lead. What ensues is an intensification of 

the feminine Gothicôs prevailing interest in human subjectivity at the edge of cognition 

and perception, and the ñknowledge of the irrational, of the psyche in its hidden depthsò 

which emerges from the heroineôs encounters with the unknown.11 In its layered secrecy, 
 

8 The similarities between Oedipa and the typical Gothic heroine have not gone unnoticed. As Susan 

Sweeney remarks, Oedipa performs the role of ñheroine who discovers evidence of sinister machinations 

against her, but whom no one believes. Unable to verify the pattern that she has deduced, she cannot help 

doubting her sensations as well as her sanity.ò Susan Elizabeth Sweeney, ñGothic Traces in the 

Metaphysical Detective Story: The Female Sleuth in Pynchonôs The Crying of Lot 49 and Gibsonôs Pattern 

Recognition,ò Orbit: A Journal of American Literature 4, no. 2 (2016): 5-6.  

9 Deborah L. Madsen, The Postmodernist Allegories of Thomas Pynchon (Leicester: Leicester University 

Press, 1991), 60.  

10 Allan Lloyd-Smith, American Gothic Fiction: An Introduction (New York: Bloomsbury, 2004), 62.  

11 Delamotte, Perils of the Night, 90.  
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Oedipaôs search is as much driven by a desire to know as it is motivated by ña need to fill 

in the lack perceivedò and to find ñrecompense for that loss in a new mode of 

experience.ò12 Which is to say that Oedipaôs story takes the shape of an aesthetic 

education, in which the confusions and expansions of Oedipaôs perceptive faculties take 

centre-stage, as she learns to re-situate herself amidst a dark and inhuman landscape. Not 

only is Oedipa bombarded by signs, but each sign she encounters is defined by its 

paradoxical fusion of excess and insufficiency, and at every moment she is tested to 

expand her powers of perception and understanding to decipher what little she can.  

In an added twist upon the feminine Gothicôs drama of reason, Pynchonôs novel 

frequently reverses the priority of the human subject and its encounters, giving the latter 

precedence, and letting the former be shaped by exterior forces. In a sense, Oedipa is 

ñonly incidentalò as a conduit for the flows of information which pass through her, 

leading David Seed to remark that ñ[it] is appropriate that the protagonist of The Crying 

of Lot 49 should be a figure with a minimal past and social context since the narrative 

takes her through an extended present where she is constantly trying to decipher the 

cultural signs which bombard her.ò13 As in Radcliffeôs account of terror, Oedipaôs 

experience ñexpands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life,ò but in 

the case of Pynchonôs novel this higher degree of life stretches beyond the scope of 

human life altogether.14 In her precipitous descent into the realms of terror, Oedipa 

navigates the inhuman mechanisms of a technological society and communes with 

faceless masses over wires and through waste.  

 
12 Williams, Art of Darkness, 150-1.  

13 TCL 13; David Seed, ñMedia Systems in The Crying of Lot 49,ò in American Postmodernity: Essays on 

the Recent Fiction of Thomas Pynchon, ed. Ian D. Copestake (Bern: Peter Lang, 2003), 19.  

14 Ann Radcliffe, ñOn the Supernatural in Poetry,ò New Monthly Magazine 16, no. 1 (1826): 149.  
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Like the Gothic heroine of Radcliffeôs The Mysteries of Udolpho, Oedipa ñis 

impelled forward by forces beyond her control; her trials involve confronting the 

demands of cruel circumstances both natural and cultural;ò and through her trials ñshe is 

even separated from herself, by being made to doubt her own reason, and in moments of 

crisis, by losing consciousness altogether.ò15 But whereas Radcliffeôs Emily survives 

these trials by recomposing herself and surmounting the terrifying forces which threaten 

her, Oedipa delves ever deeper, seeking ways to lose herself in the ñinconclusive signsò 

of her search, and ñestablish [an] occult communication between otherwise incompossible 

affects, percepts, and events.ò16 Although Oedipaôs search ends in a state of total paranoia 

it cannot be said to have failed for this reasonðfor in the absolute acceptance of paranoid 

(un)reason, she affirms her fragmentary investigation into ñreal if hidden modes of 

existenceò which because of its object cannot but fail at every turn.17 Thrust into the grip 

of impossibly vast forces of conspiracy and control, haunted by fragments of an 

irretrievable past, Oedipa does not attempt to reduce their complexity down to her level, 

but instead attempts to incorporate herself into the overflow, to become a conduit for all 

that she can sense but may never understand. In typical Gothic fashion, the text vacillates 

between excess and emptiness, providing at once too much and too little for any sense to 

be made of it. Yet it is precisely this negativity which drives the novel forward, which 

compels Oedipa in her search for one more sign, one step further removed from the 

ordinary. As much as the suspense of terror shocks Oedipa and confuses her 

 
15 Williams, Art of Darkness, 163.  

16 Joshua Ramey, The Hermetic Deleuze (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 135.  

17 Broadly speaking, art itself must ñaffirm other possible modes of life beyond the clich®s of what 

generally passes for life, and will discover life within uncanny imbrications of past and future, and at 

particularly tense conjunctions of affect, in order to explore an elusive multiplicity of sense.ò Ramey, 

Hermetic Deleuze, 135.  
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understanding, it nonetheless points to the great fecund darkness outside of her perception 

and thought, which leaves its signs scattered throughout her limited human world.  

 

The Shadow Visits 

The theme which dominates The Crying of Lot 49 is that of death, and beneath its 

shadow, the encounter with an outside.18 At the core of these themes is the figure of 

Pierce Inverarity, who at once disappears from life and ceaselessly re-appears as a 

spectral presence in Oedipaôs world. The novel begins when Oedipa is struck by the death 

of her former lover and in her grief searches Southern California for some shred of his 

passing. A year before his death, as Oedipa recalls, Inverarity made one last early 

morning call, to deliver only a barrage of nonsense and character imitations. Quite 

literally fulfilling his last persona, Lamont Cranston as ñThe Shadow,ò Inverarity is cast 

into Oedipaôs story as both an entity which haunts her and as an emptiness which opens 

out before her:  

Silence, positive and thorough, fell. So it was the last of his voices she ever heard. 

Lamont Cranston. That phone line could have pointed in any direction, been any 

length. Its quiet ambiguity shifted over, in the months after [Inverarityôs final] 

call, to what had been revived: memories of his face, body, things heôd given her, 

things she had now and then pretended not toôve heard him say. It took him over, 

and to the verge of being forgotten. The shadow waited a year before visiting. But 

now there was Metzgerôs letter.19  

 
18 The Crying of Lot 49 has been labelled a ñbook about loss, about the tragedy of what happens to the 

moment in the stream of time.ò Thomas Schaub, ñóA Gentle Chill, An Ambiguity:ô The Crying of Lot 49,ò 

in Critical Essays on Thomas Pynchon, ed. Richard Pearce (Boston: G. K. Hall and Co., 1981), 66.  

19 TCL 6-7.  
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In her grief, Oedipa recalls Inverarity as a ghost: Missing from the world, yet unbearably 

and inexplicably still there. What is devastating for Oedipa in his death is not that he is 

gone, but that he is strangely present, yet unable to be communicated with. He takes on 

the traits of his last persona, who David Seed notes ñis figured iconically as a dark shape 

which can flit from place to place with limitless versatility. In other words, we have the 

case of Pierce simulating an artist of simulations, one of the earliest instances of recessive 

layering in The Crying of Lot 49.ò20 As we shall see in this chapter and the next, the novel 

returns to the ñshadowò as an ambiguous image of presence and absence, familiarity and 

unfamiliarity, bound together in the one space. Whether as a shade returned from the 

dead, or as a mere trick of the light, Inverarity the shadow forms an indeterminate space 

within the novel, which can never be fully inhabited by the characters or expunged from 

their lives.  

Although by no means a villain of the sort typically found in Gothic novels, 

Inverarity occupies much the same role, as a figure of paternal power whose potential 

untrustworthiness sets Oedipaôs quest in motion. The power which Inverarity exercises 

over Oedipaôs life is recognisable in two senses. The first is simply material, in that his 

wealth and influence are such that even in death the suspicion remains that he may be 

pulling off an enormous prank, funded by his millions pilfered as a real estate mogul. The 

second is more intimate, as it concerns the place which Inverarity occupies in Oedipaôs 

mind, as a shadow which hangs over her, and which she struggles to dispel. It is in these 

two senses that Inverarity occupies the same place in the novel as the Gothic fathers and 

husbands of old, having traded his titles and castle for a sprawling business empire, while 

still maintaining an uncertain control over the life of the novelôs heroine. Although by no 

means a Bluebeard or a Schedoni, the Gothic patriarch remains one of Inverarityôs many 

character masks, which he performs with some humour but not without defusing the 

 
20 Seed, ñMedia Systems,ò 22.  
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Gothic elements of this character altogether. Even as Inverarity is presented as a 

decidedly silly (or even, typical of Pynchon, a zany) character, his death and its 

aftershocks transform his bizarre antics into something more unsettling.  

More than anything, the intrusion of Inverarity into Oedipaôs life is presented in 

the language of the uncanny. The familiarity of his memory, and the unfamiliarity of his 

return, erupt into the domestic setting of the novelôs opening, bringing with it a ñsense of 

homeliness uprooted, the revelation of something unhomely at the heart of hearth and 

home.ò21 This revelation of the unhomely within the homely is not disturbing because it 

upsets domestic norms, but rather because it reveals the instability at the heart of the 

home itself. In death, Inverarityôs manic performances become irresolvable, no longer 

reducible back to the one person behind the mask. As Oedipa is soon to discover, whereas 

once Inverarity seemed able to put on any voice and perform any character in a comic 

mode, now it is impossible not to see his camouflaged face in all her surroundings. As 

Nicholas Royle writes,ñ[the uncanny] is a crisis of the natural, touching upon everything 

that one might have thought was ópart of nature:ô one's own nature, human nature, the 

nature of reality and the world.ò22 As Inverarityôs spectre spreads its shadow over 

Oedipaôs quiet existence, and over the pages of the novel, an ambiguity takes hold which 

refuses to resolve the tensions of life and death, presence and absence, which burrow 

through the text.  

 
21 Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 1. Royleôs use of the 

uncanny is, of course, developed from that of Sigmund Freud, who characterises the experience by the 

persistent theme of the double and by the compulsion to repetition. As we shall see, Inverarityôs assumption 

of the ñShadowò persona takes on both of these traits, as he both trails Oedipa as a double (her shadow) and 

returns to the story in the most unlikely ways. On the literary function of the uncanny, see Freudôs germinal 

reading of Hoffman in: Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works, ed. 

James Strachey, vol. 17 (London: Hogarth Press, 1955), 226-245.  

22 Royle, Uncanny, 1.  
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In part, Oedipaôs story is one of mourning and of an inability to escape a past 

which perpetually returns to her. But on another level, it is a willing of this same, partial 

return, and an attempt to reconstruct what has been lost even if only in fragments. Hanjo 

Berressem suggests that The Crying of Lot 49 should be read as a study of dissolved and 

fragmented subjectivity. He writes that ñPierce is not an original person but a cultural 

simulacrum [...] A return to a real Pierce is not possible; every approach to his personality 

entails a deflection into cultural space, a dynamics that in a very Derridean gesture puts 

every utopia of a return to a stable origin under erasure, because every meaning one might 

want to attach to Pierce is endlesslyðand hopelesslyðdeferred.ò23 Inverarity is a man 

deferred; always announced within the text, but never fully arriving. But it is this 

impossibility of return which becomes the driving force behind Oedipaôs search. Instead 

of a void within the text, Inverarityôs uncanny absence takes the place of an ordering 

principle, around which Oedipaôs search takes shape.  

Oedipaôs experience of the uncanny falls into what David Roden calls a ñdark 

phenomenology,ò which lies at the edge of human perceptions and ñconfers no explicit or 

implicit understanding of its nature on the experiencer.ò24 For Roden, this mode of 

phenomenological experience is dark because it pertains to no fixed or identifiable object, 

and instead functions as the apprehension of the limits of human perception. In this 

interzone, ña dark phenomenon could influence the dispositions, feelings or actions of the 

experiencer without improving her capacity to describe them.ò25 It is here that the 

ambivalent aesthetics of the Gothic make headway into the territory of the posthuman. As 

we shall see, what begins as a merely uncanny confusion of presence and absence quickly 

gives way to other, equally disturbing, experiences of a world outside the human. Drawn 

 
23 Hanjo Berressem, Pynchonôs Poetics (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 89.  

24 David Roden, Posthuman Life (London: Routledge, 2015), 85.  

25 Roden, Posthuman Life, 85.  



45 

 

out of her domestic isolation by a ghost, Oedipa must learn to reckon with the materials 

and networks through which Inverarityôs haunt passes, and the inhuman life into which he 

has been assumed. To follow Oedipa  in her aesthetic initiation into the hidden 

machineries of posthuman life, we must first lay the groundwork of her perception of the 

world.  

 

The Illusory Tower 

Having encountered in Inverarityôs return something which disturbs her from her normal 

life, Oedipa turns wholly to this otherness, and to the limits of apprehension beyond those 

tied to her personal relationship with Inverarity. Although Inverarity never makes a full 

return into the novel, his uncanny presence sparks something in Oedipa which sends her 

on a revelatory path.  

As things developed, she was to have all manner of revelations. Hardly about 

Pierce Inverarity, or herself; but about what remained yet had somehow, before 

this, stayed away. There had hung the sense of buffeting, insulation, she had 

noticed the absence of an intensity, as if watching a movie, just perceptibly out of 

focus, that the projectionist refused to fix.26  

Neither Inverarity nor herself are the objects of Oedipaôs revelations. Something remains 

on the outside of this dyad, which ñhad somehow, before this, stayed away.ò Oedipa is 

subject to a spatial divide, between what is near and comprehensible, and what lies just 

beyondðthe imperceptible. This divide is described in aesthetic terms, as Oedipa feels a 

ñsense of buffeting, insulationò and the ñabsence of an intensity, as if watching a movie, 

just perceptibly out of focus, that the projectionist refused to fix.ò She comes adrift from 

 
26 TCL 12.  
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the world that she knows, and is no longer affected by it in the ways that she once was. 

This is not only a symptom of her grief, but a shift in the way she interacts with her 

world.  

What has until now divided Oedipa from this flood of revelation is expressed in 

Gothic terms. Not only does it replicate the spatial rift which Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

identifies as the basic structure of the Gothic form, but this rift is expressed within the 

novel in terms reminiscent of the Gothic tropes of castles, imprisonment, and escape.27 

Oedipa imagines herself at the beginning of the novel as a damsel locked in a tower, and 

Inverarity a hero come to rescue her. But the fabled escape does not take place. The tower 

assumes epistemic proportions as it comes to entrap her everywhere she goes.28  For all 

Inverarityôs manic tricks, and Oedipaôs desperate need to connect with something outside, 

ñall that had then gone on between them had really never escaped the confinement of that 

tower.ò29 Once again the Gothic dynamic of inside and outside is in play, as each escape 

merely folds a new locale into the inside of the characterôs experience. Confined, Oedipa 

seeks rescue, which never comes, or at least not in the form she expects. If Inverarity 

could not rescue her from the tower in life, as a ghost his return sparks a productive 

encounter with the outside. In a recollection of her early days with Inverarity, Oedipa 
 

27 Sedgwick writes that under the conventions of the Gothic, ñit is the position of the self to be massively 

blocked off from something to which it ought normally to have access.ò This something can be anything at 

all, but pertinent to Oedipaôs plight, ñit can be a lover [or] it can be just all the circumambient life, when the 

self is pinned in a death-like sleep. Typically, however, there is both something going on inside the isolation 

(the present, the continuous consciousness, the dream, the sensation itself) and something intensely relevant 

going on impossibly out of reach.ò Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (New 

York: Methuen, 1986), 12.  

28 Roger Henkle agrees that Oedipa's tower is primarily epistemological in nature, writing that ñwe are all 

prisoners in a world of phenomena, able only, at best, to devise cinema scenario parodies of the literary 

excesses of the past or to project elaborate conspiratorial fantasies that crackle out like bizarre short circuits 

of the brain.ò Roger Henkle, ñPynchon's Tapestries on the Western Wall,ò in Pynchon: A Collection of 

Critical Essays, ed. Edward Mendelson (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 110.   

29 TCL 13.  
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remembers their attempted escape to Mexico, and her reaction to a painting by Remedios 

Varo.  

In Mexico City they somehow wandered into an exhibition of paintings by the 

beautiful Spanish exile Remedios Varo: in the central painting of a triptych, titled 

ñBordando el Manto Terrestre,ò were a number of frail girls with heart-shaped 

faces, huge eyes, spun-gold hair, prisoners in the top room of a circular tower, 

embroidering a kind of tapestry which spilled out the slit windows and into a void, 

seeking hopelessly to fill the void: for all the other buildings and creatures, all the 

waves, ships and forests of the earth were contained in this tapestry, and the 

tapestry was the world.30  

Varoôs painting expands the terms of the novel into further uncanny territory. Here the 

inside and outside are involuted and turn in upon one another. On the one hand, the girls 

in the tower spin a world into existence from the confines of their tower. Trapped, like 

Oedipa, they nevertheless, from this position of solipsistic interiority, spill a tapestry of 

images into the void outside. The mad paranoiac creativity of this inside works outward to 

compose its surroundings, as the land, sea, and people outside are all created by the 

tireless hands of the captive women. But on the other hand, there is nothing to say that 

this inside is truly distinct from what spills out of it. The ground upon which the tower 

rests is nothing but cloth, and so the very foundations of the prison are themselves 

composed from within, while maintaining from without the conditions for this ceaseless 

production. The outside folds in to compose the walls that keep the interior contained, and 

it will take a more radical jolt from a more distant outside to sever the bonds which keep 

the cursed looms in motion. Lacking this escape, Oedipa turns to despair:  

 
30 TCL 13.  
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What did she so desire escape from? Such a captive maiden, having plenty of time 

to think, soon realizes that her tower, its height and architecture, are like her ego 

only incidental: that what really keeps her where she is is magic, anonymous and 

malignant, visited on her from outside and for no reason at all. Having no 

apparatus except gut fear and female cunning to examine this formless magic, to 

understand how it works, how to measure its field strength, count its lines of force, 

she may fall back on superstition, or take up a useful hobby like embroidery, or go 

mad, or marry a disk jockey. If the tower is everywhere and the knight of 

deliverance no proof against its magic, what else?31  

Far from being removed and safe within the walls of the tower, the towerôs very existence 

is attributable to a ñmagic, anonymous and malignantò power. Not only is the tower 

everywhere and inescapable, but Oedipa begins to imagine herself from this outside 

perspective. Stefan Mattessich writes that ñPynchonôs metaphors here signify a paratactic 

displacement beside oneôs self that characterizes the feeling of subjection to a 

fundamentally irrational exteriority.ò32  

As in Inverarityôs return, an encounter with some dark phenomenon almost takes 

place, but the perceptions and communications which could make it sensible slide past 

and into the shadows. This failure to make contact is, as we shall see in the next section, 

the key criteria in the Gothic aesthetics of the eerie. Mattessich goes on to suggest that in 

Oedipaôs silent moment of despair before Varosô painting, she discovers herself to be an 

ñincidental person, a projection, a hologram whose point of origin, that which ókeeps her 

where she is,ô suggests a terrifying complicity between óanonymousô gravitational force 

and ómalignantô social power. [é] To be óincidentalô is therefore to experience alienation 

 
31 TCL 13.  

32 Stefan Mattessich, Lines of Flight: Discursive Time and Countercultural Desire in the Work of Thomas 

Pynchon (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 47.  
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in the form of a fantasm installed at the center of being, a fantasm that destabilizes any 

clear sense of the human or realò33 Oedipa comes to know herself not as a distinct and 

human subject, but as the subject of vast and incomprehensible forces which course 

through her.  

While Inverarityôs haunting disturbs Oedipa from her everyday life, the spectre of 

the tower awakens in her some dark consciousness of the unreality which has always 

haunted her world. Before she sets out into San Narciso, Oedipa comes face to face with 

this uncanny disturbance in her life, and in her  encounter with it she takes on the task of 

giving it a name by which to understand it. The uncanny shadow and solipsistic tower 

lead her out of her mundane life, and into the eerie mechanisms of the city. As the novel 

progresses, Oedipa further takes on the qualities of the Gothic heroine, who must 

undergo the effects of this disillusion, doubting the nature of the powers that 

consume them, uncertain whether they originate internally or from external forces. 

Without an adequate social framework to sustain a sense of identity, the wanderer 

encounters the new form of the gothic ghost, the double or shadow of himself. An 

uncanny figure of horror, the double presents a limit that cannot be overcome, the 

representation of an internal and irreparable division in the individual psyche.34  

As a Gothic heroine Oedipa navigates a maze of mixed meanings and affects, guided and 

propelled by the uncanny figure who traces her steps.  As is the nature of the uncanny 

double, the horror lies not only in seeing oneself mirrored, but in discovering oneself as a 

reflection of that other figure.35 Likewise, even as her epistemic tower imprisons her, it 

 
33 Mattessich, Lines of Flight,  47.  

34 Fred Botting, Gothic, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2014), 85.  

35 ñThe double is never a projection of the interior; on the contrary, it is an interiorization of the outside. It 

is not a doubling of the One, but a redoubling of the Other. It is not a reproduction of the Same, but a 

repetition of the Different. It is not the emanation of an óIô, but something that places in immanence an 
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also alienates her from the normality from which that prison springs. As in the feminine 

Gothic plot, the prison which constrains the heroine is as much psychological as it is 

physical, constructed by a patriarchal structure of authority and its representatives who 

exercise control over her thoughts as well as her movements. As Emma Miller remarks, 

ñit is the dominant ideology which really constitutes Oedipaôs tower,ò and while ñshe 

cannot see outside of the definitions and interpretations of her culture, to do this would be 

to break the magic she imagines keeps her held in captivity.ò36 While Oedipa seeks out 

the traces of Inverarity, his ghost exerts an influence over her: leaving a trail which she 

consciously or unconsciously follows. ñThere seems to be [in the uncanny a] general 

acknowledgement that our lives, our experiences, the comings and goings within and all 

around us are increasingly programmedòðand so Oedipa sets out into the city to discover 

what sense lies behind the programming.37  

 

The Eerie City 

This sense of not only being haunted by something other, but of having been programmed 

by something outside oneself is present throughout the novel, and over its course expands 

from Inverarity to encompass Oedipaôs entire world. As she continues on her search, what 

Oedipa encounters is no longer merely uncanny, but eerie. Just as the uncanny is more 

than a strange experience, and carries with it connotations of repetition, doubling, and the 

return of the repressed, the eerie is more than an unsettling feeling, and may be further 

 
always other or a Non-self. It is never the other who is a double in the doubling process, it is a self that lives 

me as the double of the other: I do not encounter myself on the outside, I find the other in me.ò Gilles 

Deleuze, Foucault, trans. Sean Hand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 98. 

36 Emma Miller, ñThe Naming of Oedipa Maas,ò Orbit: A Journal of American Literature 1, no. 1 (2012). 

https://doi.org/10.7766/orbit.v1.1.12.  

37 Royle, The Uncanny, 23.  

https://doi.org/10.7766/orbit.v1.1.12
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defined as an aesthetic category.38 Unlike the uncanny, the eerie does not seek to return 

the unfamiliar to the familiar, by ñprocessing the outside through the gaps and impasses 

of the inside.ò39 Rather, the eerie ñallow[s] us to see the inside from the perspective of the 

outside.ò40 While the uncanny unsettles Oedipa in her isolated interior space, and reveals 

the manner in which this interiority is situated within a vast and threatening outside, the 

eerie upsets the very composition of that inside. Something programs her, which is to say 

it guides her movements and shapes her very being, but that something communicates 

through her, not to her, and hides its agency behind a veil of eerie signs.  

It is this question of communication and agency that leads us out of the uncanny 

haunting of Inverarity and into the aesthetic experience of the eerie as it has been 

described by Mark Fisher. The category of the eerie, for Fisher, is  

constituted by a failure of absence or by a failure of presence. The sensation of the 

eerie occurs either when there is something present where there should be nothing, 

[or] there is nothing present when there should be something.41  

If Inverarityôs delayed re-appearance and doubling is unsettling because of its strange 

twisting up of human and inhuman (un)life, then the eerie is unsettling precisely when 

this encounter with the other fails to take place. And yet, despite this failure, somethingð

 
38 In using the term ñaesthetic categoryò I borrow freely from Sianne Ngaiôs groundbreaking study Our 

Aesthetic Categories (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), which situates the experiences of the 

zany, cute, and interesting under late capitalist consumer culture against the classical aesthetic categories of 

the beautiful and the sublime. ñAs sites in which discursive practices and modes of human intersubjectivity 

routinely intersect with aspects of what Arendt calls the óthing-world,ôò Ngai writes, aesthetic categories 

make up the ñvocabulary for sharing and confirming our aesthetic experiences with otherò (29). The 

uncanny and the eerie, although by no means as prevalent as the aforementioned aesthetic forms, may be 

described broadly as the aesthetic categories of the Gothic.  

39 Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie, 10.  

40 Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie, 10.  

41 Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie, 61.  
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some Thingðis still there, just perceptibly out of focus. This sense of the eerie is likewise 

detectable in The Crying of Lot 49ôs first chapter, when Oedipa looks for the first time 

over the city of San Narciso  

She looked down a slope, needing to squint for the sunlight, on to a vast sprawl of 

houses which had grown up all together, like a well-tended crop, from the dull 

brown earth; and she thought of the time sheôd opened a transistor radio to replace 

a battery and seen her first printed circuit. The ordered swirl of houses and streets, 

from this high angle, sprang at her now with the same unexpected, astonishing 

clarity as the circuit card had. Though she knew even less about radios than about 

Southern Californians, there were to both outward patterns a hieroglyphic sense of 

concealed meaning, of an intent to communicate. Thereôd seemed no limit to what 

the printed circuit could have told her (if she had tried to find out); so in her first 

minute of San Narciso, a revelation also trembled just past the threshold of her 

understanding.42  

As in Mark Fisherôs account of the eerie, the primary question raised by Oedipaôs 

encounter with San Narciso is one of agency. From her first moment of looking across the 

skyline, she sees the buildings springing from the earth, ñlike a well-tended crop,ò in an 

ñordered swirl of houses and streets.ò43 But if they are crops, by whom are they planted? 

From whence does this order arise? In her attempt to answer these questions, Oedipa is 

overwhelmed, as the totality of the city surpasses the capacity of her understanding. Such 

an image of the interminable complexity of the contemporary world is suggestive of what 

Fredric Jameson has called the postmodern sublime, which replaces the sublimeôs 

traditional object of nature with a technologised world that ñloses its depth and threatens 

 
42 TCL 14-5.  

43 TCL 14.  
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to become a glossy skin, a stereoscopic illusion, a rush of filmic images without 

density.ò44  But whereas for Jameson the postmodern sublime is engendered by the failed 

attempt to perceive the totality of global capital, ñwhich turns back on and against us in 

unrecognizable forms,ò Pynchonôs image of the city remains eerie for its emphasis not on 

the perception of magnitude but on the attempted communication with an alien agency.45 

Within Oedipaôs failure to communicate and comprehend, there nevertheless lies a 

ñclarityò of vision.46 Revelation seems to emerge over the horizon, as Oedipa stands ñat 

the centre of an odd, religious instant. As if, on some other frequency, or out of the eye of 

some whirlwind rotating too slow for her heated skin even to feel the centrifugal coolness 

of, words were being spoken.ò47  

How does Oedipa come to understand this situation? The eeriness of the city is 

explained by means of an extended metaphor, in which the transistor radio and the pattern 

of streets become identified with one another. The radio carries in its electrical circuits a 

hidden message, the sounds of music and speech coded into radio waves and then 

transmitted through a series of wires and mechanisms to produce its message. The city too 

seems to contain a message, which flows through its streets like wires, modulated by its 

buildings, interrupted and enhanced by the movement of people and cars. Yet the 

frequency in which this message is transmitted is unknown to Oedipa, and the precise 

process by which her receiver shall translate it unknown to her. The radio and the city 

stand apart from Oedipa, as miraculous inventions, which function beyond her 

comprehension and speak without care for her participation. As Peter Cooper writes of 

 
44 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 1991), 34.  

45 Jameson, Postmodernism, 35.  

46 TCL 14.  

47 TCL 15.  
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Oedipaôs predicament, the ñcommon individual, no longer equal to the works in progress, 

can see no pattern and feel no personal influence in the direction of events; but an 

inscrutable power structure seems to exist.ò48 This identity between city and machine 

brings to the fore the precarious position in which Oedipa finds herself: situated within 

networks of communication and exchange, but with no agency over the information that 

passes by her and through her. Unlike the ghostly presence of Inverarity, who speaks to 

Oedipa from beyond the grave through random objects and images, the eerie city is alive 

yet totally mute. The radio receiver and the city are not subject to human will, but speak 

among themselves in frequencies lower than Oedipa may know.  

Oedipaôs eerie experience of the city recalls N. Katherine Haylesô discussions of 

communication technologies and the effects they bring about in human life as we come to 

know ourselves through our technological media that work to recompose us within their 

systems. As Oedipa gazes over San Narciso, she not only feels a sense of purposefulness 

in the distant hum of the city, but through her very presence as a spectator, she 

understands herself as a component in this mechanism.49 For Hayles, the integration of 

humanity into communication networks brings about a re-conceptualisation of what it 

means to be a human subject. She writes that:  

 
48 Cooper, Signs and Symptoms, 132. Commenting elsewhere upon Oedipaôs experience of the city, Cooper 

highlights the imperceptible sense of order which Oedipa attempts to grasp: ñLooking down the mountain, 

Oedipa senses some higher, nearly perceptible order, some shaping principle hidden beneath the surface 

disorder of the landscape. But she cannot quite hold onto the entire picture and comprehend it [...] 

Moreover, the alluring intimation of order lasts but an ñinstantò (56-7). 

49 As N. Katherine Hayles remarks, what terrified the first generation of cyberneticists was their 

unintentional demolition of the liberal subject as an impartial observer of the world, and the core discovery 

of second-order cybernetics that even a spectator is part of the system they observe. As Hayles quotes from 

Humberto Maturana: ñThe observer is a living system and any understanding of cognition as a biological 

phenomenon must account for the observer and his role in it.ò How We Became Human (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1999), 143.  
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every day we participate in systems whose total cognitive capacity exceeds our 

individual knowledge, including such devices as cars with electronic ignition 

systems, microwaves with computer chips that precisely adjust power levels, fax 

machines that warble to other fax machines, and electronic watches that 

communicate with a timing radio wave to set themselves and correct their date. 

Modern humans are capable of more sophisticated cognition than cavemen not 

because modems are smarter [...] but because they have constructed smarter 

environments in which to work.50  

In their totality the machines come to surpass the capacity of any one human caught 

within their networks, in some ways enhancing human cognition through integration in 

suprahuman computational systems, and in others overwhelming the human in its limited 

cognitive and perceptive abilities. The ambiguity of information technologies in 

Pynchonôs work has not gone unremarked, but has only rarely been taken into the realm 

of posthuman studies. David Seed makes clear thatðfollowing McLuhanôs analysisð 

ñthe spectator becomes part of the system or process and must supply the connections and 

this is exactly what happens to Oedipa. Throughout the novel she is shown to be 

surrounded by a dynamic environment which bombards her with information.ò51 

Likewise, Francisco Collado-Rodriguez identifies in Oedipaôs conflation of the city and 

radio a connection to McLuhanôs ñwell-known consideration of humans as electrodes in 

the communicative circuitry of the new global village.ò52 From the start, Oedipaôs 

investigation into the city and into Inverarityôs death implicate her within a vast system of 

communication, in which she is an integral component.  

 
50 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 289.  

51 Seed, ñMedia Systems,ò 22.  

52 Francisco Collado-Rodriguez, ñIntratextuality, Trauma, and the Posthuman in Thomas Pynchonôs 

Bleeding Edge,ò Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 57, no. 3 (2016): 233.  
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The eeriness and unreality of Oedipaôs first encounter with San Narciso speaks to 

an emerging aesthetic experience which can only be described as posthuman. What 

haunts Oedipaôs world is the idea of the human subject bereft of its power over life and 

itself. The posthuman subject recedes into its environment. It becomes caught up in 

processes much larger than itself, and the boundaries between its own faculties and those 

of its surroundings grow more diffuse. While in the case of Inverarity, Oedipa witnesses a 

human subject distributed across time and space in uncanny fragments and refractions, in 

San Narciso she discovers herself undergoing a parallel process. As Inverarity is scattered 

across the landscape, Oedipa is drawn into it, and finds at the limits of her perception a 

hidden code that distributes the pieces of humanity. Her experience is marked by an 

incapacity to fix all that passes within her senses. Whether they operate at magnitudes of 

scale far greater than Oedipa, or function at frequencies lower than she may know, the 

mechanisms of the city remain just perceptibly out of focus, in spite of their seeming 

readiness to communicate to her. Whereas the traces of Inverarity constitute uncanny 

presences, the city is altogether characterised by an eerie aesthetic: where there is a 

presence, it is ungraspable; where there is an absence, it is ineffable.  

Yet, within the eerieôs failures of presence and absence there lies a speculative 

moment, which even as it confounds Oedipaôs understanding still pushes her further into 

her attempts to make sense of the systems and circuitries now barely perceptible. 

Although the eerie disturbs the senses in its refusal to communicate a clear message, it is 

nonetheless suggestive of a vast and inhuman world that lives at the blurred corners of our 

vision. Looking over San Narciso, Oedipa experiences what Heather Davis calls the 

ñdefamiliarization and derangement of sense perception.ò53 Under the posthuman 

condition, Davis writes, we experience ñthe complete transformation of the sensations and 

 
53 Heather Davis, ñArt in the Anthropocene,ò in Posthuman Glossary, eds. Rosi Braidotti and Maria 

Hlavajova (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 63.  
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qualities of the world. In other words, the world that we are born into is receding in front 

of our eyes, causing a re-arrangement of the sensory apparatus of our organism.ò54 Such 

becomes Oedipaôs task over the course of the novel, not simply to piece together a 

conspiracy or the traces of her former lover, but to learn how to perceive that which 

eludes her. Descending into the city, Oedipa throws herself into the machinery and places 

herself at the disposal of whatever eerie agency is turning the gears.  

 

In Praise of Paranoia 

Oedipaôs descent into the city is soon accompanied by a pervasive sense of paranoia: a 

sense that amidst the noise a hidden order is taking shape. The sense of revelation which 

hovered at the edges of Oedipaôs perception now encompasses her and moves her through 

the city. ñThat's what would come to haunt her most, perhaps: the way it fitted, logically, 

together. As if (as sheôd guessed that first minute in San Narciso) there were revelation in 

progress all around her.ò55 Much has already been written about the theme of paranoia in 

The Crying of Lot 49, and the endless vacillations which Oedipa experiences in choosing 

either to pursue this revelation or to dismiss it as mere fantasy. But for all the explicit 

discussion of paranoia in the novel, it is apparent that it is not as all-encompassing as it is 

suggested to be, and if anything seems only a secondary reaction on Oedipaôs part to the 

thought that nothing will be solved, that the expected revelation will never properly take  

place. Jonathan Rosenbaum is right to state that ñPynchonôs concern is not only with 

óparanoiaô (the myth that óeverything is connectedô) but equally with what he terms óanti-

paranoia, where nothing is connected to anything,ô a vision of chaos that is no less 

important; to omit this dialectic, which dictates his entire structure, is to overlook the 

 
54 Davis, ñArt in the Anthropocene,ò 63-4.  

55 TCL 29.  
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work itself.ò56 This dynamic is stated even more clearly by Pynchon in final pages of the 

novel: ñAnother mode of meaning behind the obvious, or none.ò57  

This choice, between a paranoid pursuit of revelation and a collapse into disbelief, 

structures the main part of Oedipaôs narrative during and after her trip to San Narciso. 

From the moment she perceives the eerie forces at work in the city streets, Oedipa is 

confronted not only with the possibility of a hidden order, but with the realisation that this 

order is not a given, but must be actively sought and pieced together if its ever to be 

understood. Oedipaôs hilltop vision of San Narciso is a quintessentially Gothic experience 

of the city, as what Kelly Hurley calls a ñchaosmosða space of meaningless noise, 

activity, sensation in which narratives indiscriminately crowd one another and no one 

narrative has any more significance than the next [which] has its inverse in the paranoid 

fantasy of [the city] whose seeming  indifferentiation masks a network of deeply-laid and 

infernal designs.ò58 The tumult of roads, lights, peoples, and factories is experienced in a 

Gothic fashion as indicative of deeper, eerie forces which drive the seeming chaos of the 

streets.59 Whatever is at work in the chaosmos of the city is either a brute randomness, 

begetting a dearth of meaning, or it is a mute and hidden order which at once overflows 

 
56 Jonathan Rosenbaum, ñA Reply,ò in Pynchon: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Edward Mendelson 

(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1978),  67.  

57 TCL 126.  

58 Kelly Hurley, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin de Siècle 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 165.  

59 As Fisher writes, it is precisely this landscape emptied of meaningful human activity which is most 

conducive to the eerie experience: ñA sense of the eerie seldom clings to enclosed and inhabited domestic 

spaces; we find the eerie more readily in landscapes partially emptied of the human. What happened to 

produce these ruins, this disappearance? What kind of entity was involved?ò In the eerie, the question 

recurs of what agent is at work behind the movements and sensations which never quite give away their 

origin. ñWhat kind of agent is acting here? Is there an agent at all?ò Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie, 11. 
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with meaning while denying access to it. In either case, the choice then falls to Oedipa to 

pursue this hidden meaning or else herself fall into a hopeless quietude.  

This disjunction between reality (hidden or dull) and unreality (paranoid or 

abyssal), for all its appearance of mutual exclusivity, ultimately blends together into a 

single whirling desire for understanding. Either Oedipa has discovered a vast conspiracy 

to escape the mundane life of governments and society, or she is hallucinating it all, or the 

hallucinations are part of a deliberate plot to fool her, or the plot itself is a figment. 

ñEither way, theyôll call it paranoia.ò60 For all their differences, each possibility is 

positioned against a ñTheyò who would shut it all down, take away the fantasy and the 

flight, and return Oedipa to stultifying normality. Whether the hidden order is real or not 

does not matter, because both outcomes return to the language of dream and escape. To 

have stumbled upon a vast underground network of communication is, Oedipa reasons, to 

have happened upon ña secret richness and concealed density of dream,ò no different 

from a mere hallucination of that dream.61 Either Oedipa has discovered a real and pre-

existent escape or she has effected that escape for herself in her fantasy. A ñsecret 

richnessò or hallucination of it amounts to the same thing, which is to say both are ñreal 

alternative[s] to the exitlessness, to the absence of surprise to life, that harrows the head 

of everybody American you know, and you too.ò62  

Given this false choice, between exit of one form or another and total exitlessness, 

Oedipa once again takes on the role of the Gothic heroine who hesitates at the edge of the 

unknown before diving headlong into its liberating darkness. As Molly Hite writes of the 

world which Oedipa leaves behind, ñif this world is initially vapid and banal, Oedipaôs 

 
60 TCL 117.  
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progress serves in part to restore it, for Oedipa rises above her vacuous reality by 

interpreting aspects of that reality as signs.ò63 What most scares Oedipa is not the sublime 

terror of conspiracies, networks, and machines, but the possibility that these signs will 

ultimately be empty. In this respect, Oedipa mirrors the heroine of Charlotte Bront±ôs 

Jane Eyre, whose greatest fear is not simply dispossession or destruction, but damnation 

to a menial existence. ñAt the threshold of the Gothic domain, most heroines tremble in 

fear of they know not what,ò writes Eugenia DeLamotte, while in contrast Bront±ôs 

heroine is struck by fear of the ñviewless fetters of a uniform and too still existence.ò64 

Paranoia, even when it appears to create a vast totalising system of interpretation, 

nonetheless appears for Oedipa as a form of freedom, from the mundane world and even 

from herself. Although she experiences terror at each step, she is still drawn inexorably 

further on her search, and one step closer to an exit from her spurious óreality.ô 

The paranoid logic of Oedipaôs search returns us once more to the aesthetic 

dimension of the novel and the encounters which spur Oedipa on her search. Some 

encounters merely disturb, as in the uncanny, and some fail to take place, as in the eerie, 

but each takes Oedipa out of herself into the vast undefined sublimity at the edges of her 

world. Oedipa returns time and again to the experience of terror at the enormity of this 

outside, but a terror which stems from the psychological recomposition of herself in the 

face of this enormity. As Anne Williams writes, ñ[t]error or the sublime [is] unlike horror, 

which threatens corporeal integrityðone's being as a bodyð[because] the sublime 

overwhelms the self with the idea of an overwhelming power.65 While the horror of the 

abject depends on a disturbed physiology, the terror of the sublime lies in a psychological 

experience which overpowers the faculties of the mind. Terror, then, is the experience of 
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an encounter which compels the mad scramble of the faculties to comprehend what is 

before them. As a source of terror, the aesthetic category of the sublime is ña 

contradiction experienced between the demands of reason and the power of imagination 

[...] When imagination is confronted with its limit by something which goes beyond it in 

all respects it goes beyond its own limit itself.ò66 To surpass the limits of comprehension 

is the object of the sublime experience, which floods the mind and senses with the 

ñóunrepresentableô features of subjectivity and reality.ò67  

In Ann Radcliffeôs original distinction between terror and horror, the former has 

the connotations of both liberation and edification, as it both elevates the soul and purifies 

the mind of its misjudgements. As Radcliffe famously remarks, ñterror and horror are so 

far opposite, that the first expands the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of 

life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them.ò68 A prototypical example 

of sublime terror in Radcliffeôs work occurs in The Italian, when the novelôs heroine 

Ellena briefly, escapes her imprisonment by looking upon the vast mountainside upon 

which her prison rests. With a ñdreadful pleasure,ò she gazes upon the stony cliff face, 

and in that moment ñthe consciousness of her prison was lost, while her eyes ranged over 

the wide and freely sublime scene without.ò69 As her prison fades from consciousness, 

she grows aware of the spiritual freedom that resides within herself, inviolable to the 

world outside. ñWith a mind thus elevated, how insignificant would appear to her the 

transactions and the sufferings of this world! [...] Thus man, the giant who now held her 
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in captivity, would shrink to the diminutiveness of a fairy; and she would experience that 

his utmost force was unable to enchain her soul, or compel her to fear him.ò70 This form 

of terror is at once negative, as it diminishes the stature of humanity and its works, and 

positive, in that this diminishment also releases the heroine from her psychological and 

physical bondage.  

Oedipaôs experience of terror and the sublime diverges from this model on two 

points, without entirely leaving behind the form of terror as it has developed since 

Radcliffeôs formulation. First, whereas terror in its classic form culminates in a moment 

of resolution, for Oedipa this resolution is refused so that it may continue on its 

destructive side, as a moment of panicked speculation without end. This refusal of the 

ends of terror is not without its precedent in Radcliffe, as DeLamotte suggests,  

the life of her [Radcliffeôs] work emanates from the moment before such 

revelationsðthe moment of not knowing for sure, when everything, including the 

mind, is neither-nor. That is the moment of imagination, when the boundary 

between self and the other has no meaning, the moment when what matters is not 

reality but the heroineôs projection outward of her fears of reality: the moment, in 

short, of negative capability.71  

Even in Radcliffe the libidinal pull of the work is toward the thrill and torment of terrorôs 

negativity, more so than its ultimately deflationary resolution. Second, Pynchonôs novel 

does not present terror as a process which is entirely rational or willed. Whereas 

Radcliffean terror works to dispel superstition in favour of rational explanations, in The 

Crying of Lot 49 the powers of terror turn back upon themselves to undermine the very 

notion of the rational human subject. This loosing of terror from its rationalist ends also 
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has its precedents in classic Gothic literature. Kate Ferguson Ellis, for example, notes that 

the characters in Maturinôs Melmoth, the Wanderer, ñare driven literally out of their 

minds by the thoughts that possess them; their waking lives have the unwilled quality of 

dreams, while their dreams propel them to act óinvoluntarily.ô [In a state of terror,] the 

will is not only unfree but óstolen,ô while the imagination, abhorring a vacuum, fills the 

space with its own introjects.ò72 Terrifying thoughts cease to be the possessions of a 

rational subject, but themselves come to possess those who attempt to think them. Terror 

becomes involuntary, because it does not happen on the terms of the thinking subject, and 

rather arrives from outside to force the occurrence of thought. The experience of terror is 

not sought, and it is not begun voluntarily, but it is nevertheless encountered by the 

Gothic heroes and heroines who must reckon with it or perish.   

By reading Oedipaôs ñparanoiaò as a mode of Gothic terror, we may disabuse 

ourselves of the longstanding prejudice critics have held against Oedipa for her supposed 

delusions. While it is understandable that Pynchon critics may see his paranoia as 

somewhat old-fashioned, as a sign of ñthe paranoid-rubric Cold War Pynchon that still 

constrains his popular reception,ò to do so would be to mistake paranoia for a purely 

postmodern invention, and miss the much longer literary history from which Pynchon 

draws.73 Furthermore, to have done with paranoia is ultimately to have done with The 

Crying of Lot 49 altogether, and to have put Oedipa back inside her tower. As a method of 

terror, a way of contacting the sublime, Oedipaôs paranoia is not a fixed structure of 

thought, but a devastating line of escape toward all that exists outside the walled 

interiority of the pacified subject. ñCherish it!ò cries her therapist, ñWhatever it is, hold it 

 
72 Kate Ferguson Ellis, The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology 

(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 169-70.  

73 Ali Chetwynd, ñPynchon After Paranoia,ò in The New Pynchon Studies, ed. Joanna Freer (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019), 34.  



64 

 

dear, for when you lose it you go over by that much to the others. You begin to cease to 

be.ò74 Were this terror to be dispelled, and the paranoia fade into the dark, Oedipa would 

be left with nothing else but ñdeath and the daily, tedious preparations for it.ò75 

The reclamation of paranoia as a means of ideological escape also alters the 

Gothic form from which it borrows. Unlike Radcliffeôs heroines, Oedipa does not enact a 

rational interrogation of the world, but recognises the place of the irrational within her 

world. What is at stake, and what is most Gothic about Oedipaôs search, is that it walks 

the line between the productive irrationality of a creative world-building and the 

bottomless depths of the non-rational. Here Oedipaôs dark premonitions of a ñmeaning 

behind the obviousò draw close to the practice of cultural critique which Margaret Cohen 

identifies in her Gothic Marxist reading of Walter Benjamin, notable for his ñvalorization 

of the realm of a cultureôs ghosts and phantasms as a significant and rich field of social 

production rather than a mirage to be dispelled,ò and his ñnotion of critique moving 

beyond logical argument and binary opposition to a phantasmagorical staging more 

closely resembling psychoanalytic therapy.ò76 Benjamin likens the modern world to a 

dream, in which fragmentary and ephemeral products emerge and dissipate before our 

eyes, with no clear relation to their place of origin or final destination. Benjamin writes 

that: ñCapitalism was a natural phenomenon with which a new dream-filled sleep came 

over Europe, and through it, a reactivation of mythic forces.ò77 The study of ideology is 

thus not a practice of correcting erroneous beliefs, but of untangling the expressions of 

this collective dream-world in a similar manner to the way that psychoanalysis 
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approaches the dreams of an individual. This is not the world as conceived by liberalism 

and the Enlightenment, in which it is only the sleep of reason that births monsters, but a 

Gothic world in which reason is always already asleep and beset by irrational forces from 

the start.78  

 

The Unspeakable Word 

As the novel continues, the sublime qualities of Oedipaôs encounters become 

overwhelming. Even as she is liberated from the stultifying normality of her old life, she 

also becomes ungrounded and unable to give a new direction to her movements. Instead, 

she follows the signs of her search one by one, giving herself over to them, and abdicating 

her will to the involuntary thoughts and actions spurred by her encounters. Without the 

rationalist resolution of terror, she spirals into the contemplation of things beyond human 

comprehension: suprahuman voices, ineffable words, and all shades of experience for 

which words cannot suffice. In San Francisco as in San Narciso, a sublime immensity 

hangs over Oedipa, but is never fully communicated.  

At some indefinite passage in night's sonorous score, it also came to her that she 

would be safe, that something, perhaps only her linearly fading drunkenness, 

would protect her. The city was hers, as, made up and sleeked so with the 

customary words and images (cosmopolitan, culture, cable cars) it had not been 
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before: she had safe-passage tonight to its far blood's branchings, be they 

capillaries too small for more than peering into, or vessels mashed together in 

shameless municipal hickeys, out on the skin for all but tourists to see. Nothing of 

the nightôs could touch her; nothing did. The repetition of symbols was to be 

enough, without trauma as well perhaps to attenuate it or even jar it altogether 

loose from her memory. She was meant to remember. She faced that possibility as 

she might the toy street from a high balcony, roller-coaster ride, feeding-time 

among the beasts in a zooðany death-wish that can be consummated by some 

minimum gesture. She touched the edge of its voluptuous field, knowing it would 

be lovely beyond dreams simply to submit to it; that not gravity's pull, laws of 

ballistics, feral ravening, promised more delight. She tested it, shivering: I am 

meant to remember. Each clue that comes is supposed to have its own clarity, its 

fine chances for permanence. But then she wondered if the gemlike "clues" were 

only some kind of compensation. To make up for her having lost the direct, 

epileptic Word, the cry that might abolish the night.79   

Once again a vast unknown city spreads out before Oedipa and prepares to speak to her in 

languages she either cannot hear or cannot decipher. Unlike the mute, mechanical San 

Narciso, San Francisco works at the level of the body, as if it were an enormous organic 

mass of blood vessels, folds of skin, and hidden capillaries. But even here the core 

metaphor of revelation is still at play, when Oedipa is assumed into the body, given safe 

passage through the thickly pumping arteries of the city, hidden deep in the private flesh 

of that great beast.  

As in San Narciso the city remains a vessel of some eerie order, whose signs and 

symbols pass by and through Oedipa on her journey. ñThe consequent sense of ósafe-
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passageô she feels at large in [the city] conditions its transformation into a vast organism, 

a living thing ómade upô of ówords and images,ô a text-body that is strangely abstract, 

without affect or impersonal, breathing and pumping blood yet chimerical, as empty and 

unreal as Oedipa herself (or the novel itself).ò80 Oedipa is pre-eminently obsessed with 

these signs, which, following Mattessich, are revealed in a material semiotics irreducible 

to human language. The signs which Oedipa attempts to decode are not merely textual, 

but manifested in a base materiality which speaks to her from out of a non-linguistic 

medium.81 The city speaks, the wires of a radio speak, even the body speaks, but the 

language spoken is of another order from the human. Oedipaôs search leaves her teetering 

on the edge of this bottomless abyss of meaning. She is awash in a sea of communication, 

but without the means to make sense of those signs which push her onward. Mattessich, 

for example, notes that 

Oedipa Maasôs search for the meaning of Tristero and of the communication 

system known as WASTE is never far away from an impoverishment of sense that 

threatens to collapse the novel into a heap of ambiguous signs. [é] By 

undermining its own narrative and analogical consistency, the novel dramatizes a 

social order that subsumes subjects in immaterial nexuses of discourse, 

communication systems, and information.82  

Disregarding Mattessichôs unfortunately misapplied notion of ñimmaterial nexuses of 

discourse,ò but taking the rest of his study to heart, we may see in The Crying of Lot 49 a 

human subject subsumed in a system of communication. Everywhere in the novel there is 
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an excess of possible meanings, a semiotic overflow which feeds Oedipaôs paranoid 

escape. There is a potency to this excess, which sustains Oedipaôs search, as she hopes 

that ñthe repetition of symbols was to be enough.ò83 The overflow of communication is 

the source from which Oedipaôs terror springs, and of the sublime and eerie effects which 

it brings upon her.  

A distinction should be drawn between the sublime and the eerie, even as they 

intersect and provoke the same terror in Oedipa. As Julia Kristeva writes, ñthe sublime 

has no objectò because it is the overflow of experience in ña cluster of meaning, of colors, 

of words, of caresses.ò84 The sublime object ñdissolves,ò because ñas soon as I perceive 

it, as soon as I name it, the sublime triggersðit has always already triggeredða spree of 

perceptions and words that expands memory boundlessly. I then forget the point of 

departure and find myself removed to a secondary universe, set off from the one where óIô 

amðdelight and loss.ò85 The sublime cannot be fully grasped, because in the moment of 

perception it explodes in our hands and leaves us tumbling from one fragment to another 

in search of the whole.  

In contrast, the eerie has an object, but an object which overpowers us with 

communications that never quite lead us back to their source. The eerie is ñfundamentally 

to do with the outside, and here we can understand the outside in a straightforwardly 

empirical as well as a more abstract transcendental sense,ò because the eerie experience is 

never within our grasp, even in the first moment of perception.86 Both the sublime and the 

eerie objects slip from our hands, and both overwhelm our perceptive capacities, but 
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whereas the sublime overwhelms us in its plenitude, the eerie overpowers us with its 

silence. We drown in the sublime, and suffocate in the eerie. Even as Oedipa is immersed 

in the sublime, she also experiences the eerie as an unsettling contact with a world which 

is not for her, in a night of which ñ[nothing] could touch her.ò87   

Just as the sublime and eerie converge in their overpowering of the senses, and in 

their core logics of incomprehensible communication with something outside ourselves, 

they are drawn together on one other point. Both bring about a radical dispossession of 

the senses and of the self, which finds itself awash in perceptions and communications to 

which it can never be equal. Writing of the sublime, but in a manner just as applicable to 

the eerie, Kristeva elaborates on the profound othering which takes place in our 

apprehensionðor misapprehensionðof the sublime object: ñNot at all short of but 

always with and through perception and words, the sublime is a something added that 

expands us, overstrains us, and causes us to be both here, as dejects, and there, as 

others.ò88 Just as Oedipaôs paranoia takes her out of her head, her nocturnal journey 

through the city transports her out of herself, to hover precipitously on the edge of 

something totally other, and in that proximity knowing herself as other.  

In the same moment that she considers the bare repetition of signs, Oedipa reacts 

with mixed terror and joy at the thought of dissolving into the flood of information. ñShe 

touched the edge of its voluptuous field, knowing it would be lovely beyond dreams 

simply to submit to it.ò89 With each sign, each ñclueò she gives herself over to the eerie 

order which takes shape around her. Such is the terror of the eerie, the realisation that a 

hidden agency works through human subject, and the willed dissolution into its folds. The 
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eerie sends a shiver down our spines not only because its object surpasses us, but because 

it composes us: ñthe mirror cracks, I am an other, and I always was.ò90  

Somewhere beyond herself, her search, and its signs, Oedipa imagines the agency 

which speaks through her. She wonders ñif the gemlike ócluesô were only some kind of 

compensationò for the refusal of this agency to materialise. In its place are only ever the 

traces, the uncanny remnants and eerie murmurs which make up the stuff of her paranoia. 

They exist ñto make up for her having lost the direct, epileptic Word, the cry that might 

abolish the night.ò91 Somewhere amidst the noise, the indirect messages, and inferred 

meanings, must lie this singular Word which would speak through it all and dispel the 

shadows that haunt Oedipaôs world. If Oedipaôs search is to have an object, it is not 

Tristero, WASTE, or even Inverarity, but this ineffable Word which lies utterly outside 

all that she may know. If only it could be spoken, she would give herself over to it, to 

become a conduit to its unknown ecstasy. She is not alone in her thirst for the final 

proclamation of an outside, or in her possession by its compensatory signs. Just as 

Inverarityôs ghost lies hidden in the trash of the city, and the eerie agency of San Narciso 

courses through the roads and tunnels like electricity through a radio, at the novelôs end, 

so Oedipa comes to recognise the medium that carries the Word.  

She remembered drifters she had listened to, Americans speaking their language 

carefully, scholarly, as if they were in exile from somewhere else invisible yet 

congruent with the cheered land she lived in; and walkers along the roads at night, 

zooming in and out of your headlights without looking up, too far from any town 

to have a real destination. And the voices before and after the dead man's that had 

phoned at random during the darkest, slowest hours, searching ceaseless among 
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the dial's ten million possibilities for that magical Other who would reveal herself 

out of the roar of relays, monotone litanies of insult, filth, fantasy, love whose 

brute repetition must someday call into being the trigger for the unnamable act, 

the recognition, The Word.92   

The Word is no transcendence of the world, but something which would erupt through the 

bare electric materiality of this world, at last dispelling the illusions which keep it all 

together. This Word would not be passed down by priests or psychiatrists, but by the 

drifters, hobos, and crack-ups who people the underworld in which Oedipa finds herself. 

They speak as though in exile from somewhere deeply connected to the world Oedipa 

knows, yet also outside in ñthat óexteriorô darkness where one is cast by the force of 

banishment.ò93 Everywhere she sees that there ñis no inside except as a folding of the 

outside,ò and whatever small fragment she may grasp is but a sign of this untold 

immensity.94 Here at last the eerie gives way totally to the sublime, as the empty roads 

and cities of Oedipaôs America begin to swarm with these uncounted trespassers from the 

outside. Through the driftersô speech, and the crackle of telephone static, Oedipa awaits 

the revelation which would flood through the walls of her world, her epistemic tower.  

Not only is the Word materially instantiated, it is mechanically aided in its 

materialisation. Although distant, the possibility remains that through ñbrute repetitionò 

some voice might be assembled from the scattered ñroar of relaysò and announce the 

arrival of the Word over the telephone wires.  

Pynchonôs Gothic mode remains tied up with the posthuman in that he refuses a 

clear split between his character and the machine. Increasingly over the course of the 
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novel, Oedipa is implicated within the chaosmos of the city. She never learns the arcane 

codes which pass through its networks, but she learns to wire herself into that system, and 

let the hidden agencies of the city pass through her. Whether in the form of an impersonal 

paranoid search, or the mute revelation of the Word, Oedipa comes to know that ñóweô 

óourselvesô are caught up in the rhythms, pulsions and patternings of non-human forces,ò 

and whatever we take ourselves to be is but a palimpsest of vast inhuman movements.95 

Stefan Mattessich suggest that ñOedipa is essentially a machine, a kind of information-

processing computer that organizes or links the elements of the textual world through 

which ósheô seeks answer to the mystery of Tristero and WASTE.ò96 Although 

suggestive, this metaphorical equation of Oedipa with machinery runs the risk of eliding 

the subjective and aesthetic elements of her search, or of ignoring her active participation 

in the machinery. If Oedipa is essentially a machine, the questions remain: What sort of 

machine is she? What is flowing through her? And to what extent does this machinic 

metaphor break down in the extreme overflow of the sublime? 

The price of fulfilling the Gothic plot, and uncovering this mechanism that gives 

sense to the senseless city, is the subsumption of Oedipaôs person into the vast circuit-

board. Trembling ñjust past the threshold of her understandingò lies another world.97 A 

world that is not for us, but which passes through us and drives us. It is what François 

Bonnet has labelled the infra-world: ñEverywhere, at every moment, it is unravelling. 

Everywhere, it oozes, it crouches in the shadows. Beneath language, beneath sensations. 

A quaking world. [...] It is the world of exiled impressions and actions, but it is not an 

absent world. The infra-world is the world that withdraws from the infraliminal world of 
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perception. It is what fails to make a world.ò98 This infra-world is not our 

phenomenological world, but it is intimately tied up with and implicated in our world. It 

is what evades perception, what falls outside our ken. Shimmering on the surface film 

between this world and that other, there exists what Bonnet calls ñthe spectral world,ò 

which is 

an accumulation of forgotten things, of losses which continue to make themselves 

manifest, lingering behind. It is an intermediate space, a space of disappearance 

and of survival. A spectral worldðghostly, because it can never be actualised. For 

a ghost is an entity whose apparition is not a presence.99  

With Bonnetôs formulation of the spectral and infra-worlds we may sketch out alongside 

the semiotics of Oedipaôs search an equivalent topography of perceptions. By way of her 

metaphoric tower, Oedipa imagines herself trapped within herself, always looking toward 

the dim shapes and scattered lives which she cannot reach. The primary movement of the 

novel is outward from this imprisonment, as Oedipa ventures forth to grasp at the signs 

and symbols which suggest an outside, and as these objects invade her own inner space. It 

is in this encounter that the spectral world of the novel takes shape, in the interplay 

between half-perceived apparitions, undeciphered codes, and the struggle which Oedipa 

undertakes to comprehend the flashes of the outside. The uncanny, eerie, and sublime 

signs and objects of Oedipaôs search compose this spectral realm, which floats 

dangerously on the cusp of her understanding, like the sparkle of waves on the surface of 

a dark water. There, outside herself, just barely perceptible past the ghosts and through 

the murmurs, Oedipa senses an alien and inhuman outside. Oedipaôs search takes on an 

occult dimension, not only because of what is hidden, but the layered folding of the secret 
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upon itself. The outside is never only outside, but as an infra-world intersects with the 

world we know, leaving strange and overpowering sensations in those places where its 

marks remain.  

From her haunted tower down through the spectral city, Oedipa escapes by means 

of paranoia and descends into the underworld that sings of the great impersonal outside 

forbidden to those above. She is not granted direct access to the Word, but she hears in 

the darkness and detritus the revelation of ñthat magical Other who would reveal herself 

out of the roar of relays, monotone litanies of insult, filth, fantasy, love.ò100 From the 

start, revelation has precipitated around her, not spoken from on high, but within the 

fragments of signs which she attempts to piece together. There is no one person who 

would speak the Word that Oedipa seeks, so she resorts to the bare ñrepetition of 

symbolsò which may fall into place by their own eerie agency.101 Oedipa comes to occupy 

the space which Blanchot reserves for ñthe speaking subject [é] located within a deep 

anonymous murmur. It is within this murmur without beginning or endò that the speaking 

subject exists no longer as the ñIò who speaks, but the indefinite one of ñone speaksò or 

ñshe speaks.ò102 The machinic metaphor suggested by Mattessich here appears 

insufficient, as it reduces Oedipaôs search down to a reactive response to outside 

stimulusðmaking her into just another cog in the machineðand in doing so it fails to 

identify this subjective space which Oedipa inhabits. Amidst the floating ambiguity of 

language and meaning, puppeteered by hidden agencies and overwhelmed by sublime 

experience, the individual subject dissolves into its surroundings, but also passes some 

part of itself into the impersonal, inhuman outside to which it now returns.  
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Land, Sea, and the Natural Sublime 

By the novelôs end, Oedipa finds herself lost in this undefined state. Before the titular 

crying of Lot 49 has even begun, the plot of the novel has drawn to a close, when Oedipa 

experiences one last epiphany to shatter whatever of her sense of self remains:    

She stood between the public booth and the rented car, in the night, her isolation 

complete, and tried to face towards the sea. But sheôd lost her bearings. She turned 

pivoting on one stacked heel, could find no mountains either. As if there could be no 

barriers between herself and the rest of the land. San Narciso at that moment lost (the 

loss pure, instant, spherical, the sound of a stainless orchestral chime held among the 

stars and struck lightly), gave up its residue of uniqueness for her; became a name 

again, was assumed back into the American community of crust and mantle. Pierce 

Inverarity was really dead.103  

Here at last Oedipa reaches the end of her journey in a state not quite of revelation, but 

disillusionment. For all his haunts, Inverarity is dead, never to return. ñ[What] did it 

matter now if heôd owned all of San Narciso?ò104 What remains is merely a tracing of the 

man, a strange outline made of fragments, properties, memories which orbit around his 

absence. In a final twist on the conventions of the feminine Gothic, The Crying of Lot 49 

culminates in the dispelling of a ghost, and the freeing of the heroine from her paternal 

tormenterðbut as it also signals the end of her entire endeavour, this disillusionment does 

not elevate her, but deflates and defeats her. It was the spectral re-appearance of 

Inverarity that spurred Oedipa on her search, but by the end of the novel the fact of his 

death has become unescapable. Even in death, Inverarity leads Oedipa into the city, to 

spiral out on her search for a guiding pattern behind the urban morass. Now too, San 
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Narciso loses its lustre, and gives up its magic to ñbecome a name again.ò105 For just as 

the dead manôs ghost was only the faint outline of the man, San Narciso was only ña 

name; an incident among our climatic records of dreams and what dreams became among 

our accumulated daylight.ò106 As the cityôs uniqueness fades, and the spectres are 

dispelled, Oedipa is left alone in the scene which structured the whole novel from the 

start: a fragile human subject lost amidst the geological torrent of the earth, ñassumed 

back into the American community of crust and mantle.ò107 Like San Narcisco, Oedipa is 

only ñincidental,ò a fold in the fabric of the earth, composed by chance encounters and 

subject to the fluctuations of this vast unknown outside, ñas if there could be no barriers 

between herself and the rest of the land.ò108   

At this limit, Oedipa attempts to orient herself, to face the Pacific ocean. ñBut 

sheôd lost her bearings.ò109 Throughout the novel, the ocean was ever-present, but sensed 

only as a ñsubliminal pullò or ñas a stimulus and response just below conventional 

sensation.ò110 Despite Oedipaôs fascination with the swirl of houses and imperceptible 

 
105 TCL 123.  

106 TCL 123. If San Narciso becomes a name once again, it is a name which itself signifies narcissism and 
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because the similitude of an image is not likeness to anyone or anything: the image characteristically 

resembles nothing. [...] Does Narcissus die? Scarcely: having turned into an image, he dissolves in the 
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not have.ò Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster, trans. Ann Smock (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 1986), 125-6. 
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communications of the city, she senses that elsewhere, ñbeyond the battening, urged 

sweep of three-bedroom houses rushing by their thousands across all the dark beige hills, 

[...] lurked the sea, the unimaginable Pacific.ò111 Out there, beyond the haunted streets of 

the city, beneath the half-sensed ghosts, drifters, and all others who pass Oedipa on their 

descent into the earthôs immensity, ñsomething tidal began to reach feelers in past eyes 

and eardrums, perhaps to arouse fractions of brain currents your most gossamer 

microelectrode is yet too gross for finding.ò112 Even here the electrical buzzing of some 

outside force is felt, if not by way of the senses, then in some intimate and unspeakable 

suspicion that there remain whole other realms as yet inaccessible to the limited human 

mind. Here the mechanical imagery of the novel is also pushed to its limit and collapses 

back into the natural mode of the sublime. The brain conceived as a tangle of wires and 

electrodes is overpowered and short-circuited by the terrible enormity of the ocean, in 

which all Oedipaôs mechanical metaphors for revelation turn to rust. The feeling of 

revelation which descends upon Oedipa from the earliest pages of the novel, never given 

a solid form by the spectral signs and figures she encounters, here at last runs steadily 

toward the sea.   

 Oedipa had believed, long before leaving Kinneret, in some principle of the sea as 

redemption for Southern California (not, of course, for her own section of the 

state, which seemed to need none), some unvoiced idea that no matter what you 

did to its edges the true Pacific stayed inviolate and integrated or assumed the 

ugliness at any edge into some more general truth. Perhaps it was only that notion, 
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its arid hope, she sensed as this forenoon they made their seaward thrust, which 

would stop short of any sea.113   

Here, as later in the novel, Oedipa treats the sea ñas an embodiment of redemptive 

hope.ò114 The redemption offered by the sea is posited as something absolutely external to 

the whims of those on land, whose perambulations of the shore cannot impinge upon the 

ñunvoicedò and ñinviolateò depths. Whatever depredations may occur along its edges, the 

sea is ever-ready to assume them into itself. The sea figures as a source of hope, but an 

ñarid hopeò alien to us, emanating from ñthe hole left by the moonôs tearing free and 

monument to her exile.ò115 As a site of cosmic exile, the sea is figured as a great rift in the 

earth, where all the refuse of the land may flow.  

In this theme of exile the sea is also bound up with Oedipaôs unspeakable Word 

which is spoken of, but not directly spoken, by the outcast and downtrodden of the fallen 

territory of America. Like rivers to the sea, the voices of this hidden America flow 

together in a ñroar of relaysò to bring forth the impossible alterity of the Word, and both 

the Word and the Pacific draw Oedipa past the bounds of her perception into that dark 

unknown.116 The subliminal pull of the sea arrives in those moments of uncertainty, when 

Oedipa stumbles from her search and begins to withdraw into her original state of 

isolation. In her later encounter with the ocean, when she turns from sea to land only to 

spiral away from all soteriological hopes, Oedipa finds that it may ñno longer indicate to 
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her the comforting possibility of redemptive meaning, but reveal[s] to her the presence of 

its absence.ò117  

In its final appearance in the novel, the sea thus appears as the opposing number to 

the Word, no longer as redemption, but as an anti-revelation, or disillusionment of 

Oedipaôs quest entirely. As Deborah Madsen writes, as the remnant of the moonôs exile, 

the Pacific ñis a presence that indicates an absence, containing or straddling the two, and 

so reifies the position in which she is located by her Tristero-quest, poised between 

presence (her clues) and an absence (their secondary meaning).ò118 Whereas the Word 

and its rush of relays promises a final consummation of Oedipaôs quest, the sea appears as 

an endless deferment or a sign of the questôs futility. For Kostas Kaltsas too, Oedipaôs 

final desperate desire to turn to the sea is a moment of hesitation, of turning her back 

upon her quest and sinking into the silent waters: ñOedipa is stuck in a loop. She canôt, or 

wonôt, admit that she lives in a world that is in part of her own making and that the only 

identity she can legitimately lay claim to will necessarily come both from within and in 

opposition to that world, a possibility she contemplates but steps back from near the end 

of the novel: trying to óface towards the sea.ôò119 In the Gothic context, however, the sea 

functions as more than an equivocation. It appears the novelôs supreme image of the 

 
117 ñThe seaôs role in the novel changes and becomes a means of assessing the degree to which Oedipa is 

willing to accept the changed status of meaning in her world. For her to achieve a true sense of the reality 

around her and her own relationship to it necessitates resisting any desire to retreat to her former state of 
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implies, should no longer indicate to her the comforting possibility of redemptive meaning, but reveal to her 

the presence of its absence.ò Ian D. Copestake, ñóOff the Deep End Again:ôò Sea-Consciousness and 

Insanity in The Crying of Lot 49 and Mason & Dixon,ò in American Postmodernity: Essays on the Recent 
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sublime in its negative form, as an ñoceanic sense of dissolutionò or as ñthe end of 

narrative, and of historyò in the final triumph of the death drive.120 In contrast to Madsen 

and Kaltas, for whom Oedipaôs contemplation of the ocean is one last vacillation, I argue 

that it presents the only fitting end to Oedipaôs paranoia, as it works through rather than 

against the logic of terror to reveal an ultimate outside to her world. Ultimately, however, 

it is an exit which Oedipa does not take, as she elects to pursue her paranoia without end.  

In the end, Oedipa is left with nothing: no grand conspiracy, no key to the puzzle, 

no redemptive escape. Nothing save for the search itself, which leads not to a final end or 

answer, but spiralling onward according to its own arcane laws of motion. If anything of 

the seaôs original promise of redemption remains it lies in Oedipaôs ability to change 

herself, to tap into the oceanic flows which pass through her, and the outside forces which 

compose her. Even as the ocean recedes and she sees all the spectral fragments assumed 

back into ñthe legacy America,ò Oedipa knows that ñthe only way she could continue [...] 

was an alien, unfurrowed, assumed full circle into some paranoia.121 The progress of 

Oedipaôs search is not in finding proofs of some farfetched conspiracy, but in the 

discovery of new signs and encounters that make her world unreal, and which disillusion 

her of her attachment to the interiority imposed upon her. Her paranoia is a ñprocess of 

error, like everything which is linked to the outside,ò through which she finds that ñif one 

hope remains, it is for [she] who advances, not against the current, in futile opposition, 

but in the very direction of error.ò122 The descent from her tower is one marked at every 

stage by missteps, accidents, and confusion, all in the service of shattering the bonds 

which keep Oedipa insulated from the outside.  
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The paranoia to which Oedipa surrenders herself is no simple madness, but an 

impersonal logic of connection between these disparate pieces, which broadens the 

domain of understanding to include things utterly exterior and inhuman even as it 

confounds her bounded senses. ñIn short, the various forms of óreasonô constitute an 

informing principle of the Female Gothic plot, even as they construct this faculty as one 

threatened by its óotherôðdark passions, madness.ò123 In Oedipa, the Gothic heroine 

embodies the ñmodern subject split between sober rationality and poetic délireòða split 

which Oedipa pushes to the point where rationality is ñoverwhelmed by [...] anorganic 

powersò  and delirium explodes in a ñcollective experience of the intensities of 

creation.ò124  

Beyond this delirious creation, the expanded bounds of Oedipaôs perception reveal 

to her and place her in community with the forgotten members of her barren world. No 

longer the damsel locked in her Gothic tower, Oedipa descends to the streets to take her 

place among those who cry into the night for the coming of the ñdirect, epileptic 

Word.ò125 What she finds in her search is ñthe secret of disconnection that nonetheless 

communicates, the broken machine that links only by unlinking, that posits as the basis 

for community a reversal of communal values or the óassimilationô of an outside that is 

absolute and originary.ò126 ñIn contrast to the male hero who changes the world, [the 

Gothic heroine] is herself transformedò by her encounters and her growing understanding 

of the ambiguous lines that separate good from bad, and the appearance of either from 

their true substance.127 Oedipaôs final loss of the sea and her disappearance into the 
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Earthôs surface is not the end of her search, but the natural end to its derealising of her 

world, and her final escape from her imagined tower into the universe outside. From two 

sides, Oedipaôs paranoia functions to free her from her tower: by a purely negative ethos 

of disillusion to dispel all interior fixtures of her psyche, and by a positive principle of 

salvage and reconnection of the scattered fragments of a haunted world. It is this first, 

negative function which has been the main focus of the present chapter, whereas the 

following chapter will take up the sorrows and salvage of Oedipaôs world in more detail. 

Ultimately, knowing herself as an ñincidentalò contortion upon the face of some vast 

exterior system, Oedipa allows herself to become part of that chorus of voices who speak 

toward that outside, learning at last to refract ñher mobile subjectivity through the 

decentering prism of a schizophrenic multiplicity.ò128  

The Crying of Lot 49 is at its most Gothic in those dreamlike sequences of 

speculation, confusion, and terror when Oedipa struggles with the inscrutable details and 

unspeakable meanings thrust upon her. Beginning with Inverarityôs death, and his 

uncanny disturbance of her mundane existence, Oedipa becomes increasingly aware of 

the unreality of her world. The uncanny return, despite or because of its perpetual 

deferment, spurs Oedipa from her isolation, to seek some hidden reason for the dead 

manôs partial apparition. This search continues through the cities of San Narciso and San 

Francisco by way of variously alien communications and incomplete signs. Here, the 

personal haunting of the uncanny gives way to the expansive experiences of the sublime 

and the eerieðthe former overflowing with noise, and the latter depriving Oedipa of 

anything to firmly grasp. These encounters, although impossible to decipher, begin in 

Oedipa a process of thought which attempts to make itself equal to the forces that swirl 

about her. With much hesitation, with terror, Oedipa passes by way the of the spectral 

signs of the uncanny, sublime, and eerie toward an awareness of what lies utterly outside 
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herself: the geocosmic forces of the sea and land which hide within themselves all which 

may not be in the ordered world above. She discovers, ñunder the cunning, orderly 

surface of civilizations, the nurturing horror that they attend to pushing aside by 

purifying, systematizing, and thinking; [...] the sublime point at which the abject collapses 

in a burst of beauty that overwhelms usðand óthat cancels our existence.ôò129 Throughout 

The Crying of Lot 49, Oedipa plays the role of the Gothic heroine whose terror is a 

transformative process, whose search charts a tenuous balance between madness and 

reason, who discovers the inhuman within the humanðthe outside folded inðand in so 

doing comes to some rapprochement with the forces, ñmagic, anonymous and malignant, 

visited upon her from outside and for no reason at all.ò130 
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Chapter Two  

ñNo wonder you were replaced:ò The Abhuman Horrors of the Masculine Gothic in 

The Crying of Lot 49 

While Oedipaôs search is communicated primarily through the language of terror, of 

outside forces working through her to instigate thought and expand perception, other 

elements of The Crying of Lot 49 obey the far less amenable logic of horror. As Oedipa 

learns to compose herself in accordance with the eerie and sublime encounters that drift 

around her, she is repeatedly confronted with failed attempts to achieve this same entente 

with the obscure outside of thought. Although she charts a tenuous course through 

paranoia to some unspoken revelation, all those around her are seen to slip away into the 

tangle of clues, to be ruined by their own private revelations, or to simply dissolve into 

the same Pacific where Oedipa invests her redemptive hopes. ñThey are stripping from 

me, she said subvocally feeling like a fluttering curtain in a very high window, moving up 

to then out over the abyss they are stripping away, one by one, my men.ò1 As much as 

Oedipaôs plot charts an escape from the mundanity and the blindness of American life, 

there remain elements of another form of the Gothic which drag Oedipa back down to 

earth, to perceive the horrors of a life which remains trapped within the confines of her 

deathly reality.  

A staple of contemporary Gothic criticism, stretching back at least to the genreôs 

structural reappraisal forty-odd years ago, is the fact that the ñGothic tradition has two 

plots, two sets of narrative conventions, two tales to tell about the desires and fears of the 

self in the worldðtales determined by the gender of that self.ò2 As I argued in the 
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previous chapter, the main plot of The Crying of Lot 49 conforms to the conventions of 

the feminine Gothic plot, with its concerns for terror, psychological trials, and the 

expansion of the heroineôs powers of thought. But this is not to say that the conventions 

of the other, masculine Gothic plot are absent from the novel. In fact, given the novelôs 

uncomfortable performance of the feminine Gothic plot, which is often twisted or 

intensified beyond the scope of its original formulation, it is little surprise that moments 

of the masculine Gothic and its aesthetics of horror begin to seep in. Regarding the 

conventions of the masculine Gothic, Peter Otto defines them by the prevalence of horror, 

the reality of the supernatural, and the oedipal struggle with the past.  

Horror is a result of the persistence of the past in the present: it is engineered by 

the patriarchal father (the priest, tyrannical father), religious institutions, and 

tyrannical (often aristocratic) families. Supernatural terrors are real; yet at the 

same time, the experience of horror shatters everyday reality and reveals the 

unmanageable depths of the human psyche (rather than the guiding hand of God). 

As this suggests, male Gothic is often structured as an oedipal struggle between 

sons and patriarchal fathers, whether familial, religious or divine.3  

Of these traits, not all are given equal weight in Pynchonôs novel, although elements of 

each nonetheless make an appearance. Lacking any explicit references to the supernatural 

or the oedipal struggle between sons and fathers, The Crying of Lot 49 nonetheless allows 

the affects of masculine horror to develop: the persistence of the past in the present 

evokes horror; realities are shattered; and the depths of the psyche are revealed in all their 

sickening inhumanity. In this sense the novel does not entirely depart from the model of 
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the Gothic set by the quintessential work of masculine Gothic, Matthew Lewisô The Monk 

(1796). If The Crying of Lot 49 lacks The Monkôs patriarchal European setting and its 

anti-Catholic suspicions of the culturally-foreign, it does retain the central anxieties of 

Lewisô novel: namely, the horror of involuntary desire and the reduction of human life to 

bodily functions. The full weight of The Monkôs horror is felt in its final pages, when the 

devil himself appears to claim the monk Ambrosioôs soul. In that final moment, the 

devilôs supernatural appearance seems ñto announce the dissolution of nature,ò and his 

declaration to the monk that ñI long have marked you for my prey: I watched the 

movements of your heartò announces the penetration of his diabolical will even into 

Ambrosioôs seemingly private desires.4 As we shall see, just as Lewisô titular monk 

discovers the horrors of being a slave to oneôs unconscious impulses and of seeing oneôs 

body scattered in fragments, so too do the characters encountered by Oedipa on her search 

experience similar fates of horror, shock, and dissolution.  

If, as I have argued, Oedipaôs plot follows a logic of terror, the individual 

moments of her search just as often lead to the dead ends of horror. While the distinction 

between the feminine and masculine Gothic is an invention of Gothic critics to categorise 

the genreôs varied conventions, it is a distinction founded on the difference between the 

experiences of terror and of horror. Ann Radcliffe famously writes that terror ñexpands 

the soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of lifeò whereas horror ñcontracts, 

freezes, and nearly annihilates them.ò5 In Radcliffeôs account, terror and horror are 

fundamentally opposed in their philosophical rolesðthe one edifying the reader, and the 

other stultifying her. In contrast, later critics have formulated terror and horror not as 

opposing principles, but as moments which may lead into one another as easily as they 

may stand alone. Devendra Varma formulates the difference as one ñbetween  awful 
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apprehension and sickening realization: between the smell of  death and stumbling against 

a corpse.ò6 For the purposes of this chapter, both of these definitions will be of use, as 

horror makes its appearance in Pynchonôs novel both as an opposing principle to terror 

and as a direct product of terrorôs suspenseful investigations. This is to say that as Oedipa 

undertakes her search according to the logic of terror, in her investigations she happens 

upon discoveries which are incommensurable with that logic, and which leave her no 

choice but to circle back in disgust and horror.  

Without contradicting the argument of the previous chapterðthat Oedipaôs search 

is an aesthetic education in communication with an inhuman outsideðthis chapter takes 

as its object the purely negative moments of the novel, in which nothing may be learned, 

and no escape is to be found. The line separating these moments is thin, as Oedipa 

suspects what distinguishes her from those about her is only a matter of perspective: ñThe 

act of metaphor then was a thrust at truth and a lie, depending where you were: inside, 

safe, or outside, lost.ò7 Far from undoing the generative terror of Oedipaôs search, these 

moments of annihilating horror are fundamental to the novelôs movement, as they give 

sense to the dark choice with which Oedipa is confronted: ñeither an accommodation 

reached, in some kind of dignity, with the Angel of Death, or only death and the daily, 

tedious preparations for it. [...] Another mode of meaning behind the obvious, or none.ò8 

Just as the uncanny remnants of Inverarity lead Oedipa toward productive encounters 

with the eerie and sublime, they also lead downward to the categories of horror: namely, 

the weird and the abject. While the aesthetic categories of the previous chapter are 

primarily of a psychological nature, dealing with the frustrations of failed 

communications, these latter categories are essentially material and physiological, having 
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to do with disturbing presences and bodily (de-)composition. In contrast to Oedipaôs 

experience of terror, which uplifts even as it disturbs, the moments of horror in the novel 

remind her of the tedious ñdeathò which awaits her should her search fail.  

The abject in particular is deployed in The Crying of Lot 49 not only to evoke 

horror, but to further build upon the anxieties of interiority and exteriority discussed in the 

previous chapter. Whereas the sublime and the eerie are aesthetic categories ultimately 

defined by their generative powers, of setting in motion lines of speculation and 

investigation, the abject describes the limit-experience of violence at the threshold 

between what is self and what is other. The term as it is used here has its roots in Julia 

Kristevaôs Powers of Horror, where it is defined as the horrified reaction to the blurring 

of subjective boundaries. Neither object nor subject, the abject appears both when the 

bodily periphery is in some way contaminated from outside and when the bodyôs interior 

slips outward to become perceivable as other. For Kristeva, this experience fundamentally 

upends the perception of the self, because it disturbs the dividing wall between self and 

other both from without and from within: ñIf it be true that the abject simultaneously 

beseeches and pulverizes the subject, one can understand that it is experienced at the peak 

of its strength when the subject, weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on 

the outside, finds the impossible within; when it finds that the impossible constitutes its 

very being, that it is none other than abject.ò9 As Jerrold Hogle explains, this abjection 

functions both bodily and psychologically, as the ñchaotic manifold deep in our 

unconscious is projected outwards into an óabjectô, a site of the repulsively óotherô, as 

though a fundamental otherness-from-ourselves within ourselves can appear entirely 

 
9 Julia Kristeva, The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1982), 5.  



89 

 

outside us and look abhorrently alien.ò10 According to Kristeva, the source of the abject is 

the awareness that ñwe are moving towards death from the moment of our birth, even as 

we also emerge from and partly retain elements from the dying bodies of our parents.ò11 

In The Crying of Lot 49, this abjection is expanded from the domains of the personal and 

familial to the social and technological, without losing the original sense of the term in 

the process. Everywhere, the novelôs characters feel themselves not only moving toward 

death, but composed by dead matter and are invaded by the nonliving things in their 

technical environments.  

As we shall see, the logic of horror in The Crying of Lot 49 maintains the Gothic 

confusion about and transgression of inside and outside which drives its parallel plot of 

terror, but shifts emphasis from this transgressionôs productivity to its destructiveness. 

The horror of The Crying of Lot 49 is deflationary, and instead of revealing the hidden 

meaning of things, it confirms Oedipaôs suspicions that beneath the surface of things there 

lies nothing but a base, material death. As Hite wryly observes, ñthe fact that waste 

communicates is the jokeò of the novel, and the messengers of Oedipaôs revelation are 

presented as either the scraps of a vast inhuman system or the barely-surviving drifters of 

this fallen world.12 It is in this cruel irony of prophecy residing in garbage that the novelôs 

logic of horror is best encapsulated. The horror is not that Oedipaôs revelation is a fantasy, 

but that it is entombed within matter, and made indistinguishable from the deadly forces 

from which it urges escape. Just as there are powers which speak to Oedipa through the 

city, the sea, and the earth, which work from without to recompose her to better 

participate in their alien communications, there are also the forces which decompose and 
 

10 Jerrold E. Hogle, ñAbjection as Gothic and the Gothic as Abjection,ò in The Gothic and Theory, eds. 

Jerrold E. Hogle and Robert Miles (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019), 108.  

11 Hogle, ñAbjection as Gothic,ò 108.  

12 Molly Hite, Ideas of Order in the Novels of Thomas Pynchon (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 

1983), 93.  
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destroy all those who attempt contact, scattering rather than enlarging the subject who 

happens upon them.  

To make sense of this dynamic between waste and revelation, it is first necessary 

to expand upon the idea of communication in the novel. It is the argument of this chapter 

that Pynchonôs treatment of communication, and the horror of being a human trapped 

within systems of communication, conforms to a distinctly posthuman conception of 

information and humanityôs relationship to it. This account of the posthuman is 

formulated by N. Katherine Hayles as a disembodiment of information accompanied by a 

denigration of the embodied, which she summarises in four points:   

First, the posthuman view privileges informational pattern over material 

instantiation, so that embodiment in a biological substrate is seen as an accident of 

history rather than an inevitability of life. Second, the posthuman view considers 

consciousness [...] as an epiphenomenon, as an evolutionary upstart trying to 

claim that it is the whole show when in actuality it is only a minor sideshow. 

Third, the posthuman view thinks of the body as the original prosthesis we all 

learn to manipulate, so that extending or replacing the body with other prostheses 

becomes a continuation of a process that began before we were born. Fourth, and 

most important, by these and other means, the posthuman view configures human 

being so that it can be seamlessly articulated with intelligent machines.13  

In other words, in Haylesô notion of the posthuman, the human mind is considered as 

interchangeable with information at large: the human body is conceived as a malleable 

and disposable vessel for this mind, and the biological organism is made subject to 

cybernetic mechanisms far beyond the measure of either human body or mind. The 

second of Haylesô pointsðthat human consciousness is the effect of an outsideðis 

 
13 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 2-3.  
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integral to the previous chapterôs conception of the posthuman Gothic, and the third and 

fourth points will be of key importance to this chapterôs argument. The first point, 

however, will need to be qualified to maintain a particularly Gothic approach to the 

posthuman. Far from disregarding material instantiation in flesh or machine as 

inconsequential to the information which passes through it, the horror of the posthuman 

Gothic is precisely that information can never be free from that which entombs itðand, 

conversely, the material world is never entirely free from the remnants of what has passed 

through it. If Haylesô posthuman sees information as essentially free, the posthuman 

Gothic demands the concession that everywhere it is in chains.14  

In The Crying of Lot 49, the disembodiment of information, and its free passage 

outside and through the human subject, is coupled with the horrifying image of bodies 

rent by free-floating information, and information haunting the vessels through which it 

has passed. Throughout, the Gothic trope of live burial returns in a new and cybernetic 

form: no longer the ñknock of live burialò of the writing subject which Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick identifies in the writings of Thomas De Quincey, but the entombment of 

information itself in the sarcophagus of the flesh.15 Pynchonôs cybernetically-inflected 

Gothicism here dramatises the limit-experiences of speculative posthumanism, which 

rejects Haylesô claim that we are already posthuman, while maintaining that the 

posthuman breakdown of distinctions between ñautonomous human persons and 

óheteronomousô things, [and] machinesò will be ñbe significantly weird.ò16 At the limits 

 
14 The horror of the materiality of information is returned to again in my examination of Bleeding Edge in 

Chapter Six. In that novel, the utopianism of the posthuman vision of free-floating information is all the 

more evident, and the puncturing of that dream all the more painful. In a crucial distinction with The Crying 

of Lot 49, however, Bleeding Edge never quite reaches the same heights of horror in the depiction of 

information made flesh, and instead retains a comparatively clear split between the realm of the body and 

the virtual voyages of the web.  

15 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (New York: Methuen, 1986), 95.  

16 David Roden, Posthuman Life (London: Routledge, 2015), 37.  
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of human cognition and perception, where Oedipa hears the fallen chorus of the outside, 

she also encounters misshapen horrors of a humanity enmeshed in machines, ñthreatening 

shapes of increasingly dehumanised environments, machinic doubles and violent 

psychotic fragmentation.ò17  

 

Traces in the Machines 

What is it like to experience the lapsing of the human into something other? Early in The 

Crying of Lot 49, the protagonistôs husband Mucho Maas, working as a used car 

salesman, experiences a haunting by the past in which human traces persist in a kind of 

un-life. In parallel to Oedipaôs own haunting by the uncanny fragments of Inverarity, 

Mucho discovers that in each vehicle resides some ghostly residue of its former owner. 

He encounters:  

[The] most godawful of trade-ins: motorized, metal extensions of themselves, of 

their families and what their whole lives must be like, out there so naked for 

anybody, a stranger like himself, to look at, [...] and when the cars were swept out 

you had to look at the actual residue of these lives, and there was no way of 

telling what things had been truly refused (when so little he supposed came by that 

out of fear most of it had to be taken and kept) and what had simply (perhaps 

tragically) been lost [...]ðit made him sick to look, but he had to look. [...] Even if 

enough exposure to the unvarying gray sickness had somehow managed to 

immunize him, he could still never accept the way each owner, each shadow, filed 

in only to exchange a dented, malfunctioning version of himself for another, just 

 
17 Fred Botting, Gothic (New York: Routledge, 1996), 102.  
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as futureless, automotive projection of somebody else's life. As if it was the most 

natural thing. To Mucho it was horrible. Endless, convoluted incest.18  

Where Mucho expects to find only inanimate machines, he sees fragments of human life 

caught up in a mechanical process. The owners of the cars have their lives laid bare for 

Mucho, who is able to imagine them caught inside motorised shells. But they do not 

appear to Mucho fully-formed. They are not whole ghosts, returned from a previous life 

to make themselves known. In contrast to Oedipaôs uncanny experience of Inverarityôs 

spectre, which is concerned with the defamiliarising return of the familiar, Mucho 

experiences here what can only be described as the weird. As Mark Fisher writes, 

whereas the uncanny stems from the central metaphor of the home and its ñstrict inner-

outer divisions,ò the weird is an intrusion by ñthat which does not belong.ò19 While the 

uncanny is marked by an unwelcome repetition which is altogether too familiar, the weird 

is never merely the recurrence of something known and recognisable. As we shall see, it 

is this weird of intrusion of machines into human life, and the strange montage of 

fragments which persist within the machines, which shape Muchoôs horrified flight from 

the caryard. Moreover, the weird entanglement of human and machine which Mucho 

encounters is characterised by two ambiguous and overlapping terms: residue and 

shadows. Both of these terms bear further reflection.  

The medium by which Mucho is haunted is not some spectral substance, but the 

material ñresidueò and traces left by the car owners themselves. Mucho pieces together 

the lives of the motorists from the various scraps which have been discarded without 

notice or care. This residue is nothing out of the ordinary. In fact, it is quite the opposite, 

 
18 TCL 8; emphasis mine.  

19 Mark Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie (London: Repeater, 2016), 10. 
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and it is the normality of it that haunts Mucho the most. The items that he finds are listed 

as 

clipped coupons promising savings of 5 or 10c, trading stamps, pink flyers 

advertising specials at the markets, butts, tooth-shy combs, help-wanted ads, 

Yellow Pages torn from the phone book, rags of old underwear or dresses that 

already were period costumes, for wiping your own breath off the inside of a 

windshield with so you could see whatever it was, a movie, a woman or car you 

coveted, a cop who might pull you over just for drill, all the bits and pieces coated 

uniformly, like a salad of despair, in a grey dressing of ash, condensed exhaust, 

dust, body wastes.20   

These objects are defined not by their status as waste or garbage, but by their tenuous 

connection with a life departed from their presence. The cigarette butts speak of a mouth 

which once held them. The rags recall their lost utilities in clothing and cleaning, 

alongside the bodies that used to wear them. The layers of dust show the years that have 

passed by, storing each fragment in its own milieu. What should only be the forgotten 

remnants of a routine, refuse to give up the life momentarily imparted to them. These 

objects are not mere waste, but act as weird traces and residue of a life that has in all 

other ways departed, and their weirdness lies in the strange juxtapositions of various 

scraps which never quite make a whole. Similar in this respect to Inverarityôs partial 

return, and Oedipaôs dashed hopes of resurrecting him from memories, Mucho seeks out a 

reconnection with those lost lives which is made impossibly difficult by their fragmented 

form. As Manlio Della Marca suggests ñthis extract expresses a sensibility characterized 

by melancholy for a órusty,ô heavy world which had been the last receptacle of memory. 

But this world, like that of Marx and Bauman, seems to be dissolving alongside the debris 

 
20 TCL 8.  
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of its past. Or even worse, all stored information, all the traces, the óbitsô of the past must 

be swept away in order to use the frame again.ò21 The car owners are not dead, like 

Inverarity, but like him their lives are stored in scattered fragments which the Maas 

couple then attempt to reassemble in vain. 

The detritus ranges from scraps discarded from acts of consumption to the waste 

of body and machine settled into dust. But what stands out among the list of items are the 

pieces of text that have been lost in the recesses of the vehicle. Coupons, stamps, flyers, 

ads, and torn pages all settle onto the inner surface of the car. Unlike the other waste, 

these scraps are not wholly empty of meaning in themselves. Contained in them 

piecemeal are the patterns of consumption and exchange in which their owners 

participated. Together, these scraps create a map of the lives in which they once took part, 

showing travel, jobs, and habits in their most pared-down form. A kind of automotive 

metadata jumps out at Mucho, who is perturbed by the intimacy of the kind of 

information left behind. When Mucho encounters this waste, he finds an abstract 

individual emerging from the bits and pieces of information that remain. In the car, the 

motorist imparts a ñmalfunctioning version of himself,ò which Mucho rediscovers as an 

ñautomotive projection of somebody else's life.ò22 An infernal copying takes place, in 

which human life is partitioned into the machines that support it, and an image of the 

person takes the place of the person themselves.  

David Seed has remarked on the potential influence of Marshal McLuhan on The 

Crying of Lot 49 in the description of the cars as ñmotorized, metal extensionsò of human 

 
21 Manlio Della Marca, ñFluid Destiny: Memory and Signs in Thomas Pynchonôs The Crying of Lot 49,ò in 

Against the Grain: Reading Pynchonôs Counternarratives, ed. Sascha Pöhlmann (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 

2010), 255.  

22 TCL 8.  
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beings.23 For Seed this passage mirrors McLuhanôs claims that ñthe media have 

extendedðhis key wordðthe human consciousness into the environment.ò24 Technology 

is not merely a tool exterior to its user, but an addition to the body and mind, which 

expands their capabilities. But what happens when this extension no longer adheres to the 

human, and in the decoupling takes something essential with it? The metal extensions 

which Mucho sees are not organs of other humans, but their severed limbs which have 

taken on lives of their own. Perhaps more telling is Seedôs highlighting of McLuhanôs 

ñprivileg[ing] of information in human life,ò which decentres the process from the human 

to the relation between human and machine.25 Mucho, in a dark twist on McLuhan, 

rediscovers his fellow motorists as packets of information held hostage in unhuman 

vessels. Further still, what at first appears to be the inconsequential and anonymous 

transfer of information into waste is revealed to be all too intimate, as each motorist sheds 

something of their soul into the machine. Mucho catches a glimpse of what Franco 

Berardi calls the ñbio-info machineò which ñis no more separable from the body and the 

mind, because it is no more an external tool.ò26 Beyond simply extending ourselves via 

 
23 TCL 8.  

24 David Seed, ñMedia Systems in The Crying of Lot 49,ò in American Postmodernity: Essays on the Recent 

Fiction of Thomas Pynchon, ed. Ian D. Copestake (Bern: Peter Lang, 2003), 17.  

25 ñThroughout Understanding Media, the work that bears most directly on The Crying of Lot 49, McLuhan 

stresses how. Pynchon too in The Crying of Lot 49 describes motor cars as ómotorized, metal extensionsô of 

their owners. McLuhanôs new emphasis comes with his insistence that the media are means above all of 

information transfer. Predictably this conviction leads McLuhan to privilege information in human life: 

óUnder electric technology the entire business of man becomes learning and knowing.ôò Seed, 

ñUnderstanding Media,ò 17.    

26 Franco Bifo Berardi, After the Future, trans. Arianna Bove, Melinda Cooper, Erik Empson, Enrico, 

Giuseppina Mecchia, and Tiziana Terranova (Oakland: AK Press, 2011), 23.  
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mechanical media, we discover ourselves composed of and composing machines: ñthe 

Machine is us.ò27 

The becoming-inanimate of human life, the disappearance of people in machines, 

isnôt conceived by Mucho as a grand act of violence or revolutionary overthrow of an old 

order. He is far from the sudden and erotic transgression of body and automobile seen a 

few years later in The Atrocity Exhibition (1970) or Crash (1973) by J. G. Ballard. Rather, 

Mucho recognises the slow and distributed nature of the process. Little by little, ñeach 

owner, each shadowò loses pieces of themselves to a process far beyond their awareness 

or comprehension. Stephen Hock, writing of the broader significance of automobile 

culture in Pynchonôs fiction, suggests that ñthe portrait of the freeway that Pynchon draws 

marks the freeway as a carrier of death and destruction in the service of modern capital 

and power.ò28 I argue that the same is true of the cars themselves, which express a greater 

death of humanity itself. Mucho witnesses the fading of living bodies into shadows, 

haunting the world in strange presences and scattered fragments. What pushes Mucho 

over the line is the recognition that he is not exempt from this process. He too is 

 
27 ñDigital and bio-technologies have turned the external machine of iron and steel into the internalised and 

recombining machine of the bio-info era. The bio-info machine is no more separable from the body and the 

mind, because it is no more an external tool, but an internal transformer of the body and of the mind, a 

linguistic and cognitive enhancer. Now the nanomachine is mutating the human brain and the linguistic 

ability to produce and communicate. The Machine is us.ò Berardi, After the Future, 23.  

28 Stephen Hock, ñMaybe Heôd Have to Just Keep Driving, or Pynchon on the Freeway,ò in Pynchonôs 

California, eds. Scott McClintock and John Miller (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2014), 202. The 

role of the car in producing pliable subjects is remarked upon by Gilles Châtelet, for whom road-culture is 

not only a matter of ideological indoctrination but the redoubling of capitalist society on an individual scale: 

ñThey form a perfectly docile mass, demanding only one thing: to drive freely [...] The domestication of 

gigantic human masses, the forging of thousands of psychologies of average men on wheels, óhighway 

mentalitiesô, aping day and night the fluidities and competition of the Great Market, etching it into the 

landscape.ò Gilles Châtelet, To Live and Think Like Pigs, trans. Robin Mackay (Falmouth: Urbanomic, 

2014), 85.  
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becoming a shadow, usurped by a mechanical copy, leaving residue of his life wherever 

he goes.  

This experience of becoming residue, of becoming a shadow, provokes Muchoôs 

horror for two reasons: Firstly, it punctures his familiar sense of self by way of the 

violence done to other human subjects. As his story continues, ñthe endless rituals of 

trade-in, week after week, [...] were too plausible for the impressionable Mucho to take 

for long.ò29 The fall of humanity from whole subjects into an amorphous mess of 

fragments and shadows is all too much for Mucho to bear, and so he quits the job. But for 

that time, he uncovers a weird (un)life at the heart of humanity, and the unsettling truth 

that what we take to be single and discrete people are only ever the shifting palimpsests of 

other inhuman lives. As Kelly Hurley describes these conditions in the fin-de-siècle 

Gothic novel:   

Within such a reality [...] bodies are without integrity or stability; they are instead 

composite and changeful. Nothing is left but Things: forms rent from within by 

their own heterogeneity, and always in the process of becoming-Other.30  

The violence that Mucho uncovers is nothing particularly bloody, but no less unsettling 

for its bloodlessness. It is the twisting up of human lives with an outside or other that 

produces an abhuman subject: one which is discernibly human yet inflected by weird 

influences, intrusions, and irruptions. The abhuman, in Hurleyôs terms, marks the 

ñruination of the human subjectò by forces both beyond it and within it, as it is rent apart 

and recomposed.31 ñThe abhuman subject is a not-quite-human subject, characterized by 

 
29 TCL 8.  

30 Kelly Hurley, The Gothic Body: Sexuality, Materialism, and Degeneration at the Fin de Siècle 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 9.  

31 Hurley, The Gothic Body, 3.  
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morphic variability, continually in danger of becoming not-itself, or becoming other.ò32 

The prefix ab- signals this move away from the human, as something cast off from it, yet 

inextricably bound to the form to which it once belonged.33 The prefix is also intended to 

carry connotations of Kristevaôs abject, which flows out from between the subject and 

object, in the space which ñdisturbs identity, system, order. [Which] does not respect 

borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.ò34  

Like the weird, the abject denies a marked distinction between the inside and the 

outside, or between a body and what threatens its integrity. It is this transgression of the 

selfôs composition and summoning forth of ñthe archaic processes of the non-yet-selfò 

which, for Anne Williams, marks the abject as a key source of horror in Gothic fiction.35 

The discovery of a dead and bloodied body is a prototypical instance of this horrifying 

moment of shock, not only because it signals a violent danger, but because the body itself 

is, in this instance, an instance of abjection, of something cast away as so much dead 

flesh.36 Muchoôs cars haunt him in this register, as the discarded limbs and skins of a 

humanity totally abjected from itself. The weird and abject fold into one another, as the 

 
32 Hurley, The Gothic Body, 4.  

33 ñThe topic of this book is the ruination of the human subject. [...] Within this genre one may witness the 

relentless destruction of ñthe humanò and the unfolding in its stead of what I will call, to borrow an 

evocative term from supernaturalist author William Hope Hodgson, the óabhuman.ô The abhuman subject is 

a not-quite-human subject, characterized by morphic variability, continually in danger of becoming not-

itself, or becoming other. The prefix ôab-ó signals a movement away from a site or condition, and thus a 

loss. But a movement away from is also a movement towardsðtowards a site or condition as yet 

unspecifiedðand thus entails both a threat and a promise.ò Hurley, The Gothic Body, 3-4.  

34 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.  

35 Williams, Art of Darkness, 76.  

36 ñThus the conventional sources of Gothic óhorrorô (such as blood and decaying or newly murdered 

corpses) echo the óabject.ô Kristeva's theory suggests why the accidental discovery of a corpse is so potent 

and so familiar a source of horror. Not only does it serve as a sign of violence and murderous passions; but 

the dead body is also, as Kristeva remarks, the most dramatic example of abjection, of the ócast off,ô of 

waste.ò Williams, Art of Darkness, 75.  
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sense that this does not belong couples with the abject realisation that this was once 

living, feeding into one another with growing dread. In the caryard, Mucho looks upon the 

machines much as he might a pile of corpses. He observes the ways in which human life 

is discarded and distorted by the machines it occupies, and realises the extent to which 

those lives are mutilated by the machines which increasingly compose them.  

 

NADA 

This leads to a second, deeper point of horror, which lies in a barely formed question: 

ñWhat if we are as ódeadô as the machines?ò37 Muchoôs revelation is not that we, humans, 

are being erased by they, the machines. Rather, it is that ñeverythingðhuman beings and 

machines, organic and nonorganic matterò are composed of the same dead stuff, which 

replicates itself in endless patterns without reference.38 A cruel inversion of humanist 

philosophy takes place, by which the ghost in the machine is brought down to the level of 

base matter, and revealed as nothing more than a product of a greater mechanism. It is 

this that brings a shudder down Muchoôs spine, as the daily deaths of his job reveal firstly 

the common fate of all the spectres scattered across a wasted world, and secondly the 

mute machinery working through his own soul. Escaping from the caryard, Mucho takes 

up the job of a disc jockey, but never entirely quietens his suspicions of the world that 

moves around him.  

In perfect parallel to his wifeôs awakening, when Oedipa re-encounters Mucho 

later in the novel, he is in the middle a drug-induced epiphany. Under the influence of 

LSD, he believes himself to have come into contact with a multivalent chorus of love 

sung through the pop and muzak that now scores his life. Without hesitation, he comes 

 
37 Mark Fisher, Flatline Constructs (New York: Exmilitary, 2018), 2.  

38 Fisher, Flatline Constructs, 2.  
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ñon like a whole roomful of peopleò to tell Oedipa of the revelation which has descended 

upon him over the airwaves.39  

Thatôs what I am, [...] right. Everybody is. [...]  Whenever I put the headset on 

now, [...] I really do understand what I find there. When those kids sing about 

ñShe loves you,ò yeah well, you know, she does, sheôs any number of people, all 

over the world, back through time, different colours, sizes, ages, shapes, distances 

from death, but she loves. And the ñyouò is everybody. And herself. Oedipa, the 

human voice, you know, itôs a flipping miracle.40  

Both Oedipa and Mucho experience revelation amidst waste, and seek out a redemptive 

voice amidst the cacophony, yet in Muchoôs case the revelation appears as a mere 

hallucination. Muchoôs revelation contains none of the eeriness or sublimity of Oedipaôs 

encounters: everything happens at once, is communicated clearly, and Mucho is in no 

doubt that a miracle has been revealed to him. Whereas Oedipaôs search brings her in 

contact with something outside herself, Muchoôs trip turns him inwards, into a 

kaleidoscopic vision of oneness and self-sameness with the universe. If the haunting of 

the car yard reminds Mucho of the utterly inhuman forces which persist all around him, 

barely visible yet always ready to interrupt the world that he knows, then the revelation of 

the airwaves presents him with the perfect escape from that realisation. While the 

weirdness he experienced in his old life brings him in contact with objects, memories, and 

signs which did not belong, and upsets the normal order of things, the banality of the 

radio counteracts this dread with a universal sense of belonging. In Muchoôs psychedelic 

bliss, nothing is out of place, and nothing comes through from outside to upset his cosmic 

home. What sounds at first like the ecstatic cry of William Blake that ñeverything that 

 
39 TCL 99.  

40 TCL 99. 
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lives is Holyò is in fact far closer to the hopeless mantra of Guy Debordôs spectacle: 

ñEverything that appears is good; whatever is good will appear.ò41  

Yet, in Muchoôs ecstatic assumption of the universe into a safe and familiar 

interior, he does not wholly escape the base material horror that lies outside. In another 

parallel to Oedipa, Mucho understands his awakening in primarily aesthetic and 

technological terms. ñBecause you hear and see things, even smell them, taste like you 

never could. Youôre an antenna, sending your pattern out across a million lives a night, 

and theyôre your lives too.ò42 Even as he draws the outside into his private viewing 

theatre, he conforms to the core metaphor of Oedipaôs search by envisioning himself as a 

human conduit for an impersonal Word. Through the electric sparks of love, something 

darker lurks beyond Muchoôs understanding. He could not speak of it earlier, when the 

stench of decay was too close ñfor the impressionable Mucho to take for long.ò43 But 

now, at the furthest remove from the cars, the dust, and the waste, at the highest point of 

abstraction from the bare abhuman remains of life, he is able to look back at what had 

haunted him all along.  

Let me tell you. The bad dream that I used to have all the time, about the car lot, 

remember that? I could never tell you about it. But I can now. It doesnôt bother me 

any more. It was only that sign in that lot, thatôs what scared me. In the dream Iôd 

be going about a normal dayôs business and suddenly, with no warning, thereôd be 

the sign. We were a member of the National Automobile Dealerôs Association. 

 
41 William Blake, The Complete Poems, ed. Alicia Ostriker (London: Penguin, 1997), 195; Guy Debord, 

The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 14.  

42 TCL 99.  

43 TCL 8.  
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NADA. Just this creaking metal sign that said nada, nada, against the blue sky. I 

used to wake up hollering.44  

Nothing. Death. At the heart of Muchoôs revelation is not the love he so desperately 

clings to, but the nothingness which was first revealed in the caryard, and which 

continues to hang over him even as he disavows it. Within Muchoôs dream of the caryard, 

the NADA sign exerts a weird influence. Far from the soft and welcoming revelation 

Mucho encounters on the radio, the sign is an incomprehensible and unassailable presence 

which shocks him with its bare absence of meaning. Its evil proclamation erupts into 

Muchoôs world, without warning, to throw the mundane into sharp relief. Although it 

works in conjunction with the cars to drive Mucho from the lot, the sign differs from the 

waste in its content: while the waste signifies loss by way of fragmented wholes, the sign 

functions absolutely negatively, as the absence of any whole to which Mucho might 

return. This apparition of NADA is weird not only in Mark Fisherôs sense that it is the 

appearance of something which does not belong, as the irruption of an outside force 

within the ordinary, but also that it is essentially an ontological shock. It doesnôt merely 

estrange the world, as in the experience of the uncanny, but in its coupling of the 

mundane with that which is utterly other to it, it brings about the shock discovery that 

ñthere is no World. What we call the world is a local consensus hallucination, a shared 

dream.ò45 The sign doesnôt merely enter Muchoôs dream to wake him in fright, but hangs 

over his everyday life as reminder of the dream-like nature of his reality.  

Beneath it all, inhabiting the machines, driving his customers to and fro, and 

literally inscribed in the initials of the National Automobile Dealers Association, is a 

mute, metal nothingness. Muchoôs reality is shattered by the intrusion of the weird, 

 
44 TCL 100.  

45 Mark Fisher, K-Punk (London: Repeater, 2018), 325.  
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sending him in flight through fantasies of meaning and care which could distract him 

from the horror he can never forget. As she charts her own journey among inhuman 

presences and mute machines, Oedipa reflects on Muchoôs hopeless escape:   

 [My] husband, on LSD, gropes like a child further and further into the rooms and 

endless rooms of the elaborate candy house of himself and away, hopelessly away, 

from what has passed, I was hoping forever, for love.46  

Muchoôs revelation is defined by three coinciding movements: he moves away from 

Oedipa; he moves away from her love; and he moves into himself. Whereas Oedipa 

searches for the cracks in her tower which may guide her toward an outside, which is to 

say that she moves through her individual fantasies toward some vast and collective 

enunciation, Mucho moves in the opposite direction, hopelessly into his own head. The 

love which he hears over the radio stands in dark contrast with the ñdirect, epileptic 

Wordò which Oedipa finds among the drifters and relays of a forgotten, dying America.47 

Muchoôs love hovers like a mirage, leading him ever away from the horror which he 

perceives inhabiting his world. As in Oedipaôs fantasy of her ñcircular towerò of the 

mind, Muchoôs revelation recalls the Gothic trope of live burial within the self, as he 

wanders further inward, entrapped within the ñelaborate candy house of himself.ò48 

Although the candy house metaphor sacrifices something of the Gothic tenor of Oedipaôs 

tower, it nonetheless retains the imagery of fairy tales in which children are lured to their 

deaths by their taste for the sweet and comforting. The horror of Muchoôs narrative is 

then twofold: not only does he encounter annihilation in the car yardðfigured in the 

decayed husks of the automobiles, the spectres of their owners, and the mantra of 
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nothingness which hangs overheadðbut in his attempted escape from that life, he 

discovers new ways to imprison himself in his fantasies, to construct ever more elaborate 

dream-worlds to distract him from the horrific truth that his entire world lies suspended in 

the void. This horror persists throughout the novel, even as Oedipaôs story remains largely 

in the domain of terror. As she speaks to her husband for the last time a ñpanic started to 

climb out of a dark region in her head,ò signalling to her the horror which awaits her 

should she fall from her tenuous search.49  

 

Actors and Puppets 

Leaving Mucho behind, we can return to Oedipaôs search with a greater attention to those 

places where her fabulation falls away, and a horrific nothingness begins to occupy the 

heart of the novel. One such moment is found when Oedipa confronts the actor Randolph 

Driblette about the presence of Trystero in his performance of The Courierôs Tragedy. 

Seeking for the next clue to propel her on her search, Oedipa could not be more 

disappointed by Dribletteôs response. Against Oedipaôs intimations of a miraculous Word, 

Driblette offers a philosophy only of blind mechanical movement, in which there is no 

meaning, only performance.   

 ñYou don't understand,ò getting mad. ñYou guys, you're like Puritans are about 

the Bible. So hung up with words, words. You know where that play exists, not in 

that file cabinet, not in any paperback you're looking for, butðò a hand emerged 

from the veil of shower-steam to indicate his suspended headð ñin here. That's 

what I'm for. To give the spirit flesh. The words, who cares? They're rote noises to 

hold line bashes with, to get past the bone barriers around an actor's memory, 

right? But the reality is in this head. Mine. I'm the projector at the planetarium, all 
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the closed little universe visible in the circle of that stage is coming out of my 

mouth, eyes, sometimes other orifices also.ò50   

In contrast to Oedipaôs expectant revelation of the Word, Driblette derides all meaning 

which resides in words, whether they appear singularly, in fragments, or spoken 

collectively in the night. But even as he denies words and their meaning, there remains a 

use of information in his philosophy. Whereas Oedipa formulates the Word as something 

which speaks from the outside to awaken something strange and otherwordly within, 

Driblette sees words as the mere surface of a much greater and more impersonal process. 

Although words may be present in his performance, they are mere incantations used in 

service of a deeper ritual. The role of the actor is not to recite words, or to transmit them 

from the knowing author to an unknowing audience, but to undergo a possession by 

something far deeper than those words: ñTo give the spirit flesh.ò51 The actor is no 

speaking subject but a mere vessel, not for the Word, or even words, but for a spirit which 

pre-exists any semiotics or sign-system that would attempt to contain it.  

If, in the city of San Narciso, Oedipa perceives around her vast systems of 

information which attempt to communicate with her, but which fail in that attempt, here 

she confronts the possibility of a far more alien type of information, which may possess 

and pass through without adding anything to that which it passes through. Without the 

compensatory revelation of terror, The Crying of Lot 49 lapses into the domain of horror, 

in which the outside does not inflate or transform the inside, but merely possesses or 

annihilates it. The language of the abject returns, as in Kristevaôs terms the ñborder 

between inside and outsideò collapses, and the integrity of the body is undermined from 
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within.52 Oedipa shows a wary fascination with Dribletteôs body, which appears to 

contain an entire universe, while sequestering its secrets away in its labyrinthine depths: 

ñShe couldn't stop watching his eyes. They were bright black, surrounded by an 

incredible network of lines, like a laboratory maze for studying intelligence in tears. They 

seemed to know what she wanted, even if she didn't.ò53 Dribletteôs body becomes part of 

a much greater mechanism, serving as the machine from which an entire universe may be 

projected. His body is abjected as a series of organsðeyes, hand, orificesðwhich 

perform their respective roles in this projection, which although otherworldly in its own 

way remains grounded in its fleshly vehicle. What shocks Oedipa is not only Dribletteôs 

puncturing of her fantasies, but the perversity of his apparently voluntary abjection. But in 

his forfeiture of self, Driblette experiences, much to Oedipaôs disgust, an ecstatic pleasure 

in his dissolution, or what Kristeva calls ñthat sublime alienationò that explains ñwhy so 

many victims of the abject are its fascinated victimsðif not its submissive and willing 

ones.ò54 In contrast to Muchoôs glimpses of human figures fading into machinery, 

unknowingly ceding some part of themselves to an inhuman process, Driblette casts 

himself into the role of a puppet, whose strings are pulled by some incomprehensibly 

distant will.  

In the place of Oedipaôs paranoid speculation, which attempts to posit a meaning 

attributable to the outside forces which she perceives, Dribletteôs philosophy engenders 

nothing except the interplay of inside and outside, without any meaning or reference. 

Instead of paranoia, which attempts to fashion a system sufficient to explain an 

increasingly senseless world, the primary affect of Oedipaôs encounter with Driblette is 

anxiety. As Sianne Ngai writes, anxiety as an affect is ña matter of the very distinction 

 
52 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 53.  

53 TCL 52.  

54 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 9.  
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between inside and outside,ò by which the subject knows itself as something distinct 

from, yet emergent from, the world that it encounters.55  For all the material which 

Driblette could furnish for Oedipaôs paranoid construction, he leaves her with the same 

mute emptiness which haunts her husband, which reveals an inhuman order working 

through the human, but in terms that can never be made commensurable to the human 

form. Driblette is adamant: Oedipaôs search is suspended in a void, caught up in words 

with nothing to ground their meaning. ñBut she couldn't let it quite go.ò56 Oedipa 

demands a resolution to her anxiety, and a meaning given to the mute interpenetration of 

inside and outside. To this Driblette gives a still harsher response:  

 ñIf I were to dissolve in here,ò speculated the voice out of the drifting steam, ñbe 

washed down the drain into the Pacific, what you saw tonight would vanish too. 

You, that part of you so concerned, God knows how, with that little world, would 

also vanish. The only residue in fact would be things Wharfinger didn't lie about. 

Perhaps Squamuglia and Faggio, if they ever existed. Perhaps the Thurn and Taxis 

mail system. Stamp collectors tell me it did exist. Perhaps the other, also. The 

Adversary. But they would be traces, fossils. Dead, mineral, without value or 

potential. [...] You can put together clues, develop a thesis, or several, about why 

characters reacted to the Trystero possibility the way they did, why the assassins 

came on, why the black costumes. You could waste your life that way and never 

touch the truth. Wharfinger supplied words and a yarn. I gave them life. That's it.ò 

He fell silent. The shower splashed.57  

 
55 Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), 211.  

56 TCL 54.  
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Dribletteôs deflationary account continues to draw parallels with Oedipaôs search. As the 

structure of the search melts away it flows toward the sea. This is not the redemptive 

ocean by which Oedipa attempts to orient herself, but another equally dark and 

unknowing Pacific into which one can only dissolveðcomically prefigured in Dribletteôs 

disappearance into the shower. Just as Oedipaôs redemptive Pacific stands at the end of 

her search as the sublime surface that hides ever deeper and more hidden truths, 

Dribletteôs ocean is positioned at the edge of all speculation, where all meaning and 

memory vanishes into the dark. Whatever material may be salvaged from the edge of this 

abyss would be half-truths, fossils which preserve the shape of some living thing but 

which crumble into an undifferentiated earth. ñDead, mineral, without value or potentialò 

ð no longer the strangely living fragments of Muchoôs caryard, but the finally deadened 

remains of what once was.58 In Dribletteôs monologue, a commonality between Mucho 

and Oedipaôs encounters is revealed. The Maas couple both detect in detritus certain 

hidden truths, which are communicated either in the language of terror or horror, but 

which in Dribletteôs account give way to the possibility of a greater horror. In hearing 

Dribletteôs monologue, Oedipa entertains the grim possibility that whatever meaning she 

or Mucho may find within the residue only belies its true nature as dead matter. This 

suspicion does not entirely foreclose Oedipaôs search, but it does present a possible limit 

where her fantasy may come crashing down to earth.  

For Driblette, any information which passes through us does not edify us, and 

even as some part of us is stored piecemeal in the fragments we are not preserved in any 

meaningful sense. The relation between inside and outside no longer takes the form of an 

escape, as it is for Oedipa, or an invasion, as it is for Mucho, but a total indistinction 

between two equally dead and meaningless zones. Deborah Madsen argues that in his 

refusal of ñconcealed meaningò for ñsubjective consciousness, [...] Driblette lives an 
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illusion of power, a delusion of self-determinationò that places him at the centre of his 

world, as the projector from which everything else springs.59 But this reading confuses 

Dribletteôs dismissal of Oedipaôs attempts at meaning for an egoism on his part. Even as 

Driblette places himself at the centre of his cosmology, he denies himself all qualities 

beyond being a conduit for what flows from and through him. Dribletteôs lesson for 

Oedipa is not one of solipsism, but of abandonment of the self in an abject and sublime 

alienation from everything. Try as Oedipa might to assemble a coherent message from 

Dribletteôs performance, in the end everything sinks back into the tempest. As Stefan 

Mattessich writes, for the characters of Pynchonôs novel, ñto be a ópersonô is to 

experience complicity in a world that effectively depersonalizes, reduces to caricature, to 

outline, to silhouette.ò60 Driblette, as an actor and as a person, knows himself as a site 

where vast and formless powers take shape, for a moment, and evaporate once more into 

the background.  

 

Bare Life 

This loss of personhood is the source of horror which unites the experiences of Oedipa 

and Mucho, and which Mattessich argues is the core horror of Pynchonôs body of work. 

ñThis displacement of the subject (character, author, and reader) to the negative spaces 

around what óis,ô to the molded (usually plastic) stencil of being, is what Pynchon 

attempts to represent in his fictionða loss of substance, of affect, or reality.ò61 The 

threefold loss of substance, affect, and reality defines the specifically posthuman 

character of Pynchonôs Gothicism, in which the human subject is perpetually confronted 

 
59 Deborah Madsen, The Postmodernist Allegories of Thomas Pynchon (Leicester: Leicester University 

Press, 1991), 68.  

60 Stefan Mattessich, Lines of Flight (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 43.  

61 Mattessich, Lines of Flight, 43.  
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with its mixed spectrality and base materiality, worlds of affects which surpass or escape 

its perception, and a loss of anything resembling órealityô in the mess of weird intrusions 

and eerie hauntings. As Mattessich makes clear, the human figure in Pynchonôs work 

fades into the surrounding landscape, and is in turn reshaped by the spaces through which 

it moves. What then remains of the human subject? Without substance, it haunts the 

landscape. Without affect, it numbly seeks understanding through the networks in which 

it now lives. Without reality, it disappears into divergent worlds. Human life is 

everywhere reduced to shadows and residue, or a kind of bare life which only just retains 

its human shape amidst the depredations of its world. It is this kind of humanity Mucho 

sees shattered among the machinery, and which Oedipa encounters wasting away in the 

urban interzones of America.62  

On the trail of Tristero and WASTE, Oedipa is directed to ñan old man huddled, 

shaking with grief she couldnôt hear,ò whose alcoholism and age has brought him to the 

brink of death.63 The old man, once a sailor, asks Oedipa to deliver one last letter for him 

via the WASTE network, while she stares onward, transfixed by the manôs destitution and 

by the squalid, decayed mattress upon which he lies.   

What voices overheard, flinders of luminescent gods glimpsed among the 

wallpaper's stained foliage, candlestubs lit to rotate in the air over him, prefiguring 

the cigarette he or a friend must fall asleep someday smoking, thus to end among 

the flaming, secret salts held all those years by the insatiable stuffing of a mattress 

that could keep vestiges of every nightmare sweat, helpless overflowing bladder, 

 
62 As shall be seen in the following chapter, this is not the last word which Pynchon has on the theme of 

humanity and its dissolution. While his early fiction, typified by The Crying of Lot 49, tends toward the 

unspeakable moments of horror and revelation, his later fiction takes a more nuanced approach which 

permits some degree of softness and hope.  
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viciously, tearfully consummated wet dream, like the memory bank to a computer 

of the lost?64  

The mattress repeats the role of Muchoôs cars by storing up the remnants of human life, 

and by once again melding the functions of human and machine. The mattress is likened 

to the memory banks of a computer, but its functioning is bound up in the mishaps of the 

human body. Soaked not only with sweat, urine, and all manner of fluid, bodily or 

otherwise, the mattress is also said to contain some remnant of dreams and nightmares, of 

which nothing remains but their chance emissions onto the stinking pile. While Muchoôs 

encounter with the inhuman recording of human lives is marked by an overbearing, 

hysterical confrontation with horror, Oedipaôs contemplation of the mattress is far more 

deflated, and is characterised only by a quiet and pitiful despair. The horror is not only 

that people are reduced to inanimate fragments, but that each fragment hovers delicately 

on the verge of total destruction.  

In added contrast to Mucho, whose obsession with the caryard fragments excludes 

all his customers from thought as mere ghosts in the making, Oedipa discovers reclining 

upon the mattress the sailor who introduces a living human being to the scene. As ñthat 

stuffed memoryò of the mattress lies precariously on the verge of conflagration, it 

threatens to not only consume all the memory stored in its fibres, but also to consume the 

man who rests upon it.65 The presence of the man redoubles Oedipaôs shock at the scene, 

as the grand tragedy of memory entombed in decayed matter is bound up with the 

immediate and personal horror of a life lived on the brink of collapse. The sailor, at once 
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representing to Oedipa the redemption and the distance of the sea, is taken up by Oedipa 

in what James Nohrnberg has identified as the ñcentral pietaò of Oedipaôs story.66  

She was overcome all at once by a need to touch him, as if she could not believe 

in him, or would not remember him, without it. Exhausted, hardly knowing what 

she was doing, she came the last three steps and sat, took the man in her arms, 

actually held him, gazing out of her smudged eyes down the stairs, back into the 

morning. She felt wetness against her breast and saw that he was crying again. He 

hardly breathed but tears came as if being pumped. ñI can't help,ò she whispered, 

rocking him, ñI can't help.ò It was already too many miles to Fresno.67  

The life held by the sailor, and mourned by Oedipa, is close to what political philosopher 

Giorgio Agamben calls ñbare lifeò. Unlike the political lif e of the citizen, defended by 

laws and customs, and the natural life outside the city, bare life is defined by its expulsion 

from the former and exclusion from the latter. Bare life is not natural life, because it is 

defined by its relation to politics and society, but neither is it properly political life, 

because it has been stripped of its politically and socially defined rights to life. This loss 

of political life, which is the lot of the outcasts with whom Oedipa begins to identify, is 

the crucial step that precedes the varieties of loss and despair that are inflicted upon the 

characters of the novel. The sailor, alongside Muchoôs motorists and Dribletteôs actors, is 

denied access to a fully  human form of life, and is perpetually reinscribed and defined by 

this loss.  

Even as the sailor is held in Oedipaôs arms, and whatever fragment of life that 

remains in him is affirmed and cradled, his very existence is marked by this relative 

 
66 James Nohrnberg, ñPynchonôs Paracleteò in Pynchon: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Edward 

Mendelson (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 159.  
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proximity to death. The necropolitical order in which the sailor lives is measured by the 

degrees of óslow deathô and óslow violenceô exerted over him as an individual, and upon 

whole populations lost in the mechanisms of death.68 In contrast to the haunted 

mechanisms of Mucho and Driblette, the sailor and the mattress approach a far more 

permanent death, from which no return is possible. This presence of death in The Crying 

of Lot 49 remains an instance of the weird, in the way it erupts into the novel and calls to 

attention the frailty of the world that is. Just as memories of the past remain trapped 

within the scattered fragments of Oedipaôs world, each parcel of information is threatened 

by the inevitable decay of all things, and their eventual submersion in the undifferentiated 

flow of matter. The unlife of Mucho and Dribletteôs machines gives way to the 

unredeemable destruction of everything by the slow forces of entropy.  

[Oedipa] remembered John Nefastis, talking about his Machine, and massive 

destructions of information. So when this mattress flared up around the sailor, in 

his Viking's funeral: the stored, coded years of uselessness, early death, self-

harrowing, the sure decay of hope, the set of all men who had slept on it, whatever 

their lives had been, would truly cease to be, forever, when the mattress burned. 

She stared at it in wonder. It was as if she had just discovered the irreversible 

process. It astonished her to think that so much could be lost, even the quantity of 

 
68 The posthuman state of life in The Crying of Lot 49 approaches what Achille Mbembe has called 

necropolitics, in which death, dying, and the ability to die are made the primary markers of the political 

regime. As Mbembe writes, ñin our contemporary world, weapons are deployed in the interest of maximum 

destruction of persons and the creation of death-worlds, new and unique forms of social existence in which 

vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of living dead.ò Achille 

Mbembe, ñNecropolitics,ò Public Culture 15, no. 1 (Winter 2003): 40. Christine Quinan adds to these 

comments: ñThese deathworlds, which denote not only physical death but also social and political death, 

affect entire populations. [...] Similarly, slow death, and slow violence, that is to say the physical exhaustion 

and diminishment or elimination of certain human and non-human populations, is a defining mark of the 

contemporary era.ò Christine Quinan, ñNecropolitics,ò in Posthuman Glossary, eds. Rosi Braidotti and 

Maria Hlavajova (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 271-2.  
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hallucination belonging just to the sailor that the world would bear no further trace 

of.69  

The sailor and mattress are united by their vast memories and their common precarity. 

ñShe knew that the sailor had seen worlds no other man had seen. [...] But nothing she 

knew of would preserve them, or him.ò70 The sailor is one among the many drifters who 

swarm together at the novelôs end to compose the silent, redemptive Wordðyet without 

access to that chorus he stands alone, a fragile shell, in which untold numbers of 

fragments remain stored and incomplete, awaiting their final conflagration. As Manlio 

Marca suggests, ñas in the car lot passage, there is almost an attempt to use junk as a 

means of creating a storage device which can resist the vaporization of memory. 

However, it is an attempt inevitably condemned to failure.ò71 Unlike Oedipa, whose 

search puts her on the path of revelation, which to say a path capable of connecting and 

redeeming these losses, the other characters in the novel are caught in a fragmentary state. 

If for Oedipa the encounter with the sailor is another step toward the ineffable, for the 

sailor the encounter barely disturbs him from his long slide into oblivion. Marked at every 

turn by their slow approach to death, the sailor and mattress bring to the fore the tragedy 

of information in the novel, which could be free to flow out toward redemption, but 

everywhere is found to be locked up in vessels animate and inanimate alike. Muchoôs 

revelation of the unlife of information is unsettling enough for him, but Oedipa 

encounters something more nefarious at work within this process of recording. Not only 

does Oedipa encounter a sign of the outside stored in some object, and a human 

positioned as part of the circuit, but she also considers the human body itself as a means 

of inhuman recording. As the sailor lies upon the mattress, leaving some residue of life to 
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remain in its rotted contours, he is also made an object of recording by forces far outside 

himself.   

Pynchon here mirrors the ñmetonymic equation between tape-recorder and bodyò 

which Hayles identifies in the work of William Burroughs.72 Although in this passage 

Pynchon resorts to the central metaphor of a computerôs memory bank, rather than the 

tape recording, he performs the same anxieties around recording and bodily integrity 

which run through Burroughsô writing. According to Hayles, Burroughs ñreasoned that if 

the body can become a tape-recorder, the voice can be understood not as a naturalized 

union of voice and presence but as a mechanical production with the frightening ability to 

appropriate the body's vocal apparatus and use it for ends alien to the self.ò73 Beyond the 

role of the human subject as witness to these weird recordings, the human body itself 

becomes a site of recording, in which information is embedded in the flesh itself and 

exerts a disturbing influence over its movements. ñEntwined into human flesh are ópre-

recordingsô that function as parasites ready to take over the organism.ò74 Far from being a 

means of communication, either between fellow humans or with an inhuman outside, 

information becomes a means of control, which for all its disembodied freedom of 

movement from and between bodies, causes ever-more unsettling contortions in the 

bodies through which it passes.  

As Giorgio Mobili writes, in Pynchon criticism the body is largely ñtreated in 

passing, within the larger context of the worldôs succumbing to the forces of the 

inanimateðunquestionably, one of Pynchon principal underlying themes. In this 

framework, the body is viewed as the terrain where the ravages inflicted by the inanimate 

 
72 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 211.  

73 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 211.  

74 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 211.  



117 

 

appear most clearly.ò75 What I wish to add here, following Mobili, is an account of the 

body in Pynchonôs fiction which does not reduce it to the site of a larger conflict between 

the organic and the inanimate, but as a bundle of warring forces which already includes a 

potent mix of flesh, spirit, machine, and data. Alongside Mobili, I see in Pynchonôs 

figuration of the body ña sensible Deleuzian interestðthe hint to a dimension where 

language and the body partake of the same thick, material texture.ò76 Beneath the mask of 

the subject lies a bodily existence rent by forces at once internal and external to itself, 

which serves on the one hand as a space into which signs of the outside transgress, and on 

the other as the volatile container for information stored ever-deeper within. As Dennis 

Yeo writes of the posthuman as quasi-human remnant: ñMore than just a liminal or abject 

being, the posthuman explores not the post life of our humanity, but the possible half-lifes 

which we may be compelled to inhabit because of technoscientific progress.ò77 At the 

limits of dehumanisation, the human subject is reduced to its body, which carries on as an 

automaton, moving according to a hidden logic, recording what it can in incommunicable 

memory, and everywhere giving way to an inhuman form of life which operates 

according to its own mechanisms.  

As Oedipa holds the sailor, she grasps in him ña trembling unfurrowing of the 

mind's plowshare,ò as he succumbs to the ravages of his illness.78 Even as the bare horror 

of the manôs life is revealed to her, Oedipa resists the despair which pushed her husband 

 
75 Giorgio Mobili, Irritable Bodies and Postmodern Subjects in Pynchon, Puig, Volponi (New York: Peter 

Lang, 2008), 35.  

76 Mobili continues: ñThus, at the same time that he displays a language which never ceases violently to 

impinge on bodies and riddle them with scars and markings, Pynchon calls attention to the corporeality of a 

thick, óirritableô language which exists itself as body and through the body, and visibly carries the material 

traces of the bodyôs unruliness.ò Mobili, Irritable Bodies, 85-6.  

77 Dennis Yeo, ñBeing Virtual: The True (Posthu)man Show,ò in Posthuman Gothic, ed. Anya Heise-von 

der Lippe (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2017), 199.  

78 TCL 88-9.  



118 

 

over the edge. The horror that Oedipa encounters is offset by her singular need for 

generative contact with the outside, which leads her to embrace the dying man and to seek 

a place in the frayed chorus of the Word. But beneath her journey through the edifying 

shocks of terror, there remains that knowledge of horrorðof an all-consuming outside, 

which doesnôt only pass outside our perception, but warps our thoughts and contorts our 

bodies according to its incomprehensible will. Within The Crying of Lot 49 two 

tendencies are in conflict: a terrifying conception of the outside as an escape from 

interiority, and its inverted and horrifying double of an outside which ruptures inward. 

Even as Oedipa follows this first path of contact with an outside, as argued in the previous 

chapter, most of the people she encounters succumb to the horror of finding themselves 

haunted, puppeteered, or scarred by the mechanisms that work through them.  

 

A Community of Isolates 

Amidst the horror, Oedipa searches for a way out. At every turn, she finds information 

and memory entombed within dying bodies, bodies merged with infernal machines, and a 

whole world on the edge of an abyss. ñOedipa senses just how much is squandered 

irretrievably if any person is let waste, prevented from recycling his or her óinformationô 

back into the public world. She begins to feel the political need of óa network...ô [...] Her 

whole quest, in fact, stems from the same impulse: to recycle bits of information 

randomly scattered and lost, to sort clues instead of molecules into some system that 

ómattered.ôò79 Informationðits materiality, its obscurity, and its fragilityðis once more 

figured as a source of horror, but now with the possibility of an exit from the torment. If 

the order of the world condemns memory to oblivion, Oedipa reasons, then another order, 

 
79 Peter L. Cooper, Signs and Symptoms: Thomas Pynchon and the Contemporary World (Berkeley: 
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and another ñseparate, silent, unsuspected worldò may hold the key to salvation.80 In 

contrast to the posthuman condition of disembodied information that has until now 

defined the novel, the WASTE network appears as a potential redemption of 

informationðif only it may be sequestered away from the world at large. As we shall see, 

this trust in ñinformationò as something which can ultimately be freed from its bodily 

vessels leads not into salvation, but toward an abdication and acquiescence to an inhuman 

system.   

Oedipaôs encounter with the sailor puts her in contact at last with the WASTE 

postal system, and all the hopes for another world which it represents. In contrast to the 

daily deaths of the surface America, Oedipa discovers, there are ñGod [knows] how many 

citizens, deliberately choosing not to communicate by U. S. Mailò or to submit to the 

ordering of information imposed by that system.81 Although seemingly written in a 

salvific tone of escape from control, Pynchonôs introduction of WASTE already presents 

its absurdity, as the escape from one of the United Statesô last truly public utilities is 

framed as an escape from the machinations of power entirely. Since the release of 

Bleeding Edge, and its dramatisation of the rise of search engines, social networks, and 

digital surveillance, the absurdity of WASTE is difficult to ignore.82 Nonetheless, for all 

its apparent folly, the WASTE network functions as the (a)political heart of the novel, 

which must be interrogated to make sense of Pynchonôs ambiguous depictions of 

information, escape, and horror.  

 
80 TCL 86.  

81 TCL 86.  

82 The depiction of the early-2000ôs web in Bleeding Edge is taken up in detail in Chapter Six, in which I 

argue that the latter novel sees the posthuman fears of The Crying of Lot 49 simultaneously confirmed and 

tempered by the rise of digital cultures and their own utopian follies.  



120 

 

In his book Pynchon and the Political, Samuel Thomas identifies in The Crying of 

Lot 49 a nexus of political elements centred around the WASTE network. In Thomasô 

analysis WASTE, as an underground postal service, functions not only as a site of 

political community but as a ñresistance formationò against the forces of government and 

control.83 Following from Thomasô analysis, I understand the WASTE network not only 

as an escape route from post-war America, but as a product itself of the atomisation of 

society at the hands of capital. Citing Theodor Adorno, Thomas identifies in WASTE a 

kind of ñsociety of isolates,ò who may attempt to reject societyôs norms and expectations, 

but are themselves subject to the isolating and individualising forces of capitalist 

society.84 The focus of Thomasô account of WASTE is the story of Inamorati 

Anonymous, which bears recounting, and upon which I wish to develop Thomasô analysis 

according to the terms of this thesis.  

Upon discovering WASTEôs existence, Oedipa is directed to use the network to 

get in contact with Inamorati Anonymous, a help group for those in love, ñthe worst 

addiction of all.ò85 This group, abbreviated hereafter as IA, was founded when 

a Yoyodyne executive living near LA and located someplace in the corporate root-

system above supervisor but below vice-president, found himself, at age 39, 

automated out of a job. Having been since age 7 rigidly instructed in an 

eschatology that pointed nowhere but to a presidency and death, trained to do 

absolutely nothing but sign his name to specialized memoranda he could not begin 

to understand and to take blame for the running-amok of specialized programs that 

 
83 Samuel Thomas, Pynchon and the Political (New York: Routledge, 2007), 111.  

84 Thomas, Pynchon and the Political, 118-9.  

85 TCL 77.  
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failed for specialized reasons he had to have explained to him, the executive's first 

thoughts were naturally of suicide.86  

After much dithering, the executive decides upon a method of suicide. But, drenched in 

gasoline, with his lighter in hand, he is interrupted by his wife and an efficiency expert 

attempting a tryst in the next room. Abandoning his planned exit, the executive happens 

upon another mode of escape. He declares:  

ñMy big mistake was love. From this day I swear to stay off of love: hetero, homo, 

bi, dog or cat, car, every kind there is. I will found a society of isolates, dedicated 

to this purpose, and this sign, revealed by the same gasoline that almost destroyed 

me, will be its emblem.ò And he did.87  

The strangeness of this account is highlighted by Thomas, who describes IA as ña club 

that never meets, a society of isolates, a voluntary form of group alienation [...] an 

experiment in communal solitude [...] a total contradiction.ò88 The group, and WASTE as 

a whole, performs a kind of ñwithdrawal rather than a form of resistance.ò89 In political 

terms, this withdrawal is precisely not a resistance to the world as it is, in all its injustice 

and tragedy, but a ceding of it to the forces of control. Thomas sees two ways of 

understanding IA. Firstly, as a rejection of love as something appropriated by economic 

forces, and thus as a liability. Or, as a projection of what society is becoming, ña 

miniature, dystopian version of Marcuseôs one-dimensional world. A world of loveless 

isolates, of empty, prosthetic lives.ò90 As Molly Hite makes clear, ñthe idea of a 

 
86 TCL 78.  

87 TCL 80.  

88 Thomas, Pynchon and the Political, 121.  

89 Thomas, Pynchon and the Political, 122.  

90 Thomas, Pynchon and the Political, 126.  
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community of isolates is a paradoxò founded upon the ambiguous nature of escape from 

an increasingly totalised society.91 Hite continues, ñeither isolation is so complete that 

people can take no notice of one another, or a superior force coordinates individual 

realities so that solipsists move unknowingly and unwillingly toward a common goal in 

accordance with a preestablished harmony.ò92 The withdrawal is never total, and since the 

refugees from this reality ñcould not have withdrawn into a vacuum,ò they must move 

into another reality system which binds them according to its own rules93   

To return to the anonymous founder of IA, I wish to emphasise the manner in 

which this ambiguity between withdrawal and resistance dramatises not only the 

depoliticisation of modern life, but its concomitant dehumanisation. Most tellingly, the 

first step taken in his story is not a rejection of society, but his replacement in that society 

by a machine. His life prior to IA is one of increasing automation, in which his entire 

purpose is to sign his name on documents without care or understanding. Even before his 

outmoding he is more like a machine than a man. When his job is eventually automated, it 

is as if one machine has replaced another. In response, the unnamed executive does not 

undertake an active revolt against his situation, but passively retreats from the unbearable 

conditions thrust upon him. The potential Luddite in him surrenders. The cruel irony of 

his decision is voiced by the efficiency expert who interrupts his suicide:  

ñNearly three weeks it takes him,ò marvelled the efficiency expert, ñto decide. 

You know how long it would've taken the IBM 7094? Twelve microseconds. No 

wonder you were replaced.ò94  

 
91 Hite, Ideas of Order, 91.  

92 Hite, Ideas of Order, 91-2.  

93 TCL 86.  

94 TCL 79.  
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Even in dying, a computer could do better. Under the pressures of a mechanised society, 

the human spirit retreats. The IA founder doesnôt dissolve into the machines like 

Driblette, the sailor, or the motorists, but he does cede something of himself to them. 

Unable to compete, he takes himself out of the equation. He elects not to die, but to fade 

into the background. By opting out, even as a form of resistance to love and its libidinal 

cooption by capitalism, the executive is not truly free from the wider forces at play. 

Rather, he embraces the isolation and alienation of humanity as its one last virtue, the one 

thing it can do well. In this manner, the apolitical communities of IA and WASTE work 

to make pliable the subject who seeks to resist the emerging mechanical order. As Philip 

Gochenour argues, ñthis order also requires the creation of a new subject to inhabit it. The 

order of corporate capitalism depends on the creation of subjects who perceive 

themselves as isolated monads in competition with one another.ò95 Even as the executive 

and the WASTE community as a whole attempt an escape from the decidedly political 

and economic factors which drove them into exile, the supposed escape merely completes 

internally a process of dehumanisation begun from outside. The WASTE network plays 

into the ñultimate fantasy of Capital óitselfô [...] of cutting workers away altogetherò to be 

free from the contingencies of all-too-human needs and political demands.96  

Aside from being a community for the incommunicado, the WASTE network is 

doubly paradoxical for its figuration as an escape from malevolent forces by means of 

withdrawal further within those forces. Not only does it make claims to an exteriority 

defined by its reclusivityða community of isolatesðit attempts to chart out an 

independent interiority which is in fact determined by what lies outside. WASTE is no 

refuge for a recalcitrant humanity, but a network operated by those at the farthest limits of 

 
95 Gochenour, Philip. ñAnarchist Miracles: Distributed Communities, Nodal Subjects and The Crying of Lot 

49.ò Pynchon Notes 52-53 (Spring-Fall 2003): 43.  

96 Fisher, K-Punk, 603.  
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dehumanisation. The name of the network becomes quite literal: its users are the 

discarded trash of an American underworld, barred from entry to its official channels of 

communication ñout of hate, indifference to the power of their vote, loopholes, simple 

ignorance,ò and in any case forced to retreat into their own ñseparate, silent, unsuspected 

world.ò97 ñIt was not an act of treason, nor possibly even of defiance. But it was a 

calculated withdrawal, from the life of the Republic, from its machinery.ò98 But this 

withdrawal, even as it sequesters these isolates away from the machinations of the visible 

world, is also what completes the processes of dehumanisation, disembodiment, and 

disintegration begun out there. Far from positing the possibility of a wholly independent 

form of human life, freed from the strictures and expectations of an increasingly 

dehumanised politics and economy, the WASTE network forebodes a coming state of 

existence inhabited by the ñtechnologically mediated human, caught in a liminal state 

between a dehumanized reality and a virtual existence.ò99 In Gothic fashion, the 

posthuman seeks exit from the dark castle of technical modernityðbut with the outside in 

sight, the trapdoor slams shut and the means of escape become another source of 

imprisonment.  

WASTE figures in The Crying of Lot 49 as both utopia and as a distraction, as a 

rejection of a hideous world and as a literal instance of the waste which composes that 

world.100 As much as its existence and purpose constitutes the core mystery of The Crying 

 
97 TCL 86.  

98 TCL 86.  

99 Yeo, ñBeing Virtual,ò 200.  

100 The ambivalence of WASTE has not gone unremarked upon, even by those critics who see in it a more 

hopeful form of escape from the deadening powers of this world. As Paula Martín Salván argues, the 

community embraced by Oedipa at the novelôs end is, ñat the same time, inside and outside the system, 

linked to the Trystero in some way, but also part of the civil order it opposes.ò Neither a part of the system 

nor wholly outside of it, Oedipaôs newfound community appears both as a utopian space of ñexcluded 
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of Lot 49ôs plot, it is only one among many failures by the characters and organisations of 

the novel to locate a genuine outside to their posthuman nightmare. From the horrors and 

ecstasies of Muchoôs false gospel, through the concessions to the inhuman made by 

Driblette, the sailor, and Inamorati Anonymous, to the core conspiracy of WASTE and 

Tristero, Oedipa encounters all about her the wasted figures of those who attempted to 

either survive within or to escape from this reality and in one way or another met an 

obstacle in their path. Muchoôs madness in the car yard parallels Oedipaôs own paranoid 

search for meaning in a darkened world, just as his broadcast revelation recalls the 

collective enunciation of an outside which Oedipa hears whispered across the wires. Yet 

his wild flight from the horrors of machinery and death lead him only further into a 

dream-world maintained by that very machinery, and headed toward that same death that 

he cannot bear to face. The same fate awaits the actor who drowns himself in the vast 

Pacific, the sailor who sinks into a final drunken stupor, and the countless anonymous 

voices of the postal undergroundðas all find themselves face to face with the posthuman 

horror of a world ceded to the inhuman whims of machines. Everywhere in the novel, 

bodies become storage banks, minds become processors, and a great mass of bodiless 

information passes through them without distinction between human and inhuman life, 

animate or inanimate matter.  

Yet, as we have seen in the previous chapter, this failure to escape is not totalðor 

at least not for Oedipa. Even as the various characters she encounters embody different 

horrors and different failures to maintain a human form of life, Oedipaôs own search leads 

not toward a questionable maintenance of the human status quo, but into the otherness 

and alienation that destroys those around her. The weirdness which runs through these 

encounters, which mangles humanity with machine, is not only an unpleasant source of 

 
middlesò and, I argue, as a compromise with the powers that be. See: Paula Mart²n Salv§n, ñIdeas of 

Community in The Crying of Lot 49,ò Pynchon Notes 56-57, no. 1 (2011): 84.  
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horror, but contains within it a sense of the outside which drives Oedipa on her search. As 

Mark Fisher writes, the strange contortions and assemblages of the weird are signs ñthat 

we are in the presence of the new. The weird here is a signal that the concepts and 

frameworks which we have previously employed are now obsolete [and] there is an 

enjoyment in seeing the familiar and the conventional become outmoded.ò101 Even as the 

desire for an outside is cut off, left fragmentary and mutilated, The Crying of Lot 49 

performs what Robert Sklar dubs the ñanarchist miracleò of showing the possibility of 

ñanother worldôs intrusion into this one.ò102 This intrusion engenders all the Gothic 

feelings of terror and horror, as the world Oedipa knows is revealed as an illusion that 

hides beneath it the machinic programs, bodily contortions, and psychic pulsions which 

maintain the orderly façade. And yet, in the revelation of a horrific nightmare 

posthumanity, a crack is made in the collective dream which made it possible, and which 

makes all other worlds seem impossible. From out of this experience of horror emerges 

the novelôs most subtle vision of utopia: not the mending or preservation of this world, 

but its long-awaited destruction in the onrush of the horrifying, incomprehensible new. 

 
101 Fisher, The Weird and The Eerie, 13.  

102 Robert Sklar, ñAn Anarchist Miracle: The Novels of Thomas Pynchon,ò in Pynchon: A Collection of 

Critical Essays, ed. Edward Mendelson (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 95.  
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Chapter Three 

Denying the Machine: Luddites, Monsters, and Pynchonôs Gothic Theory of 

Literature  

Despite the critical celebration of Pynchonôs novels and the scholarly attention paid to 

them, Pynchonôs essays and reviews have been left comparatively unrecognised and 

under-read. Compared to his fictions, Pynchonôs nonfictional writing have been received 

by critics as secondary, minor writings of only incidental importance to the authorôs 

primarily novelistic oeuvre. Worse still, the suspicion remains that Pynchonôs 

nonfictional writings are not only of secondary importance, but present simplified or 

trivialised distillations of Pynchonôs wide-ranging and complex narratives. If Pynchonôs 

representations of technological horror tend to revolve around what might charitably be 

called a Manichaean struggle between óManô and óMachineô (or, uncharitably, a reductive 

and simplistic opposition between these two terms), at first glance his nonfictions do little 

to dispel this appearance of dualism. In his 1984 essay on Luddism, Pynchonôs citations 

of Shelleyôs Frankenstein (1818) and Walpoleôs The Castle of Otranto (1764) as fictive 

means of ñdenying the machineò appear to replicate this binary, with the miraculous 

works of fantasy arrayed against the grim realities of the world. So too do his 1988 review 

of Gabriel García Márquezôs Love in the Time of Cholera and 1997 preface to Jim 

Dodgeôs Stone Junction take as their respective central themes the loverôs trials within the 

world of death and the writerôs fight against a mechanized reality. The choice of Luddism 

itself as a topic appears to confirm what Pynchon scholars have long suspected, that the 

authorôs fascination with machines, of both the physical and psychological kinds, is 

rooted in a Gnostic abhorrence for the world as it is contrasted against the world as it 

could be.  
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The apparent simplicity of Pynchonôs nonfiction, especially as it compares with 

the complexities of his fiction, is something I wish to challenge. Although today read 

merely as footnotes to his acclaimed novelistic output, Pynchonôs main nonfictional 

writings occupy a singular place in his oeuvre at the turning point between his early 

fictions and the fictions following his post-Gravityôs Rainbow hiatus. Alongside the 

nonfictions mentioned above, this hiatus period is also marked by introductions to 

Richard Fari¶aôs Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up To Me (1983) and Pynchonôs own 

short story collection Slow Learner (1984), and essay on sloth for the New York Times 

Book Review (1993), and liner notes for Spike! The Music of Spike Jones (1994). This is 

to say that throughout much of the seventies and the entirety of the eighties, Pynchonôs 

publications were primarily nonfictional, and to miss the import of these writings is to 

miss nearly two decades of the writerôs output. When resituated at the pivotal point in 

Pynchonôs writing career between his two historical epics Gravityôs Rainbow and Mason 

& Dixonðand in his writing hiatus between the release of the former in 1973 and 

Vineland in 1991ðhis nonfictions may be taken for more than their surface appareance as 

itinerant essays by a novelist on leave from his vocation.  

Before addressing how Pynchonôs nonfictions play into this thesisô wider 

understanding of the posthuman Gothic, I wish to make clear two key contentions 

regarding their place in his oeuvre. First, I will be taking as a given that Pynchonôs 

nonfictions of the eighties and nineties are enriched by their place they occupy between 

his two main periods of novel writing. In these nonfictions, the terms which define the 

authorôs early fiction are taken up and transformed in ways that anticipate his later fiction. 

With this in mind, the present chapter also attempts to bridge the gap between the 

previous two chapters on The Crying of Lot 49, focused as they are on the various 

personal responses to contact with impersonal forces, and the following two chapters on 

Mason & Dixon, in which the anxieties which define the early novels become more 



129 

 

abstract, and the personal stakes of his characters more clearly align with a wider 

historical perspective. Second, I treat the nonfictions not only as incidental bridges 

between two periods of novel-writing, but as commentaries upon and attempts to resolve 

certain tensions within the early fiction. As much as these essays and reviews offer 

thematic bridges between the two halves of Pynchonôs career, they are not to be taken as 

asides offered to the novels, and must be considered as active and dynamic works in their 

own right. In this sense, Pynchonôs nonfictions lay the groundwork for the concepts and 

concerns further developed in the novels published after the authorôs novelistic hiatus.   

The value of Pynchonôs nonfiction has been considerably understated within 

Pynchon criticism, typified by remarks such as those made by Katie Muth that ñit is hard, 

in the slim nonfictional margins of Pynchonôs fiction, to find much that looks like 

building materialò for his novels, although it ñdiscloses a writer deeply engaged with his 

work and the occasions of its production and appearance.ò1 Muthôs ambiguous 

assessment, that Pynchonôs nonfiction provides no explicit framework for his fictions but 

nevertheless discloses something of his methods, is one which I will not attempt to 

resolve. Instead, I suggest that the ambiguity of Pynchonôs nonfiction, and especially of 

his nonfictional writings about fiction, demands closer inspection in the same terms as his 

notably ambiguous fictions. If Pynchonôs nonfiction refuses to function as the building 

blocks of his fiction, or as grand revelations of the writerôs practice, this is not to say that 

it does not comment in some roundabout way upon the stakes of that writing.  

To return to the opening topic of this chapter, and the perceived simplicity of 

Pynchonôs thematic oppositions between humanity and machine, I wish to show not only 

 
1 ñWe are accustomed to thinking about a novelistôs nonfiction as interpretive scaffoldingðas a statement 

of craft, ideology, or aesthetic theory. [é] Nonfiction, in this view, provides the structures of meaning by 

which to better understand an authorôs novelistic work.ò Katie Muth, ñNonfiction,ò in Thomas Pynchon in 

Context, ed. Inger H. Dalsgaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 27.  
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how his nonfictions comment upon that disjunction as a cause of writing but also how 

they problematise that very division. What at first appear to be light or even flippant 

overviews of the authorôs interestsðwhether they be Luddism, sloth, or loveð

nonetheless contain ambiguities and contradictions which do not so much work against 

Pynchonôs stated intentions as reveal certain hidden meanings. To the end of drawing out 

these complexities I have put Pynchonôs nonfictional writings in conversation with critics 

of the Gothic and the posthuman with whom he shares a complicated mistrust of technical 

novelty.   

The essay that is the primary focus of this chapter is Pynchonôs 1984 essay for the 

New York Times Book Review titled ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò I focus upon this essay 

because it is both a text preeminently concerned with Pynchonôs abiding suspicion of 

technology, and also because it is closest that Pynchon comes to putting forward a theory 

of literature. In a continuation on the main threads of this thesis, I argue that the 

technological and literary themes of this essay align in multiple ways with the 

overarching themes of the posthuman and the Gothic. In the essay Pynchon not only takes 

up a defense of the Luddite cause, but by his association of that cause with both the 

Gothic fictions of Walpole and Shelley and the technological dreams of immortality, he 

transforms Luddism into a far more ambivalent philosophy. In what follows, I argue that 

Pynchonôs ñLudditeò essay charts out the dialectical relationship between humanity and 

machines, producing progeny both monstrous and revolutionary, all the while functioning 

as both a speculative work of posthuman politics and a statement on Gothic aesthetics.  

I wish to argue that in giving a contemporary voice to the Luddite cause, Pynchon 

simultaneously proposes both a Gothic aesthetics able, in his words, ñto insist on the 

miraculousò and a paradoxically posthuman ethics able to ñdeny the machine at least 
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some of its claims on us.ò2 These two notions, taken together ñassert the limited wish that 

living things, earthly and otherwise, may on occasion become Bad and Big enough to take 

part in transcendent doings.ò3 Following on from my examination of the ñLudditeò essay, 

I turn to the nonfictions which immediately follow it in the years prior to Mason & 

Dixonôs publication. In those writings, the elements of the Gothic and the posthuman 

present in the ñLudditeò essay are further problematised, even to the point of shrinking 

away into a darkened Romanticism or weary humanism. Finally, in the closing pages of 

this chapter, and as a premonition of the following chapters, I suggest that Pynchonôs own 

fictions may in turn be read through the posthuman Gothic formula set out in his sporadic 

nonfictional writings.  

 

Luddite Fiction as Gothic Fiction 

The ñóLudditeô skepticism that dominates Pynchonôs politicsò has been well-noted 

elsewhere, but nowhere is it clearer than in the 1984 essay just what a fraught and 

ambiguous conception of Luddism Pynchon adheres to.4 Far from espousing a simply 

anti-technological position, Pynchonôs essay is shot through with ambivalence, moving 

from the revolutionary hopes of Byronôs poetry to the recuperation of those same energies 

to the ends of an eventual entente between humanity and machine. In one paragraph 

Pynchon suggests that ñif the logistics can be worked out, miracles may yet be possibleò 

and in another reveals that promise of perfection to be the scam of ñan emerging 

 
2 Thomas Pynchon, ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò The New York Times Book Review, October 28, 1984. 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/97/05/18/reviews/pynchon-luddite.html. As a 

digitally archived copy of Pynchonôs essay, page numbers are not available. The text is hereafter cited 

simply as OK.  

3 OK.  

4 Samuel Thomas, Pynchon and the Political (New York: Routledge, 2007), 146.  

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/97/05/18/reviews/pynchon-luddite.html
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technopolitical order that might or might not know what it was doing.ò5  In the space of 

the essayôs final paragraph, Pynchon switches from an admonishment of the Military-

Industrial-Complexôs ñpermanent power establishment,ò to excitement at the ñamazing 

and unpredictableò possibilities opened up by technological change, and back to the 

revolutionary proclamation of Byron with which he ends the essay:  

As the Liberty lads o'er the sea 

Bought their freedom, and cheaply, with blood, 

So we, boys, we 

Will die fighting, or live free, 

And down with all kings but King Ludd!6  

Pynchonôs equivocation between these two positions of revolutionary Luddism and 

speculative utopianism has not gone unnoticed. As Pieter Vermeulen remarks, less than 

expressing a ñLuddite rage against the machine,ò the end of Pynchonôs essay 

ñanticipate[s] the posthuman erosion of the borders between technology and human lifeò 

in which ñour machines may themselves become operators of the miraculous.ò7 For 

Christopher Coffman, too, this qualification of Luddite rage ñpoints to the qualified 

 
5 OK.  

6 Showing some restraint for his New York Times audience, Pynchon omits the following stanza, which 

leaves no doubt concerning the price paid for Liberty, and from whom that price is to be extracted:  

When the web that we weave is complete, 

And the shuttle exchanged for the sword, 

We will fling the winding sheet 

O'er the despot at our feet, 

And dye it deep in the gore he has pourôd. 

Lord Byron, The Works of Lord Byron, vol. 7, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (London: John Murray, 1905), 

43.  

7 Pieter Vermeulen, ñPynchonôs Posthuman Temporalities,ò in The New Pynchon Studies, ed. Joanna Freer 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 69.  
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optimism of the former Boeing employee with regard to the separation of power and 

information technologies, and troubles any certainty in readings that understand 

Pynchonôs attitude to technology as unmitigated pessimism.ò8 If Pynchonôs tentative 

optimism paradoxically dampens the essayôs radical conjecture that Luddism is not only 

relevant but necessary to the present moment, this is not to say that it undercuts his 

professed Luddism entirely. Rather, if the essay refuses the simple image of the Luddite 

as technophobe, it remains to be seen what exactly a Luddite is or is to become in the age 

of the machine.9 

In contrast to the ñirrational fear and hatred of science and technologyò of which it 

is often accused, Pynchon insists that Luddism is better understood as a politically and 

materially conscious revolt against the growing obsolescence of the human.10 Pynchon 

reminds us that ñthe knitting machines which provoked the first Luddite disturbances had 

been putting people out of work for well over two centuries [...] Everybody saw this 

happeningðit became part of daily life.ò11 Far from being a momentary barricade on the 

road to progress, or counter-revolutionaries fighting an ever-losing battle against 

progress, Pynchon insists that the Luddites be considered both in the context of modernity 

and capitalism and as conscious actors who knew exactly where they stood in that long 

history of dispossession. What was clear then, as it is now, was that behind the mirage of 

progress stood an unholy alliance between the order of the day and the increasingly self-

reliant machines. In this union of the propertied classes with rapidly advancing 

 
8 Christopher K. Coffman, ñAnother Apocalypse: Digital Ecologies and Late Pynchon,ò in The New 

Pynchon Studies, ed. Joanna Freer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 127.  

9 Pynchon makes no secret of his disdain for the pejorative use of ñLudditeò by the supposed revolutionaries 

of industrial capital, who deploy it ñto call those with whom they disagree both politically reactionary and 

anti-capitalist at the same timeò (OK).  

10 OK.  

11 OK.  
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machinery, the lives of workers became increasingly interchangeable with their machines 

in the eyes of the owners. Under this new regime, each machine represents a 

ñconcentration of capitalò and a power to ñput a certain number of humans out of workð

to be óworthô that many human souls.ò12   

This equivalence between the machine and the human soul is not only poetic, but 

a reality of the class system against which the Luddites were pitted. As Andreas Malm 

notes, the ñcritical years of transition to steam were enclosed behind a law that made 

wilful damage to a coal mine or an engine punishable by death,ò meaning that the 

destruction of a machine was quite literally translated into the destruction of human life.13 

If the Luddites have been remembered by posterity as senseless technophobes, Pynchonôs 

analysis hews far closer to that found in the labour histories of E. P. Thompson, who 

makes clear the violence waged upon the workers prior to their revolt. As Thompson 

writes, ñthe workers felt that the bonds, however ideal, which bound them to the rest of 

the community in reciprocal obligations and duties, were being snapped one after another. 

They were being thrust beyond the pale of the constitution.ò14 Likewise, Pynchonôs 

insistence that the revolt of the Luddites ñwas open-eyed class warò works to dispel the 

image of these workers as political reactionaries with their heads buried in the sand.15 The 

 
12 OK. Passages such as these recall Marxôs satirical comments on the inability of the bourgeois economists 

to distinguish between workers and machine, and the capitalistôs sinister desire to have done with the 

irritants who keep his beloved machines in motion: ñExploitation of the worker by the machine is therefore 

identical for him with exploitation of the machine by the worker. Therefore whoever reveals the real 

situation with the capitalist employment of machinery does not want machinery to be employed at all, and 

is an enemy of social progress!ò Karl Marx, Capital Volume I, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin, 1976), 

569.  

13 Andreas Malm, Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power and the Roots of Global Warming (London: 

Verso, 2016), 224.  

14 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage, 1966), 546.  

15 OK.  
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historical goals of the Luddites were never purely technical, as in the words of historians 

Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, the Luddite ñresistance was never against 

technology as such, but against a particular technology and its ability to crush others, and 

we need to unfold the spectrum of alternatives that existed at each moment.ò16  

Today the conflict continues as it ever has, not between human and machine, but 

between humanity and the inhuman forces of capital, industry, and war. In a paraphrase of 

Eisenhowerôs denunciation of the Military-Industrial Complex, Pynchon writes that there 

is ñnow a permanent power establishment of admirals, generals and corporate CEOôs, up 

against whom us average poor bastards are completely outclassed.ò17 The danger here is 

one reflected by Deleuze and Guattari a decade earlier, that there is now only one class 

with any true power to speak of: the servants of ñthe ravenous machine,ò who maintain it 

and feed from it, and against whom we are all effectively Luddites.18  

Yet, in the face of this longue durée of industrialisation, Pynchon does not see a 

ñsimple unreasoning horrorò among its victims, but the complex mixture of utopian hope 

and well-earned resentment, ñthe love/hate that grows up between humans and 

machinery.ò19 On the one hand, Pynchon depicts the growing might of machines and their 

usurpation of humanity as their own category of (un)life, while on the other he envisions 

the myriad lost possibilities of a history which has produced technological marvels for 

ends more base. Such is the dynamic which Pynchon attributes to the earliest of Gothic 

novels, which were grounded, he suspects 

 
16 Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, The Shock of the Anthropocene: The Earth, History and 

Us, trans. David Fernbach (London: Verso, 2016), 261.  

17 OK.  

18 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 

245.  

19 OK.  
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in deep and religious yearnings for that earlier mythical time which had come to 

be known as the Age of Miracles. In ways more and less literal, folks in the 18th 

century believed that once upon a time all kinds of things had been possible which 

were no longer so.20 

Pynchonôs characterisation of modernity as the exit from an age of miracles recalls on the 

surface a Weberian disenchantment of the world and the desire ñto dispel myths, to 

overthrow fantasy with knowledge.ò21 But he does not allow this formulation of 

modernity to sit easily. What was once possibleðthe miraculous and the magicalðis 

made impossible in its old form, while simultaneously being made possible in another. In 

fact, Pynchonôs vision of modernity is far more akin to what has been described as the 

ñGothic Marxismò of Walter Benjamin.22 In this view, the disillusionment of the 

Enlightenment was accompanied by the mystifying forces of capital, by which, in 

Benjaminôs words, ña new dream-filled sleep came over Europe, and through it, a 

reactivation of mythic forces.ò23 It is within this newfound sleep that the Gothic novel 

spins its most enticing dreams and most horrific nightmares, as it both recalls the earlier 

age of miracles while inhabiting a newly mystified era. As Leslie Fiedler writes, the 

Gothic form emerged ñat a moment when everywhere rationalism had triumphed in 

theory and madness reigned in fact, [in which its writers] were plagued by a hunger for 

the inexplicable, a need of the marvelous which they could neither confess nor escape.ò24 

 
20 OK.  

21 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. 

Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 1.  

22 Margaret Cohen, Profane Illuminations: Walter Benjamin and the Paris of Surrealist Revolution 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 11-2.  

23 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: 

Belknap Press, 1999), 391.  

24 Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (Normal: Dalkey Archive Press, 1997), 138.  
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To insist upon the miraculous, then, is an ambiguous act which at once restores past 

myths while delving ever-deeper into the unconscious mythologies of the present.25 

Although Pynchonôs key reference in regards to the miraculous is Horace Walpole 

and his germinal Gothic novel The Castle of Otranto, an equally fitting comparison is the 

late Romantic writer Thomas De Quincey, who in his Suspiria de Profundis describes 

dreams invaded by machinery. According to De Quincey, the ñcolossal paceò of 

technological development reduces us to a ñfleshly torporò as ñthe brain is haunted as if 

by some jealousy of ghostly beings moving amongst us.ò26 In both De Quincey and 

Pynchonôs accounts, machines are never merely technological, and in addition occupy an 

occult position within the rationalist logic of modernity. The practice of Gothic writing 

thus not only dramatises the horrors of modernity in a dreamlike style, but also works to 

uncover the occulted mechanisms of that modernity. ñTo name these horrors is also to 

perform a counter-magic to the sorcery of capital. For capitalôs great powers of illusion lie 

in the way it invisibilises its own monstrous formation.ò27 Regarding the paradoxical 

magic of capitalist modernity, Pynchon proposes that machinery itself functions as a dark 

magic nestled at the heart of modernityôs age of reason:  

 
25 ñPynchonôs extra-human and non-humanist world, in this view, is literally beyond belief. It renders 

beliefs and believability irrelevant, or at least places them at a distance from the preconditions of coherent 

reading. Such a world cedes no ground to any discourse that attempts to frame it within human truth-claims. 

Those claims are not thereby rendered meaningless or trivially relativized. The subjects within Pynchonôs 

technological state are neither granted a blanket pardon for their bureaucratic participation in the atrocities 

of that state [...] nor treated to blanket credulity toward their systems of belief.ò William Millard, 

ñDelineations of Madness and Science: Mason & Dixon, Pynchonian Space and the Snovian Distinction,ò 

in American Postmodernity: Essays on the Recent Fiction of Thomas Pynchon, ed. Ian D. Copestake (Bern: 

Peter Lang, 2003), 114-5.  

26 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, and Other Writings, ed. Robert Morrison 

(Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2013), 81-2.  

27 David McNally, Monsters of the Market: Zombies, Vampires and Global Capitalism. (Chicago: 

Haymarket Books, 2011), 114.  
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What had once been true working magic had, by the Age of Reason, degenerated 

into mere machinery. Blakeôs dark Satanic mills represented an old magic that, 

like Satan, had fallen from grace. As religion was being more and more 

secularized into Deism and nonbelief, the abiding human hunger for evidence of 

God and afterlife, for salvationð bodily resurrection, if possibleðremained.28  

Pynchon posits that in our secular age the religious yearning for another world is not 

dispelled, but displaced. Into the void left by religion and the supernatural rush all the 

dubious hopes and fears of the technological, which promises to perform miracles of a far 

more material nature. If Pynchonôs references to an ñAge of Miraclesò seem historically 

fanciful, this is not to say that this fantasy doesnôt go some way in explaining the 

fascination afforded by the Gothic and its often spurious visions of the past. As Fredric 

Jameson has argued, the paired themes of salvation and resurrection are not religious in 

themselves, but are conceptual forms, ñwhich, inherited, are reappropriated for wholly 

new meanings and uses that have nothing to do with the historical origins of their 

borrowed articulations. [...] Resurrection expresses the euphoria of a secular salvation 

otherwise inexpressible in material or social terms, religious language here offering the 

means of rendering a material possibility rather than the other way around.ò29 What 

appears as an archaism in fact expresses a wish which cannot find be voiced in the 

language of the day. Paradoxically, Pynchon suggests, ñthe influence of religion on 

history is not so much nostalgic as it is futuristic,ò as within this complex of utopian 

 
28 OK.  

29 Fredric Jameson, The Antinomies of Realism (London: Verso, 2013), 196-7.  
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hopes and mechanical acceleration, we discover the past haunting the present and 

continuing to inspire dreams of the future.30  

 

Frankensteinôs Monster, or, the Posthuman Badass 

For all its insistence upon the miraculousðin one form or anotherðthe Gothic retains 

another purely negative aspect. Alongside its miraculous hopes for a world saved from 

the predations of capitalist modernity remains the Luddite desire to not only escape but 

destroy that which threatens human life. The dream-world of capitalism lapses into a 

nightmare, but in that moment of horror lies the possibility of waking from the dream at 

last. To illustrate the destructive powers of the Gothic, Pynchon turns to Mary Shelleyôs 

Frankenstein as a prototypically Luddite novel, which warns ñof what can happen when 

technology, and those who practice it, get out of hand.ò31 He writes that 

 [Frankenstein] remains today more than well worth reading, for all the reasons 

we read novels, as well as for the much more limited question of its Luddite value: 

that is, for its attempt, through literary means which are nocturnal and deal in 

disguise, to deny the machine.32  

What the Gothic novelôs insistence upon the miraculous ensures is not a simple return to a 

mythic past or the inspiration of a new age of wonders, but a critique of the world as it is 

at present and a denial of the machineôs control over that world. Such a task requires one 

to work through nocturnal, subterranean, and hidden means, as did the original Luddites 

 
30 Justin M. Scott Coe, ñHaunting and Hunting: Bodily Resurrection and the Occupation of History in 

Thomas Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon,ò in The Multiple Worlds of Pynchonôs ñMason & Dixon,ò ed. 

Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds (Rochester: Camden House, 2005), 148.  

31 OK.  

32 OK.  
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ñahead of their time, using the night, and their own solidarity and discipline, to achieve 

their multiplications of effect.ò33 Here Pynchon assigns definite political ends to the 

Gothicôs ambiguously aligned aesthetics, and suggests that it is only by way of this 

darkened passage that true alternatives to the status quo may be expressed. To write in the 

Gothic style, is then, in Pynchonôs terms as well as those of Gothic scholar Anne 

Williams, ñnot only to find new subjects, themes, and literary models, a change 

revolutionary in itself [...] It was also to subvert and reshape, indeed rebuildò the world 

anew.34 By way of its profound negativity, its ñaesthetics of pleasurable fear,ò the Gothic 

redoubles the strength of its critique of both a tyrannical past and an inhuman future.35  

Pynchonôs idiosyncratic hero of this Luddite fiction is the óBadass,ô who is 

powerful and dedicated enough to destroy that which would destroy them. The foremost 

example of the Badass in the essay is of course King Ludd, who Pynchon imagines using 

a ñcontrolled, martial-arts type angerò to destroy the machines.36 But perhaps more 

intriguingly, the Badass does not always originate from among a humanity beset by 

machines. Pynchon writes that ñVictor Frankenstein's creature also, surely, qualifies as a 

major literary Badass.ò37 Frankensteinôs monster certainly fulfils the two, somewhat 

tongue-in-cheek criteria which Pynchon sets for the Badassðheôs Big and heôs Badð

although these descriptors perhaps raise more questions than they answer. The óbignessô 

of the Badass (a term capitalised throughout the essay), is perhaps owed to their Gothic 

multiplication of effect mentioned above, and their larger than life appearance as heroes 

in contest with the world itself. What makes the Badass óbad,ô also appears to hinge on 

 
33 OK.  

34 Anne Williams, Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 180.  

35 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (New York: Methuen, 1986), vi.  

36 OK.  

37 OK.  
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their exaggerated ability: ñBad meaning not morally evil, necessarily, more like able to 

work mischief on a large scale. What is important here is the amplifying of scale, the 

multiplication of effect.ò38 But this ability to work mischief on a large scale itself suggests 

a second meaning of óbad,ô not as a moral evil but a negative attitude, and a willingness to 

fight against the supposed goods upheld by an unjust society. In the context of 

Frankenstein, the óbadnessô of the monster does not denote an innate evilness on his part, 

but his status as a perceived aberration rejected by the society which birthed him. 

Likewise, as David McNally suggests, ñfor radical liberals of the Wollstonecraft-Godwin 

variety, Luddite revolt and government-repression were merely different symptoms of the 

sickness inherent in Britainôs system of monarchy, aristocracy and rule of the 

propertied.ò39 If the Badassðwhether Luddite or monsterðis capable of wanton 

violence, it is a violence which has its precedent in the social world against which the 

Badass fights.  

As a key example of the Badass, Frankensteinôs monster also draws Pynchonôs 

Luddism back to the core uncertainties of the Gothic. This Gothic quality begins not only 

with the social composition of the monster as an outcast, but his literal, bodily 

construction as a composite being. As David McNally has rightly observed, the bodily 

imagery of Frankenstein recalls the contemporary practices of medical experimentation 

and punitive mutilation exercised on the bodies of the English working class: ñIn aligning 

him with the surgeons, anatomists and grave-robbers reviled by the labouring poor, 

Shelley stamps a decidedly anti-working-class identity on Frankenstein. And, in the 

anatomistôs assembly of the monster, she imaginatively reconstructs the process by which 

the working class was created: first dissected (separated from the land and their 

communities), then reassembled as a frightening collective entity, that grotesque 

 
38 OK.  

39 McNally, Monsters of the Market, 87.  
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conglomeration known as the proletarian mob.ò40 That the monster speaks in the voice of 

a Byronic revolutionary is then of little surprise, as the body he has been given is nothing 

but a mass of limbs and organs stolen from the graves of the poor and hungry, now turned 

in revenge against the man who robbed them of peace in death.   

As a monster, and as a technological construct, Frankensteinôs creation merges the 

Luddite appeal to humanity with the posthuman fascination with the more than human, 

and by association reveals the demand for monstrosity at the core of Pynchonôs essay. 

The Badass, whether in the form of King Ludd, King Kong, or Shelleyôs creature, is 

someone or something made monstrous by the order of the dayða man possessed by a 

ñfit of insane rageò at the machines, or a machine hell-bent on the destruction of its 

creatorðto whom all the powers of multiplied effect are made available.  

What gave King Ludd his special Bad charisma, took him from local hero to 

nationwide public enemy, was that he went up against these amplified, multiplied, 

more than human opponents and prevailed.41  

The Luddite cause thus demands that we become superhuman, even monstrous, if it 

restores our power to strike back against these inhuman enemies. Jack Halberstam notes 

that ñthe monster's body [...] is a machine that, in its Gothic mode, produces meaning and 

can represent any horrible trait that the reader feeds into the narrative.ò42 The term 

ñmachineò here not only denotes the monsterôs manufactured formðalthough composed 

of flesh instead of metalðbut also his place in the text as a locus of a productive 

contradiction between the terms of the human (and all the monsterôs desire for human 

society) and the monstrous (and all the monsterôs hatred of that society). If contemporary 

 
40 McNally, Monsters of the Market, 95.  

41 OK.  

42 Jack Halberstam, Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 1995), 21.  
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Gothic studies place an undue emphasis on the utopia of monstrosity, and the celebration 

of alterity found in the monster, Pynchonôs reading of Frankenstein recognises ñthe arena 

of monstrosity as a site of contestation, [and] a field in which different social accents and 

values contest one another.ò43 If the monster is a Badass, and if Pynchonôs Badass is 

monstrous, it is not of their own volition. Rather, they are states of being entered out of 

necessity, when the merely human is too limited a category to encompass or rescue the 

effluvia of society: its outcast, deprived, and surplus populations made the raw materials 

of industry and capitalôs expansion.44  

The superhuman capabilities of the monstrous Badass also draws them closer the 

figure of the posthuman, in that their monstrosity never entirely severs them from a 

conception of the human, which needs to be defended by inhuman means. As George 

Haggerty has suggested, within the narrative of Frankenstein, the monster functions less 

as a figure of total separation from humanity than a negative image of humanity deprived. 

Ultimately, the violent travails experienced by Victor work to his intellectual benefit, as 

ñthe violence of the creatureôs vision of experience teaches Frankenstein finally what it 

means to be human. It teaches, that is, the horror implicit in life and the terror of all that 

lies beyond human understanding, translating a private Gothic experience into publicly 

horrifying terms. It is Frankensteinôs own version of a mystical experience.ò45 While in 

Haggertyôs assessment the monster functions as a means of teaching Victor the values and 

limits of humanity, this all-too-human aspect of Shelleyôs novel has opened it to criticism 

 
43 McNally, Monsters of the Market, 10.  

44 In this respect, Oedipaôs aspiration to discern the composite Word in the mass relay of voices is made 

retrospectively Badass. Just as Frankensteinôs monster is amassed from the mutilated bodies of the working 

poor, the roar of relays in The Crying of Lot 49 is a conglomeration of voices severed from their desperate 

and destitute bodies.  

45 George E. Haggerty, Gothic Fiction / Gothic Form (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 

1989), 60-1.  
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from those who wish to escape the human altogether. ñUnlike the hopes of Frankensteinôs 

monster,ò writes Donna Haraway, ñthe cyborg does not expect its father to save it through 

a restoration of the garden; i.e., through the fabrication of a heterosexual mate, through its 

completion in a finished whole, a city and cosmos. The cyborg does not dream of 

community on the model of the organic family, this time without the Oedipal project. The 

cyborg would not recognize the Garden of Eden.ò46 Unlike Harawayôs cyborg, who 

rejects all hopes of a restoration of paradise, Pynchonôs posthuman Badass dares to 

demand the realisation of this dream. Whereas Haraway casts the monsterôs revolt as 

ultimately a concession to the patriarchal terms of his creator, Pynchon adheres to the 

Promethean qualities of the tale, embodied in the monsterôs demand of his creator that 

salvation be granted and miracles be performed once more.  

If they differ from the cyborg in their ultimate recapitulation of humanist values, 

the key figures of Pynchonôs literary history nonetheless share with their cybernetic 

cousins their composite character: as both flesh and machine, and as conceptual fusions of 

the human with the inhuman. It is in this manner that Pynchonôs essay pits two binaries 

against one another: the miraculous and the mechanical, and the human and the 

monstrousðbut also proposes resolutions of those oppositions in the paradoxical figure 

of the Badass.  

Provisionally, the key terms of ñIs It O.K. To Be A Ludditeò may be mapped onto 

a semiotic square (see Figure 1), beginning with the traditional humanity lost to the 

machines, and extrapolating non-human (monstrous) and non-machine (Luddite) 

positions from that binary.47 Gothic fictionôs appeal to the miraculous occupies the 

 
46 Donna Haraway, ñA Cyborg Manifesto,ò in Manifestly Haraway (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 2016), 9.  

47 On the function and significance of Algirdas Julien Greimasô semiotic square, see Fredric Jameson 

ñAppendix A: The Greimas Squareò in Allegory and Ideology (London: Verso 2019), 349-59.  
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utopian space of the complex term, in which the miscalculations of the machines may all 

be resolved in time, achieving at last in the union of humanity and machine all the dreams 

of ñbodily resurrection.ò48 This impossible unity of opposites functions as the core 

problem of Pynchonôs essay, which dreams of this utopian restitution while continually 

complicating and undermining that dream. While the complex term describes the fusion 

of two incommensurable concepts, its opposite number, the neutral term, sits at the edge 

of this conceptual nexus, where the negation of negation allows new conceptual 

formations to become visible. In Pynchonôs essay, the neutral term is occupied by the 

Badass, who is monstrously more-than-human, and able to harness this negativity of the 

Gothic to strike back against their simply inhuman foes. As neither human nor machine, 

the Badass is released from the strictures of those terms, and paradoxically freed to 

achieve miracles by negative means. In this manner we may see the hidden fault-lines of 

Pynchonôs essay, and make some sense of what appear at first to be mere equivocations 

between a Luddite technophobia and a transhuman techno-utopianism. From within the 

binary conflict between humanity and machine, whole new worlds of posthuman dreams 

and Gothic nightmares take shape.  

 
48 OK.  
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Figure 1. A semiotic square mapping the relations between the key terms 

of Pynchon's "Luddite" essay. 

 

Later Nonfiction: A Romantic Turn?  

But what of the Luddite cause today, over two centuries on from the birth of its Gothic 

defenders? Pynchon warns that any revitalised Luddism must come to terms with the 

changing face of technology, which is now ñso user-friendly that even the most 

unreconstructed of Luddites can be charmed into laying down the old sledgehammer and 

stroking a few keys instead.ò49 More problematic still, there remains the possibility that 

ñif the logistics can be worked out, miracles may yet be possibleò and that ñthe deepest 

 
49 OK.  
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Luddite hope of miracle has now come to reside in the computer's ability to get the right 

data to those whom the data will do the most good.ò50  

In his turn toward the utopian, Pynchon draws close to the vision of a posthuman 

future described and critiqued by N. Katherine Hayles, in which we are seduced by the 

ñfantasies of unlimited power and disembodied immortalityò and doomed to fade into a 

cybernetic haze.51 Occupying the impossible space in which human and machine are 

unproblematically united, this posthuman vision drifts into fantasy, and threatens to 

undermine the otherwise sombre assessment of Luddism and its continued relevance. If 

the ñLudditeò essay spends some time expounding upon the monstrous powers of the 

Badass, in the end it returns back to the utopian dreams of uniting humanity and machine 

at last. Are we to believe that these Gothic antinomies are all to be resolved in time? As I 

argue below, this utopianism also defines the nonfictional works that Pynchon would 

write over the following decade, in which the dialectical negativity of the Badass is 

nowhere to be seen. This is not to say that the later nonfictions totally undermine the 

conceptual work of the ñLudditeò essay, but that they instead turn to new figures and new 

solutions to the Luddite problem of humanityôs relation to machine.  
 

50 OK. As I argue in Chapter Six, this tentative optimism for digital solutions is ultimately undone in 

Bleeding Edge, wherein the dream of another world online is revealed as one more means of capture 

deployed by the powers that be.  

51 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 5. ñIn 

her book How We Became Posthuman, Hayles discusses how the model of the human since the 

Enlightenment has been subjected to alienation by cybernetic machines and artificial intelligence. Hayles 

brings together both scientific theories and fictional narratives of literature that equally construct ideas 

about the posthuman in the computer age. She discovers two tendencies. On the one hand, there is an 

apocalyptic narrative that indicates the fear of the loss of humanity, loss of control and the dissolution of the 

human self. [...] On the other hand, Hayles emphasizes (scientific and imaginary) stories that propose a 

contrasting vision of the human in relation to the contemporary technoworld: óWhen the human is seen as 

part of a distributed system ... it is not a question of leaving the body behind but rather of extending 

embodied awareness in highly specific, local and material ways that would be impossible without electronic 

prosthesis.ôò Patricia Pisters, ñBody Without Organs,ò in Posthuman Glossary, eds. Rosi Braidotti and 

Maria Hlavajova (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 75.  



148 

 

Pynchonôs nonfictional writing after ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò is infrequent, 

including a review of Gabriel Garc²a M§rquezôs Love in the Time of Cholera (1988), a 

second essay for the New York Times Book Review on the topic of Sloth (1993), and 

introductions for Jim Dodgeôs Stone Junction (1998) and George Orwellôs 1984 (2003). 

In each of these works the global system of machines ñwhich, more than any piece of 

machinery, was the real and major result of the Industrial Revolutionò recurs in one form 

of another.52 The mechanisation of death on a massive scale is the order of the day which 

Pynchon sees both M§rquez and Dodge writing against in their novels of ñcorrupted 

romance.ò53 The two novels under review are in Pynchonôs terms ñconscious projects of 

resistance, even of sworn opposition, to death,ò in their adoption of ñErosò as a principle 

of life against death.54 Doubling as both a generic designation and a pursuit of love, 

romance is the watchword of these later nonfictions.  

The renewed interest in romance, even of a corrupted type, is what sets Pynchonôs 

nonfictional writings after ñIs It O.K. To Be A Ludditeò on separate paths from the 

aesthetic and political commitments of that essay. Most notably, whereas in 1984 

Pynchon was glad to take on monstrous allies in a Gothic fusion of the human and 

inhuman, the essays that follow eschew this dynamic to cast their lot wholly with the 

human. The first victim of this shift is the ñLudditeò essayôs central figure, the badass, 

whose  ñethic of machismoò is cast aside for more romantic fare.55 Whatever powers of 

resistance the badass held in their amplifications of affect, and whatever ability to seize 

that amplification from the machines they may have possessed, the macho and monstrous 

 
52 OK.  

53 SJ xi.  

54 Thomas Pynchon, ñThe Heartôs Eternal Vow.ò The New York Times Book Review, April 10, 1988. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1988/04/10/books/the-heart-s-eternal-vow.html. As a digitally archived copy of 

Pynchonôs essay, page numbers are not available. The text is hereafter cited as HEV.  

55 HEV.  

https://www.nytimes.com/1988/04/10/books/the-heart-s-eternal-vow.html
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is traded for the tragically human faith of the lover. In contrast to Pynchonôs previous 

adoption of Frankensteinôs monster as the blasphemous herald of Luddite revolt, García 

M§rquezôs protagonist Florentino stands as a new and decidedly unambiguous figure of 

humanity in its purest form. ñLike the best fictional characters,ò Pynchon writes of 

Florentino, ñhe insists on his autonomy, refusing to be anything less ambiguous than 

human.ò56  

If the new hero of Pynchonôs ideal fiction is now more closely aligned with an 

old-fashioned humanism than any conception of the posthuman, this does not indicate that 

the driving force behind the fiction has at all changed. In the later essays as in the earlier, 

ñlove and the possibility of loveôs extinction are the indispensable driving forcesò of 

worthwhile fiction.57 While Pynchonôs review of García Márquez stresses the importance 

of love all the more, it also stresses the danger of its extinction in even greater terms. 

Under assault from an inhuman outside, the human figure is stripped of everything but its 

ñmere existence,ò and is left only with what Hannah Arendt names the ñincalculable 

grace of love.ò58 If in the ñLudditeò essay Pynchon flirted with the possibility of miracles 

made real by technical means, here the only miracleðor the only miracle availableðis 

that of human life itself and the desperate devotion of one fragile life to another.  

What draws Pynchon to García Márquez is his daring ñto suggest that vows of 

love made under a presumption of immortalityðyouthful idiocy, to someðmay yet be 

honored, much later in life when we ought to know better, in the face of the undeniable. 

This is, effectively, to assert the resurrection of the body, today as throughout history an 

unavoidably revolutionary idea.ò59 As in his ñLudditeò essay, Pynchon reads fiction as a 

 
56 HEV.  

57 HEV.  

58 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973), 301.  

59 HEV.  
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demand for the miraculous, the enchanted, and for the suspension of this world for 

something other. The lover and the badass are not so different in these terms: both 

duplicate the powers of affect to turn the world upside down, to sustain worlds apart in 

which undying love is possible, and in which the death march of history may be halted by 

a single act. As Pynchon writes of Florentino, ñthrough a desolate landscape, he journeys 

into love and against timeòða time which inexorably dissolves the bonds of love but may 

be halted if only for a moment to push back against the day.60  

If Pynchonôs renewed emphasis upon love carries with it a Romanticised version 

of the Gothic miracle, his focus upon the desolation of García Márquezôs landscape also 

retains something of his earlier concerns for the posthuman. The trials of the lover stand 

out against the background of an utterly loveless environment, which has been devastated 

and made inhuman by human hands. As Fredric Jameson has remarked of the peculiar 

ennui of late capitalism, ñwe must ponder the anomaly that it is only in the most 

completely humanized environment, the one most fully and obviously the end product of 

human labor, production, and transformation, that life becomes meaningless, and that 

existential despair first appears as such in direct proportion to the elimination of nature.ò61 

At the precise moment when the landscape is wholly a product of human action, the dread 

of an inhuman world becomes overbearing.  Here something of the posthuman slips back 

into Pynchonôs conceptual nexus, as the potential self-extinction of humanity by its own 

humanisation and domination of the earth. The posthuman in this sense no longer 

occupies the positive, utopian space that it did in the ñLudditeò essay, but appears only in 

the negative, as the state of being which comes after the death of the human lifeworld. 

Further still, even as Pynchonôs Romance narrative re-affirms the recalcitrant humanity of 

 
60 HEV.  

61 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (London: Routledge, 

1983), 240-1.  
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its protagonist, it also works to incorporate landscape and scene into the drama, to the 

extent that the environment itself becomes the motivating force of the narrativeôs events. 

As Jameson writes,  

we might say that in romance the category of Scene tends to capture and to 

appropriate the attributes of Agency and Act, making the ñheroò over into 

something like a registering apparatus for transformed states of being, sudden 

alterations of temperature, mysterious heightenings, local intensities, sudden drops 

in quality, and alarming effluvia, in short, the whole semic range of transformation 

scenes whereby, in romance, higher and lower worlds struggle to overcome each 

other.62  

In the Romance narrative, the world and environment take on a force of their own, 

displacing agency from characters onto the scene itself. In a manner not so different from 

Oedipaôs transformation into circuitry, the hero of the Romance narrative becomes 

conductive of a higher order which speaks though them. In Pynchonôs review of García 

Márquez, this position is taken up by Florentino in his performance of the role of lover, 

who speaks in grand terms of an ideal Love against the absolute powers of Death. He 

does this not only out of personal volition, but because something irreducibly human 

possesses him and drives him on his obsessive attempt to revive love in all its salvific 

power. The yearning for the true ideal of love found in Pynchonôs review is thus 

isomorphic to the nostalgia for an age of miracles found four years earlier in the 

ñLudditeò essay. Both yearn for a time now long mutilated by capitalist modernity, and, 

being unable to realise a return to that time, instead turn to the utopian promises of love 

and miracles.  

 
62 Jameson, Political Unconscious, 99.  
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Far from indicating a total transition from the Gothic to the Romantic, Pynchonôs 

turn from the celebration of the monstrous badass to the adulation of the all-too-human 

lover marks a layering of Romantic hopes over Gothic fears at the precise moment when 

those fears are realised. While the ñLudditeò essay ends on a note of ambiguous hope, 

ñThe Heartôs Eternal Vowò balances between unapologetic faith and the void. Straying 

from the path of love, we descend ñall the way downstream, into war and pestilence and 

urban confusions to the edge of a Caribbean haunted less by individual dead than by a 

history which has brought so appallingly many down, without ever having spoken, or 

having spoken gone unheard, or having been heard, left unrecorded.ò63 Without love, 

without the forceful maintenance of life and memory, there is only the abyss of history 

from which the silent and defeated may have no return or recourse.  

If the central terms of the ñLudditeò essay are absent from Pynchonôs later 

nonfictions, this is not to say that they are entirely supplanted by a new framework 

opposed to Luddite fiction and its posthuman Gothic style. Just as the Gothic appears in 

the earlier essay as a narrative space of dissent from the laws of a rationalised and 

mechanised world, in ñThe Heartôs Eternal Vowò Romance appears as a similarly 

heterogeneous form opposed to the order of the day. In defence of ñloveôs vernacular,ò 

Pynchon declares that ñit is a daring step for any writer to decide [...] to take it, with all its 

folly, imprecision and lapses in taste, at all seriouslyðthat is, as well worth those higher 

forms of play that we value in fiction.ò64 If Romance today seems silly or misplaced, it is 

nevertheless, as Jameson remarks, ñin the context of the gradual reification of realism in 

late capitalism that romance once again comes to be felt as the place of narrative 

heterogeneity and of freedom from that reality principle to which a now oppressive 

 
63 HEV.  

64 HEV.  
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realistic representation is the hostage.ò65 In its own way, the form of Romance performs 

the same rejection of realityðor what amounts to a denial of the machineðas that which 

motivates Pynchonôs prior adoption of the Gothic. Indeed, the turn toward Romance 

remains caught in the Gothic dynamics of reality and fantasy, dream and nightmare, as 

the Romantic flight into fantasy is beset on all sides by the horrifying reality of loveôs 

nullification. If Pynchon turns toward Romance as a fictive escape from the machine, it 

remains a Dark Romanticism which is ever-aware of the encroachment of ñthe bleaker 

interests of that consensus ever throbbing along [and] pleased to call itself óReality.ôò66  

Despite the changed terminology, the task of literature in Pynchonôs later 

nonfiction is not particularly changed from ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò but is put in the 

ñservice of an expanded vision, matured, darker than before but no less clement.ò67 As the 

world grows darker, and the space open for action becomes ever slimmer, the mortal cry 

for the miraculous continues to ring out. Whether miracles may belong to machines or 

humanity alone is no longer of much concern, as the barest loving act is made impossibly 

miraculous by all the forces mounted against it. ñFiction and nonfiction alike are full of 

characters who fail to do what they should because of the effort involved. How can we 

not recognize our world? [...] Persisting in Luddite sorrow,ò all that remains now is 

ñsinning against what now seems increasingly to define usðtechnology.ò68  

 

 
65 ñRomance now again seems to offer the possibility of sensing other historical rhythms, and of demonic or 

Utopian transformations of a real now unshakably set in place.ò Jameson, Political Unconscious, 91.  

66 SJ xi.  

67 HEV.  

68 Thomas Pynchon, ñThe Deadly Sins/Sloth; Nearer, My Couch, to Theeò The New York Times Book 

Review, June 6, 1993. http://movies2.nytimes.com/books/97/05/18/reviews/pynchon-sloth.html. As a 

digitally archived copy of Pynchonôs essay, page numbers are not available. The text is hereafter cited as 

NMC.  

http://movies2.nytimes.com/books/97/05/18/reviews/pynchon-sloth.html
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Fiction / Nonfiction 

Whether they are read as expressing Dark Romanticist or outright Gothic philosophies, 

Pynchonôs nonfictions of the eighties and nineties are the clearest expressions of his 

approach to literature as both a reader of tales which demand the miraculous and as 

himself a fabulist of love in the time of machines. Given the overt statements on the 

significance of fiction and fantasy given by Pynchon in his sporadic reviews and essays, I 

argue that these writings deserve to have a closer attention paid to their complexities, and 

to the manner in which their concepts work to bridge the gap between the authorôs two 

main periods of novel writing. ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò in particular warrants 

greater scrutiny, both for its manifesto-like quality as a defence of Luddite literature and 

for its apparent commentary on the goals of Pynchonôs own writing. Written in the hiatus 

between Gravityôs Rainbow (1973) and Vineland (1990), and published the same year as 

his retrospective short story collection Slow Learner (1984), the ñLudditeò essay casts a 

new light on the generic conventions of his early works, and presages the new directions 

taken by the novels published later in his career. Likewise, if the nonfictions which follow 

ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò seemingly undermine much of the conceptual work of that 

essay, they only do so to further lay out the authorôs intentions in writing and prepare the 

way for the novels then under preparation.  

If Pynchonôs nonfictions occupy a middle-ground between his early and late 

writings, what problems are present in the early fictions which these essays attempt to 

resolve? The answer, I wish to argue, may be found in Pynchonôs changing attitudes 

toward humanity and machinery, and in particular the new place he affords to human 

agency within his later novels. From as early as V. (1963), Pynchonôs fiction has 

expressed anxieties around the mechanisation of life and the ensuing ñfalling-away from 
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what is human.ò69 As we have seen in Chapters One and Two of this thesis, this process 

of dehumanisation is most often presented in apophatic terms, as moments of mute 

revelation of a vast and inexpressible exterior to human life. In The Crying of Lot 49, 

Pynchon dramatises the discovery of the machineôs occult mechanisms by way of a slow 

process of divestment, by which Oedipa loses herself and surpasses herself in the 

circuitries that engulf her. The totalising vision of the machine-as-divinity reaches its 

height in Gravityôs Rainbow, in which ñvast quantities of energyò flow from the world 

into ñthe Systemò so that it may ñkeep its own tiny desperate fraction showing a profit: 

and not only most of humanityðmost of the World, animal, vegetable and mineral is laid 

waste in the process.ò70  

If Pynchonôs early novels readily engage in the Gothicôs ambivalent mixture of 

abhorrence and fascination in their sublime descriptions of the machine, they also hold 

little of the Luddite potentiality demanded by the author in the following decades. Instead, 

Pynchonôs fictions frame the decline of humanity into the machine in terms of 

inevitability, decadence, entropy, and a misanthropism which elevates the mechanical to a 

natural law even as its universal reign is lamented. As much as Pynchonôs early fictions 

protest the assumption of the world into the System, and the coming apotheosis of the 

machine, they also illustrate the impossibility of exit from that System in its totality. Even 

as the System is revealed in all its horror, the refrain remains: ñI would set you free, if I 

knew how.ò71 Among the protagonists of Pynchonôs early novels, Oedipa is unique in her 

ability to navigate the intricacies of the System, but perhaps only by going over to the 

other side and losing herself as a component in the machine. The only other alternatives 

are escapeðas in Slothropôs self-demolition and exit from the novel itselfðor a grim, if 

 
69 V 405.  

70 GR 419.  

71 GR 233.  
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defiant, commitment to humanityôs fading light, as in Roger Mexicoôs doomed refusal to 

lose sight of what lies beyond the System (ñThey are in love. Fuck the warò72).  

From beyond this pessimistic framework, Pynchonôs nonfictions provide much 

needed nuance, and a way forward taken up by his later novels. As Inger Dalsgaard has 

noted, critics remain divided on whether or not ñthe closed determinism of Pynchonôs 

earlier years may still haunt his recent work [and] whether his fiction allows for 

constructive/ist hope for a counterforceò able to combat the System face-to-face.73 Even if 

the spectre of determinism still haunts his later novels, as they reiterate the themes of 

machinery and control, I argue that the form of the novels themselves have changed in a 

way that refuses the pessimistic conclusions of their precursors. In Mason & Dixon the 

insistence upon the miraculous finds voice in the Reverend Wicks Cherrycokeôs demand 

for history to be written by ñfabulists and counterfeitersò who might plumb the 

ñMnemonick Deepò of memory to deny the powerful their control of the narrative.74 

Throughout that novel, and as I will argue in the following two chapters, the style of 

Gothic romance is turned from merely describing the horrors and terror of the world 

toward attempting to deny some measure of the Systemôs control over it. By the novelôs 

end, the cry to deny the machine is raised against the ñgreat single Engine, the size of a 

Continentò into which the whole globe is to be slowly assumed, forever damning 

 
72 GR 42. Gravityôs Rainbow does contain premonitions of Pynchonôs later interest in the miraculous, and 

the miracle of love in particular, although one of the great cruelties of the novel is that it is a love idealised 

but never achieved by any of the main characters: ñThe whole point is that lovers always get together, 

isolation is overcome, and like it or not that is the one great centripetal movement of the World. Through 

the machineries of greed, pettiness, and the abuse of power, love occurs. All the shit is transmuted to gold. 

The walls are breached, the balconies are scaledðlisten!ò GR 447.  

73 Inger H. Dalsgaard, ñReal Estate and the Internet,ò in Thomas Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger H. 

Dalsgaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 165.  

74 MD 304-5.  
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humanity to an inhuman destiny.75 Whereas each of Pynchonôs first three novels end in 

silenceðof the sublime and inhuman Mediterranean in V.; of the moment before an 

infinitely deferred revelation in The Crying of Lot 49; and in a sudden lacuna in the text 

itself in Gravityôs Rainbowðthe novels after his hiatus allow themselves some degree of 

closure, and an end (however ambiguous) to the nightmares they have traversed.  

In this manner, Pynchonôs own later fictions fulfils the demands of the Luddite 

novel, as they work by means of subterfuge, terror, and fabulation to both reveal the 

workings of the machine and to deny some part of its hold on the narrative, the reader, 

and the text itself. But if Pynchonôs fiction fulfils the stated purpose of the ñLudditeò 

essay, it is not in the typical sense of Luddism. Rather, drawing from the dark romances 

of Gothic fiction, Pynchon layers atop the Ludditeôs plea for humanity a perverse 

fascination with the monstrous system against which he protestsðthe machine is not only 

denied, but something of its power is summoned and turned back against itself.  What 

Pynchon deploys in the service of King Ludd is a dark alliance between humanity and 

machine, to the benefit of both, and to the detriment of the masters and owners who profit 

from their squabbles. As William Millard writes, ñPynchon closes his Luddism essay with 

an explicit wish not for any renunciation of scientific progress, but for a revolutionary 

technological change,ò a change which admits the power of the monstrous and extra-

human into the human itself.76  

With some irony, Pynchon ends up on the same page as transhumanist philosopher 

Keith Ansell Pearson who declares that ñwhen that perennial species, Luddites, declare 

that they are ónot intoô technology, they need to be reminded that it is [...] more a question 

 
75 MD 772.  

76 Millard, ñDelineations of Madness and Science,ò 93.  
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of technology being óintoô them.ò77 As in Shelleyôs Frankenstein, the triumph of 

technology over its creators is figured by Pynchon not only as the ultimate vindication of 

Luddism, but the most potent conditions for its revival. As a technical creation, and as the 

amalgamated body of hanged workers, Frankensteinôs monster is figured by Pynchon not 

as the nightmare image of technology run awry but a hopeful figure of the Systemôs self-

negationðdestroyed by its own monstrous progeny. In Garc²a M§rquezôs Love in the 

Time of Cholera, too, Pynchon locates an ambiguous figure of resistance, whose undying 

love is defined by its opposition to the world at large, and its ceaseless movement against 

the tide of history. In both the Gothic and the Romance, Pynchon locates the need for 

miracles in fiction, and the necessity of demanding the miraculous of a world which 

works at every turn to make them impossible.  

It is for these reasons that I dub Pynchonôs style of Gothicism a posthuman 

Gothic, as it inhabits the interzone between the archaic and the futuristic, between the 

human and inhuman, and works by night, negativity, and subterfuge to imagine a world of 

miracles born from the dissolution of our own. Or, in the final, prophetic words of ñIs It 

O.K. To Be A Luddite?:ò  

If our world survives, the next great challenge to watch out for will comeðyou 

heard it here firstðwhen the curves of research and development in artificial 

intelligence, molecular biology and robotics all converge. Oboy. It will be 

amazing and unpredictable, and even the biggest of brass, let us devoutly hope, 

are going to be caught flat-footed. It is certainly something for all good Luddites 

to look forward to if, God willing, we should live so long.78  

 
77 Keith Ansell Pearson, Viroid Life: Perspectives on Nietzsche and the Transhuman Condition (London: 

Routledge, 1997), 152.  

78 OK.  
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With somewhat less giddy anticipation, Pynchonôs later nonfiction continues in this 

Luddite spirit, looking forward to the day when miracles may yet become possible, and 

by the grace of love or otherwise the world will be turned upside down. Whether framed 

in terms of a monstrous negativity or a romantic affirmation of life, Pynchonôs fiction 

returns to this Gothic nexus of integration and disintegration. In the chapters that follow, 

Pynchonôs insistence upon the miraculous will find its expression in Dixonôs attempts to 

recognise the enclosure of his world, Masonôs sinning against the increasingly 

mechanised time of modernity, and finally in Maxineôs persistence in Luddite sorrow 

amidst the glowing lights of the digital age. 
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Chapter Four 

A Vector of Desire: Ecogothic Scenes and Spatial Machines in Mason & Dixon 

As I have argued throughout this thesis, Pynchonôs fiction may best be understood as 

participating in certain conventions of the Gothic genre by way of its recurrent imagery of 

humanityôs dissolution into an inhuman environment. This posthuman Gothic, as 

theorised by critics such as Sean Bolton and Anya Heise-von der Lippe, may be 

distinguished from an earlier postmodern Gothic in the way it eschews that aestheticôs 

fears of disintegration by machines for a broader concern about the integration of 

technology and self. In Pynchonôs fiction this integration is made manifest, as both his 

characters and readers become increasingly aware of their complicity in vast machineries 

of control, and the possibility that their seemingly autonomous sense of humanity was 

always already incorporated into a mechanical order. While previous chapters have 

discussed this order in specifically technical terms on a personal scale, this chapter and 

the next turn to the global scope of mechanical control, and the metaphoric expansion of 

Pynchonôs mechanical imagery to encompass the higher orders of world systems, 

institutions, and territories.  

If the anxieties concerning humanityôs proximity to machines are already well-

acknowledged in Pynchonôs fiction, comparatively less examined is the role which nature 

plays in his novels as an additional, and no less inhuman force opposed to the force of the 

machines. This dynamic is apparent as early as Pynchonôs first novel, whichðdespite its 

preoccupation with specifically mechanical threatsðends on a vision of natureôs sublime 

wrath. In V.ôs closing scene, situated off the coast of Malta, one of its protagonists 

succumbs to the inhuman reversion to the inert oneness of earth and sea. As Tony Tanner 

suggests:  
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Just as the main characters move towards the rock of Malta, so more generally the 

human race seems to be hastening to return to órockhood.ô It is part of the basic 

ambiguity of Malta as described in this book that while on the one level it is an 

image of an island of life under siege, attacked by the levelling bombs of the 

Germans, and constantly eroded by the sea, on another level it is an image of a 

central point of inanimate rock and death drawing people back to that inert state.1  

 A full thirty years later, in his historical novel Mason & Dixon, Pynchon returns to these 

images of landscape and desire. But whereas in V. the earth is figured as an inert mass 

into which all the dead and forgotten of history disappear, in Mason & Dixon the 

landscape overpowers the living not in its inanimate enormity, but in the surprisingly 

dynamic role in plays within human affairs. If the posthuman Gothic may be 

characterised by its dramatisation of humanityôs loss of autonomy to nonhuman powers, 

Mason & Dixon charts out an environmentally-conscious space within this Gothic 

subgenre. As Christopher Coffman has shown, the natural world in Pynchonôs fiction 

regularly appears ñas a living source of beneficence and redemption,ò opposed to the 

mechanical structures which loom over the landscape.2 In Mason & Dixon, too, the 

natural world is figured as a place in which the dreams of the human world may be 

realised, but it is also granted a darker aspect, as a zone which ñappears to participate in a 

language of estrangement rather than belonging.ò3 The ambivalence of nature in Mason & 

Dixon allows its Gothic elements to be read additionally as ecogothic, as Pynchonôs 

anxieties over technological transformation are coupled with competing imagery of the 

dissolution of humanity into the natural and the geological worlds. As we shall see, this 
 

1 Tony Tanner, ñV. and V-2,ò in Pynchon: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Edward Mendelson 

(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 25-6.   

2 Christopher K. Coffman, òEcology and the Environment,ò in Thomas Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger H. 

Dalsgaard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 188.  

3 Andrew Smith and William Hughes, eds., Ecogothic (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), 2.  
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dissolution takes place in opposition to Pynchonôs usual theme of technical control, so 

that the novel embodies both the technological and ecological strands of the posthuman 

Gothic. Seen only in glimpses through the picaresque events of the novel, and only 

becoming properly visible in its final pages, Mason & Dixon tells the story of humanityôs 

precarious place on an earth at war with a parasitic and global machine.  

Pynchonôs return to the birth of modernity in this novel doesnôt only reiterate his 

typical concerns about machinery and control within another historical epoch, but situates 

them within a more identifiably Gothic context. By casting his gaze back to the 

Enlightenment, Pynchon offers an archaeological account of the historical processes 

already well-established by the time of his other novels. If the early novels V., The Crying 

of Lot 49, and Gravityôs Rainbow all exhibit preoccupations with a humanity made 

mechanical and a planet under the thrall of a global capitalist order, Mason & Dixon 

unearths the monstrous conditions which brought about that bondage. Not only is the 

ñsupposedly enlightened ageò of Mason & Dixon ñone in which madness abounds,ò 

thereby revealing the irrational which lurks even within the purportedly rational project of 

the Enlightenment, it is also one in which perfectly rational yet utterly inhuman forces run 

amok.4 As David Cowart suggests, Mason & Dixon may be understood as ña 773-page 

expansion of sentiments previously articulated in Pynchonôs 1984 article óIs It OK To Be 

a Luddite?ôò in which Pynchon writes large the defining ambiguities of that essay.5 In this 

chapter and the next I wish to show that Pynchon doesnôt only return to the themes and 

philosophy of his ñLudditeò essay, but that Mason & Dixon also puts into practice the 

theory of Luddite literature identified in the previous chapter of this thesis, which is to say 

 
4 Ian D. Copestake, ñóOur Madmen, our Paranoid:ô Enlightened Communities and the Mental State in 

Mason & Dixon,ò in The Multiple Worlds of Pynchonôs ñMason & Dixon,ò ed. Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds 

(Rochester: Camden House, 2005), 176.  

5 David Cowart, ñThe Luddite Vision: Mason & Dixon,ò in Bloomôs Modern Critical Views: Thomas 

Pynchon, edited by Howard Bloom (Broomall: Chelsea House, 2003), 264.  
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that the novel spins a Gothic tale which works by fantasy, exaggeration, and subterfuge to 

ñdeny the machineò which preys upon modernity and humanity.6  

Just as in his ñLudditeò essay Pynchon argues for the use of ñliterary means which 

are nocturnal and deal in disguiseò to deny the machine by means subtle, deceitful, or 

extravagant, so too does Mason & Dixon contain seeds of this Gothic retelling of history 

against the grain.7 Echoing these sentiments, the narrator, The Reverend Wicks 

Cherrycoke, declares: ñWho claims Truth, Truth abandons. History is hirôd, or coercôd, 

only in Interests that must ever prove base. She is too innocent, to be left within the reach 

of anyone in Power,ð who need but touch her, and all her Credit is in the instant 

vanishôd, as if it had never been.ò8 In his defence of the more fantastical elements of his 

tale, Cherrycoke sides himself with those who practice the ñarts of the quidnunc, spy, and 

Taproom Witò against the forces of power which would impose ñone Version of the 

Truthò upon the fragile truths of history.9  

Within this narrative nexus, the titular characters of the novel are ñamphibii of the 

ageò caught between worlds of ñreason and magic,ò pushed in one direction by their 

positions as imperial subjects and professional commitments to a conquering rationality, 

and pulled in the other by their proclivity to speculation on conspiracies far darker than 

their Enlightenment trappings would otherwise reveal.10 As David Cowart writes, ñthe 

paranoia of Mason and Dixon, at first the measure of their inconsequence, becomes the 

gauge of their sensitive resistance to rationalist excess. They come to see that their Line 

does a great deal more than signify where Pennsylvania ends and Maryland begins. They 

 
6 OK.  

7 OK. 

8 MD 350. 

9 MD 349-50.  

10 Cowart, ñThe Luddite Vision,ò 267.  
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recognize in the Line an epistemic watershed, a boundary between dispensations.ò11 

Beyond the problematisation of Enlightenment rationality, this folding together of the 

spatial and the epistemic into a single boundary line is, I will argue, the core Gothic 

element within the novel. As Mason and Dixon journey into the wilderness they begin to 

discern the strange powers of the line which they chart: to mark the division between 

worldly possessions and to set in place the barriers between this world and those that lie 

outside.  

The ñVistoò which the pair cut through the forest ties together the novelôs anti-

Enlightenment Luddism with its ecogothic sensibilities in a single image. Figured as an 

intrusion of the measured world into the as yet unmapped and unconquered frontier, the 

line functions as both a marker of the Enlightenmentôs rationalisation of the earth and a 

site of violence against the inhabitants of that peripheral zone.12 Of the two surveyors, the 

discovery of the truth of the line falls to Dixon, whose youthful interest in mapping is 

perverted by the greed of empire, and whose dramatic arc hinges upon his eventual 

disavowal of the global order which he helped to build.13 Gradually, the line is revealed as 

a monstrous warping of space which, although fashioned by human hands, assumes a 

power of control over its makers. Variably described as a machine, a monster, and a 

conduit of power, it is the spatial construction of the line which leads Mason & Dixon 

 
11 Cowart, ñThe Luddite Vision,ò 277.  

12 ñMost importantly, even Mason and Dixon themselves come to understand their geographical acts as a 

colonial statement of imperialist aggression and superiority. Despite the fact that they have been hired to 

settle a political issue, they retain a belief in their autonomy, as if embarking on a rational, independent 

pursuit of knowledge in the ideal of the Enlightenment that just happens to be paid for by people in power.ò 

Sascha Pºhlmann, ñGeographies and Mapping,ò in Thomas Pynchon in Context, ed. Inger H. Dalsgaard 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 71.  

13 While this chapter is focused primarily upon Dixonôs narrative and his understanding of the spatial 

conquest of the earth, the following chapter mirrors these themes in Masonôs discovery of the additional 

temporal dimension to the Enlightenment subjugation of the world.  
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toward a Gothic account of nature, the earth, and the capture of planetary systems. In its 

orientation to the ñdisturbing and unsettling aspects of our interactions with nonhuman 

ecologies,ò I argue that Mason & Dixon provides an account of space, nature, and 

humanity which aside from conforming to the posthuman Gothic terms of previous 

chapters also ventures into a specifically ecogothic territory.14  

 

Vectors of Desire 

Set in the middle years of the eighteenth century, a decade prior to the American 

Revolution, the novel follows the travels of the astronomer Charles Mason and the 

surveyor Jeremiah Dixon. Over the course of the novel, the duo journey into the 

American continent to chart the border between several colonies which would, a century 

hence, be the front-line of the American civil war. As events progress, the duo come 

increasingly to face the dark forces that inhabit their supposed era of Enlightenment. 

More specifically, the protagonists learn that ñhating and shunning reason, and favoring 

and embracing reason are forever linked, forming the necessary bond between the 

irrational and the rational,ò and that the stated goals of Enlightenment are but one side of 

a Janus-faced process of monstrous rationalisation.15  They discover that it is not the sleep 

of reason which begets monsters, but this age of reason itself which begets the monstrous 

systems of control typical of Pynchonôs cosmos.16 As Stefan Mattessich has argued, the 

 
14 Dawn Keetly and Matthew Wynn Sivils, eds., Ecogothic in Nineteenth-Century American Literature 

(London: Routledge, 2018), 1.  

15 Jason T. McEntee, ñPynchonôs Age of Reason: Mason & Dixon and Americaôs Rise of Rational 

Discourse,ò Pynchon Notes 52-53 (Spring-Fall 2003): 202-3. 

16 To borrow Deleuze and Guattariôs phrase, we might say that in Pynchonôs vision ñit is not the slumber of 

reason that engenders monsters, but vigilant and insomniac rationality.ò Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, 

Anti-Oedipus, trans. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lee (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1983), 112.  
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novel is preeminently concerned with the ñtechnological drive to master the processes of 

life,ò and in turn functions as ña narrative analysis of this desire, this drive, and 

correlative concepts of transparency, truth, reason, synthesis, and control.ò17  

This drive to mastery takes the form of a mechanical re-organisation of the earthôs 

surface to advance the causes of capital and empire. Reflecting on his youth in the 

countryside, Mason recalls the reshaping of the landscape to accommodate waterworks:  

Living in a Paradise, they chose to enact a Purgatory [...] the Flow of Water 

through Nature, along a Gradient provided free by the same Deity, [was] re-shapôd 

to drive a Row of Looms, each working thousands of Yarns in strictest right-

angularity,ð as far from Earthly forms as possible.18 

The idyllic home of the young Mason is transformed from a world of natural harmony to 

one of mechanical rigour, in which the very flow of a river is contorted to better suit 

growing industry. This technological domination of nature is paralleled in Dixonôs 

recollections of his own training as a surveyor. Whereas Masonôs reflection considers the 

loss of an idyllic nature,  Dixon summons his own idyll in the form of a secondary world 

overlaid upon the one he inhabits.   

He must, if one day callôd upon, produce an overhead view of a World that never 

was, in truth-like detail, one heôd begun in silence to contrive,ð a Map entirely 

within his mind, of a World he could escape to, if he had to.19  

Although framed as youthful fantasyðof escaping his newfound profession to chart a 

fictive universeðit is precisely this secondary world which Dixonôs work as a surveyor 

produces. Charting out the borderlines of empire, reducing the earth to a mapped globe, 

 
17 Stefan Mattessich, Lines of Flight (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002), 231-2.  

18 MD 207.  

19 MD 242 
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Mason and Dixon unwittingly partake in the rationalisation of the earth which marks the 

birth of modernity and the end of their youthful idylls. As argued by Pedro García-Caro, 

these passages reiterate the main themes of Pynchonôs ñIs It O.K. To Be A Luddite?ò 

essay not only by returning to the topic of originary struggles over space and control in 

the era of industrialisation, but because, ñin his evocation of the origins of Luddism, 

Pynchon openly establishes the social consequences of technologies, old and new, to 

certain economic practices.ò20 Echoing Adorno and Horkheimer, García-Caro suggests 

that Pynchonôs Luddism demands an open-eyed encounter with the nexus of rational, pre-

rational, and irrational elements which compose the logic of the Enlightenment.21  

In Pynchonôs novel, this dialectic of Enlightenment rests upon the extended 

metaphor of waking and dreaming and the ensuing troubling of that binary as waking life 

falls into fantasy and the deepest slumbers rise to shape daylight reality.  

I hope you are preparôd for the possibility, that waking Philadelphia is as sacred as 

anything over here will ever get, Dixon,ð observe you not, as we move West, 

more and more of those Forces, which Cities upon Coasts have learnôd to push 

away, and leave to Back Inhabitants,ð [...] We trespass, each day ever more 

deeply, into a world of less restraint in evôrything,ð no law, no convergence upon 

any idea of how life is to be,ð an Interior that grows meanwhile ever more 

 
20 Pedro García-Caro, ñóAmerica was the only place...:ô American Exceptionalism and the Geographic 

Politics of Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon,ò in The Multiple Worlds of Pynchonôs ñMason 7 Dixon,ò ed. 

Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds (Rochester: Camden House, 2005), 109.   

21 ñIn this sense, his [Pynchonôs] political agenda may belong to another version of Enlightenment, 

Enlightenment inside Enlightenment: we need to know, to liberate ourselves, to get out of the immaturity of 

the Enlightenment itself.ò Garc²a-Caro, ñAmerican Exceptionalism,ò 109. The enlightened overcoming of 

the Enlightenment proposed here possesses more of a utopian character than the present reading of Mason 

& Dixon allows, but is of interest for its nesting of Enlightenments within Enlightenments. In the Gothic 

fashion, we may wonder how deep these recursions go, and if there is ultimately an stable, rational ground 

upon which this process might rest.  
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forested, more savage and perilous, until,ð perhaps at the very Longitude of your 

óCity,ôð we must reach at last an Anti-City,ð some concentration of Fate,ð 

some final condition of Abandonment,ð wherein all are unredeemably alone and 

at Hazard as deep as their souls may bear,ð lost Creatures that make the very 

Seneca seem Christian and merciful.22  

Although at first this passage appears to replicate the familiar vision of the 

Enlightenment, in which a waking European consciousness stretches itself across a 

darkened globe, this waking mind quickly grows uneasy in its ñtrespassò into ña world of 

less restraint in evôrything.ò Far from possessing a rational agency over its motions, these 

European trespassers encounter an utterly alien, ñsavage and perilousò existence which is 

nevertheless more free than its enlightened counterpart. Possessing ñno law, no 

convergence upon any idea of how life is to be,ò the frontier wilderness, for all its 

hazards, figures into the novel as an anarchic space of possibility, analogous to the Zone 

of Gravityôs Rainbow and the deep web of Bleeding Edge. At the heart of this deep 

wilderness stands the double of the western polis, ñan Anti-Cityò so abandoned by reason, 

or so crowded with all which ñCities upon Coasts have learnôd to push away,ò that its 

appearance may be spoken only in negative terms: the unchristian and unmerciful other of 

ñwaking Philadelphiaò and its mother country.  

This negative, unknown space of the unmapped frontier functions as both an 

object of desireða zone to be explored and capturedðand as an unsettling presence 

within the Enlightenment imaginary. It is a space which seems to defy the powers of 

reason both in its persistent existence outside of colonial control and as the location of all 

which reason desires but cannot admit. The postulated Anti-City at the heart of America 

is thus caught in an unresolvable dream-logic, as both the terrifying double of the coastal 

 
22 MD 608-9.  
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settlements and as the place where all the fantasies refused by reality may yet take root. In 

Mason & Dixon the frontier ñdemarcates a zone of rupture into which we can place the 

phantasmic portion of the world,ò as this ñunknown world acts like a safety valve for the 

known world, releasing into an imaginary place all that we have not yet managed to 

pacify, all that is still heterogeneous and illegitimate.ò23 What binds the waking world of 

the Enlightenment to its dreaming double is this movement of desire, which 

simultaneously compels the rational mind to search ever further beyond itself for an 

irrational exterior delineated only from within. The frontier, and the surveyorsô line, 

functions as a perfectly irrational tool of reason, which reduces a continent to a territory 

while exercising an irresistible pull upon the supposedly rational subjects caught in its 

path. In what is perhaps the most analysed passage of the novel, Pynchonôs narrator 

speculates upon the unconscious geographies that draw the old world of Europe toward 

America, and by what mechanisms the nascent nation drives ever westward.    

Does Britannia, when she sleeps, dream? Is America her dream?ð in which all 

that cannot pass in the metropolitan Wakefulness is allowôd Expression away in 

the restless Slumber of these Provinces, and on West-ward, wherever ótis not yet 

mappôd, nor written down, nor ever, by the majority of Mankind, seen, ð serving 

as a very Rubbish-Tip for subjunctive Hopes, for all that may yet be true, ð 

Earthly Paradise, Fountain of Youth, Realms of Prester John, Christôs Kingdom, 

ever behind the sunset, safe til the next Territory to the West be seen and recorded, 

measurôd and tied in, back into the Net-Work of Points already known, that slowly 

triangulates its Way into the Continent, changing all from subjunctive to 

declarative, reducing Possibilities to Simplicities that serve the ends of 

Governments, ð winning away from the realm of the Sacred, its Borderlands one 

 
23 François Bonnet, The Infra-World, trans. Amy Ireland and Robin Mackay (Falmouth: Urbanomic, 2017), 

60-1.  
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by one, and assuming them unto the bare mortal World that is our home, and our 

Despair.24  

What process is this? It begins not with the real America, but with all that America could 

be for its European settlers. The Western frontier framed as the materialisation of all the 

Old Worldôs dreams. Beyond the horizon lie the lands which have hitherto only been told 

of in myth. In its most abstract sense, America here functions as a vector of desire for all 

that cannot be found in the swiftly modernising metropole. Crucially, this movement of 

desire is envisioned not as mere fantasy or pretext, but as the realisation of fantasy in 

material reality. As Leslie Fielder remarks of the frontier myth, ñthe American writer 

inhabits a country at once the dream of Europe and a fact of history; he lives on the last 

horizon of an endlessly retreating vision of innocence [and] the margin where the theory 

of original goodness and the fact of original sin come face to face.ò25 Like many 

American writers before him, Pynchon figures the frontier as a space of miracles and sin, 

in which the drama of the fall is re-enacted alongside dreams of redemption. As Justin 

Coe writes: ñthe Line that Mason and Dixon draw onto (and into) the continentôs space in 

turn draws their desires, and especially Masonôs desire for an afterlife, closer to the pre-

personal depth of the age of faith, in which miracles such as bodily resurrection and the 

transfiguration of flesh into spirit are possibilities rather than mere theological 

necessities.ò26 Journeying westward, the dreams of one world are supposed to be realised 

in another, and all that is desired rendered in flesh, blood, stone, and water.  

 
24 MD 345.  

25 Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (Normal: Dalkey Archive Press, 1997), 27.  

26 Justin M. Scott Coe, ñHaunting and Hunting: Bodily Resurrection and the Occupation of History in 

Thomas Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon,ò in The Multiple Worlds of Pynchonôs ñMason & Dixon,ò ed. 

Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds (Rochester: Camden House, 2005), 150.  
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However, this is only the beginning of the process, and the journeyôs intended end 

is never realised. As much as Pynchon plays into the mythic imagery of the American 

frontier, he ultimately subverts its utopian thrust by saddling it with a much darker vision 

of reality. What the drive toward the west entails is not the actualisation of possibility, but 

its foreclosure. The desire that courses along this vector, seeking eternal life, riches, and 

pleasure, is but the motor that drives an altogether nightmarish mechanism. What follows 

this line into the continent is a vast ñNet-Work of Points already knownò which changes 

ñall from subjunctive to declarative, reducing Possibilities to Simplicities that serve the 

ends of Governments.ò27 Beneath this expanding territory, there remains ñthe óghostô of a 

spatiality that disappears beneath our interpretative  tools.ò28 Ever-westward, ñthe realm 

of the Sacred, [and] its Borderlandsò retreat ñto seek another Spaceò still further from the 

deadening eyes of Empire.29 As Jeffrey Howard remarks, ñas unknown geographical 

spaces are explored and demarcated, the possibilities of miraculous events in these areas 

disappear.ò30 Ultimately, ñwe are left uncertain with the impure knowledge of whether 

this European-contrived nether-kingdom is an embodiment or a fantasy of moral 

corruption,ò as desire, dream, and nightmare become intertwined in a common process of 

capture and control.31  

 

 

 

 
27 MD 345 

28 Mattessich, Lines of Flight, 240.  

29 MD 345, 741.  

30 Jeffrey Howard, ñThe Anarchist Miracle and Magic in Mason & Dixon,ò Pynchon Notes 52-53 (Spring-

Fall 2003): 167.  

31 Coe, ñHaunting and Hunting,ò 156.  
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Gothic Spaces 

In this brief example of spatiality in Pynchonôs novel, I wish to emphasise two things. 

Firstly, the manner in which the spatial expansion of this imperial ñNet-Work of Pointsò 

takes on the qualities of the Gothic line. Borrowing from the theorisation of Gothic 

architectural ornamentation as developed by Wilhelm Worringer and passed on through 

the works of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, the Gothic line is at its simplest a 

ñgeometric formò which in its intricate, abstract, and non-representational folds brings to 

light the inorganic vitality of the supposedly inert stone and ñthe basic morphological law 

common to the living and the non-living kingdoms.ò32 In Deleuze and Guattariôs hands, 

the Gothic line is extracted from stones of Worringerôs Gothic cathedrals and located as 

far afield as in the abstract formations of space in expressionist cinema and the territorial 

wanderings of nomadic bands. ñThis streaming, spiraling, zigzagging, snaking, feverish 

line of variation liberates a power of life,ò it ñendows things with a non-organic life [and] 

potentialises space, whilst making it something unlimited.ò33 To return to Mason & 

Dixon, it is this uncontrolled potentiality of space which is most salient to the novelôs 

depiction of the line. As the line moves into the continent, all the movements of 

populations, armies, goods, and capital that follow it and intersect with it are understood 

at their most abstract as lines of movement. Although the line is cut at a straight line, the 

paths of those who follow it constantly diverge and wander, spiralling around the central 

line as if in orbit, and turning the line from a one-dimensional vector into a nexus of 

 
32 Andrea Pinotti, ñGothic as Leaf, Gothic as Crystal,ò in Ruskin and Modernism, eds. Giovanni Cianci and 

Peter Nicholls (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 23.  

33 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

1987), 399; Gilles Deleuze, Cinema I, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 111.  
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forces. They meet, they connect, and they branch off, endlessly criss-crossing and 

inscribing ever-greater territories upon the earth.34  

Second, and flowing on from the first point, is the pure mechanism of this process 

of spatial capture. The network of lines triangulates its way across the continent without 

any clear intent. At most it is driven by some mass accumulation of desire, but without 

any singular will at its core. As the line propels flows of energy along its surface, it takes 

on the form of a mechanism which is both fuelled by desire and which manufactures the 

desire required for its functioning.  ñThe fuel that drives this machine is desire, though 

desire is shaped and orchestrated by its insertion into this megamachine.ò35 Having begun 

with the individual dreams of escape into some idyll of the distant past or hidden in the 

recesses of the imagination, we now encounter the collective desire which lies at the heart 

of Mason & Dixon, which harnesses the need for miracles to expand ever more widely the 

domain of a profane reason. Even as the novel offers dreamlike images of the world to the 

west of the frontier, these dreams are perpetually harnessed to the line, the single place 

upon which their ambitions intersect, and the Gothic monster which lures wayward 

dreamers into its maw. In Pynchonôs Enlightenment, the sleep of reason begets monsters, 

but the workings of sleep and reason are barely extricable from one another, and the 

 
34 ñLine is neither that which divides an otherwise formless space (as in pure abstraction), nor does line 

merely trace the already divided and organised space of the world (as in the empathy of organicism). There 

is not a space (a Newtonian absolute) that is then divided by line, for it is through the variations and 

wanderings of line that spaces unfold.ò Claire Colebrook, ñThe Gothic Sublime,ò in William Blakeôs Gothic 

Imagination, ed. Chris Bundock and Elizabeth Effinger (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018), 

90. 

35 Kenneth Surin, ñSocius,ò in The Deleuze Dictionary, rev. ed., edited by Adrian Parr (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 259. On the State as a megamachine on the grandest scale, see Deleuze 

and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 428.  
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monstrous fruit of their union works tirelessly to capture all dreams of escape within its 

inhumanly rational folds.36  

The spatial imagery of Mason & Dixon doesnôt only evoke the Gothic and 

inhuman in its anti-rationalism, but also directly evokes the figuration of space in prior 

works of Gothic writing. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has noted, the disparate elements of 

the Gothic formula are all conjoined by certain spatial characteristics: ñIn the Gothic 

novel the dream, the imprisonment, [and] the suppression of language become potent by a 

relation of correspondence to a reality outside the dream, the life surrounding the prison, 

[or] the same word present in other minds. óCorrespondenceô is distinguished from direct 

communication, which is seen as impossible; instead it moves by relation of counterparts 

and doubles, and is subject to dangerous distortions and interferences.ò37 If the Gothic 

seems at first to replicate various unrelated tropes purely out of habitðthe dream 

becomes a nightmare, the heroine is imprisoned, language fails to describe what she sees, 

and so onðSedgwick argues that each of these tropes in fact replicates the same spatial 

dynamics of privation within the various overlapping psychological, physical, and 

narrative spaces of the Gothic text.  

Nowhere is this spatial equivalence between ñsleep, dreams, live burial, the 

unspeakable, [and] the sublime of privationò clearer, Sedgwick suggests, than in the 

 
36 The dream-logic of the novel is redoubled and turned back upon itself one last time late in the novel, 

when an  Indian encountered on the line rebukes the surveyors for their guileless belief in the power of their 

dreams. In a Gothic twist upon the earlier passages, the dreamers find their gaze returned, and themselves 

made subject to the dream of the other. ñListen to me, Defecates-with-Pigeons. Long before any of you 

came here, we dreamôd of you. All the people, even Nations far to the South and the West, dreamt you 

before ever we saw you,ðwe believôd that you came from some other World, or the Sky. You had Powers 

and we respected them. Yet you never dream'd of us, and when at last you saw us, wishôd only to destroy 

us. [...] Now you begin to believe that we have come from elsewhere, possessing Powers you do notð

Those of us who knew how, have fled into Refuge in your Dreams, at last. Thoô we now pursue real lives 

no different at their Hearts from yours, we are also your Dreamsò (MD 663).  

37 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Coherence of Gothic Conventions (New York: Methuen, 1986), 40.  
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hallucinatory writings of Thomas De Quincey and those of his long-time admirer Jorge 

Luis Borges.38 Under the influence of opium, and inspired by the impossible spaces of 

Giovanni Battista Piranesiôs Imaginary Prisons (see Figure 2), De Quincey would 

describe the space of his dreams as having a recursive, prison-like quality, in which space 

is distended and divided in such a way that it is both immensely vast and suffocatingly 

claustrophobic. In Sedgwickôs analysis, the claustrophobia of De Quinceyôs visions 

extends to the very language which he uses to describeðor fail to describeðtheir 

unspeakable depths. ñA darkness within a darkness, a tempest within a tempest, a murder 

within a slaughter, a tragedy within a tragedyòðever object, event, and point in space 

circles in upon itself, so that the subject of De Quinceyôs visions is caught in an endless 

recursion of inside and outsides, none of which ever properly reach the surface or the 

bottom of that space.39 In Borgesô stories, the linguistic nature of this imprisonment is 

made an explicit part of the narrative itself. In ñThe Library of Babelò (1941), Sedgwick 

argues, the orderly yet indecipherable structure of the library possesses ñthe flavor of the 

Piranesian Gothic in the contrast between the wretchedly confined spaces for satisfying 

oneôs human needs and the infinite spaces that cannot be domesticated.ò40 Although 

intelligible in the abstract, as a universe composed entirely of symbols, in actuality the 

library is a nightmare without an inner meaning or an outer limit to its terror.  

 
38 Sedgwick, Coherence of Gothic Conventions, 40.  

39 Sedgwick, Coherence of Gothic Conventions, 41-2.  

40 Sedgwick, Coherence of Gothic Conventions, 52. Ultimately, however, Sedgwick suggests that Borgesô 

fiction moves beyond the Gothic dynamic because it nevertheless deals with semiotic structures which 

would be cut short in the Gothic. ñThe real vertigo of the story [...] is not in its Gothic spaces but its 

postulating of a semiotic situation of dizzying instability, one in which the pure fact of meaning exists in the 

absence of any reason to mean or to interpret, or any context for meaning or interpretingò (53). ñThe way 

Borgesô writing is self-reflexive seems to carry out De Quinceyôs gestures toward self-reflexiveness. 

Borgesô performances are De Quinceyôs possibilities: Borges can tell use how to complete the gestures, but 

De Quincey, in turn, must tell us why he does not do soò (49).  
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Figure 2. Giovanni Battista Piranesi, The Gothic Arch, c. 1749-58. Etching, 41.0 × 54.0 cm. 

Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria. 

https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/28341/.  

 

It is via the infinite library that we may work circuitously back to Pynchon, who 

cites Borges by name in Gravityôs Rainbow in a passage which functions as both an 

obvious homage and a partial historicisation of Borgesô labyrinthine fictions. Presaging 

the language which he will use to describe the North American frontier in Mason & 

Dixon, Pynchon describes the pampas of Argentina as a space of freedom swiftly 

enclosed in a prison of roads and fences:  

In the days of the gauchos, my country was a blank piece of paper. The pampas 

stretched as far as men could imagine, inexhaustible, fenceless. Wherever the 

gaucho could ride, that place belonged to him. But Buenos Aires sought 

hegemony over the provinces. All the neuroses about property gathered strength, 

https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/28341/



































































































































































































































































