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Abstract 

 
 

This dissertation focuses on four novels by contemporary American writer Jennifer 

Egan, namely Invisible Circus (1995), Look at Me (2001), A Visit from the Goon Squad 

(2010), and Manhattan Beach (2017). The main purpose of this study is to map 

Egan’s fictional territory, which presents itself as multifaceted and diverse in terms 

of tones, genres, and narrative forms. The point of departure for this analysis was a 

series of interviews given by Egan throughout her career; listening to the author 

herself discussing her approach to writing and her method of composing proved to 

be crucial for the individuation of consistencies and stylistic or thematic through-

lines in her literary production. Each novel will be examined separately in distinct 

chapters, to allow for a thorough exploration of Egan’s creative process in four 

different contexts. However, this thesis will also attempt to propose a general – and, 

optimistically, not oversimplified – reading of Egan’s fictional universe, through 

what might be called the unifying principle of “organic soundness”.  
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Introduction 
 

This thesis originated from a desire to look at contemporary American fiction by 

exploring the works of an internationally recognized and appreciated writer, whose 

novels have sparked a lively critical debate. A great curiosity about her Pulitzer 

Prize-winning book and the favorable circumstance of her upcoming interview in 

Venice were the motivations which initially triggered my interest in Jennifer Egan. 

Reading and analyzing her novels turned out to be stimulating and inspiring, 

encouraging my belief that Egan represents a powerful and worth listening voice in 

the contemporary American literary landscape.  

 

The purpose of this work is to map Egan’s fictional territory and to investigate 

whether there is something inherently distinctive about her prose on a stylistic or 

thematic level, given the heterogeneous nature of her production.  To this aim, the 

dissertation is divided in four chapters, each one focusing on a different book by 

Egan, respectively Invisible Circus, Look at Me, A Visit from the Goon Squad and 

Manhattan Beach. Each chapter follows a similar pattern; it begins by introducing 

the novel and outlining its spatial and temporal coordinates, and then moves on to 

detailed thematic and narratological considerations. Several long quotes and close 

reading sections contribute to substantiating the thesis’ claims and to providing 

readers with direct access to the primary source of this study. The decision to leave 

out of this dissertation one of Egan’s novel (The Keep) was taken essentially on 

grounds of personal taste and stems from the idea that its inclusion would not have 

brought about substantial changes to the orientation of this work; furthermore, I 

observed greater affinity and a more evident sense of continuity and evolution in 

the four novels that constitute the object of this research. 

 

This study, however, is not only based on the exploration of Egan’s storyworlds; 

being persuaded that the investigation of a writer’s fictional universe cannot be 
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clearly separated from their personality, approach to writing and ideas about the 

world and themselves, I carried out a comprehensive in-depth reading of numerous 

interviews given by Egan throughout her career. I think the integration of these two 

components – the analysis of her novels, and her personal elaboration on what 

fiction is and what role plays in her life – gives a broader and richer sense of Egan’s 

contribution to American contemporary landscape.  

 

Egan sees writing as a vital part of herself, to the point that she asserts that “writing 

well is a deep pulse that I need to feel happening to feel at ease in the world” 

(Interview with Weisberg) and shows a touching faith in the power of literature 

“fiction is the one thing that brings us close, and the ultimate freedom and escape” 

(Interview with Masiero). Seeing how Egan’s ideas have shaped and informed her 

works was really fascinating, and this thesis often tried to disclose these hidden 

correlations. Far from being an exhaustive study on Egan’s literary production and 

from providing conclusive answers, this work represents an attempt to guide a 

reader through the multifaceted but organic lines of her fiction, ideally offering 

suggestions for further research.



9 
 

1. Invisible Circus 
 

 

1.1 General overview 
 

Invisible Circus, Jennifer Egan’s debut novel, was first published in 1994. The book is 

set in 1978, and tells the story of Phoebe, an American eighteen-years-old whose 

older sister, Faith, went travelling in Europe and mysteriously killed herself in Italy 

ten years earlier. Phoebe is haunted by her sister’s gesture, and cannot get over what 

happened; this, along with a tense situation at home, encourages her to leave San 

Francisco and set out on a journey to Europe. There, she follows step by step her 

sister’s itinerary, and gradually discovers the reasons behind Faith’s suicide.  

An intense sense of atmosphere (namely of time and place) was crucial to the 

genesis of this book. The writer repeatedly explained that her books always 

originate in the same way, namely with an inclination towards a specific time and 

place: “To start something, two things have to conjoin, and they don’t include people, 

interestingly” (Interview with Messud). The writer sees time and place as the only 

points of connection between her life and her work, even though, as we will see, 

other biographical elements find their way in, in a more covert manner. The main 

plot takes places in the Seventies, but the book often looks back at the legendary 

decade of the Sixties, which both Phoebe and Egan have not experienced firsthand, 

being too young at the time. Egan described her desire to be part of that generation 

in these terms:  

I grew up in the 1970s, and my friends and I felt very keenly that we had 

missed the 60s. We were bummed out about it. I grew up feeling like I wanted 

to grow up ten years earlier, and I wanted to reconstruct every sense of what 

that moment was like. I made a study of what the counterculture consisted 

of, and it led me into other queries, like the impact of mass media on people 
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inner lives, the longing for transcendence as a basic human yearning, the 

human tendency to wish ourselves in other times and places. (Schwartz) 

The place is strongly connected with the author’s experience as well, since the initial 

and final chapters are set in San Francisco (where Egan grew up), and the central 

section of the novel takes place in Europe; Phoebe stops in London, Amsterdam, 

Namur, Reims, Munich, and in several Italian cities, retracing the same exact route 

followed by Egan during her gap year between college and university.  

The urgent desire to be mentally in a certain time and place pairs up with a concrete 

interest in exploring a certain subject, or in the wish to find an answer to an abstract 

question. Egan points out: “time and place can’t be too much in the foreground, 

because otherwise why not simply write an essay. There are certain philosophical 

queries that I have playing around in my mind, as a background noise” (Interview 

with Rose).  In this case, the book developed from an interest in the way the media 

depicted the counterculture in a distorted way: “I wanted to write about the moment 

when the mass media really was born and look at its impact upon the 

counterculture, one of its early preoccupations. It’s something I’ve been interested 

in for years” (Interview with Reilly). And, in fact, the book deals with the realities of 

the protest movements, touching on the issue of terrorism as well – indeed, Faith in 

Europe ends up pursuing Sixties’ radicalism to its most dangerous extremes.  

Yet, this book is not just an investigation of what the problems of the social 

revolution of the Sixties were; the creative impulse at the basis of this novel is much 

deeper and has to do with history only partially. Egan gave voice to this underlying 

motivation rather clearly: “I saw the novel as being about the search for 

transcendence, which is such a deeply human inspiration. [...]Phoebe and Faith were 

after the same thing, a transcendence, a throwing off of the mundane, of the 

ordinary. I think that’s really what the religious impulse involves, a desire to 

transcend what we think of as the humdrum nature of everyday life” (Interview with 

Reilly). Interestingly, almost 10 years later, Egan recognizes that the whole goal of 
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her writing is to look for a sort of transcendence, which she describes as the feeling 

of being elevated out of one’s life into another reality; she even admits: “I live for 

that” (Interview with Masiero). Writing fiction is what allows Egan to satisfy her 

longing for transcendence, and in her first novel she “acknowledged” the presence 

of this need by writing about two female characters who feel the exact same 

aspiration, but obviously respond to it according to their personality, desires and 

circumstances.  

 

1.2 Organic soundness 
 

The most surprising aspect of this novel − as well as perhaps of all the other books 

by Egan− is its absolute internal coherence, or what we might call its “organic 

soundness”, which curiously derives from an extremely intuitive and spontaneous 

process of writing. In all her novels, Egan plants some seeds at the beginning of a 

story, and throughout the book those first initial elements evolve and give shape to 

the events, which situate themselves in what Egan calls a perfect balance between 

surprise and inevitability. Egan argues that “the best fictional moments seem to 

contain both, that delicious jolt of not having seen something coming and feeling that 

not only it is exactly the right thing, but that in some way we had been expecting it 

all along” (Interview for the Center of Fiction); Invisible Circus is the perfect evidence 

that demonstrates the efficacy of this theory. The strength of this novel, in fact, 

resides in the fact that readers cannot really predict what will happen next, and keep 

on reading to satisfy this natural curiosity. At the same time, however, as the story 

unfolds, there is this intense sense that this was the only possible direction that 

events could have taken. Characters seem to be aware of this mysterious force, too; 

Wolf – Faith’s boyfriend, who followed her in Europe, thus being the only person 

knowing what really happened to her – comments on the turn of events and says 
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that “It felt unavoidable. […] There just seemed to be no way around it. I tried to find 

a way but I couldn’t” (Egan, Invisible Circus 2771).  

All this relates also to the importance that Egan places on the development of the 

plot: “When people tell me they read the last page of a book first, well, I can’t even 

imagine that. I am very childlike in this sense, because not knowing the end is crucial 

for me as a reader, and as a writer too, to some degree” (Interview with Rose). 

Indeed, Egan’s debut novel is acutely suspenseful, and this will be the case also with 

most of her subsequent books. It might be argued, then, that she conceives her works 

of fiction as “roads”, which readers need to follow dutifully, because the pleasure of 

reading derives precisely from going along with this gradual progression. In other 

words, the reading experience has to mirror the writing process, and the act of 

writing is “one of discovery. I have some vague ideas about the plot: writing is a little 

bit like driving, I can see what’s ahead of me in the road, but it’s very little of the 

ultimate destination” (Interview with Rose).  

 

1.3 Correspondences and symmetries  
 

After such a necessary general preamble, it will be interesting to see how these 

organic lines develop in The Invisible Circus in more concrete terms. The climax of 

this book, which is also the event that the protagonist, as well as the readers, try to 

make sense of from the first pages until the very end, is a jump from a cliff, namely 

the moment when Faith decides to put an end to her life. However, that fatal gesture 

does not come as a surprise, because several clues throughout the novel hint more 

or less directly at that moment. Numerous flashbacks look back at a younger Faith, 

and one cannot but realize that the same recklessness and inclination towards self-

destruction that she demonstrated as a teenager, was in fact present all along. Faith 

is a show-off, and seems to enjoy performing, especially to entertain her frustrated 

                                                             
1 Quotations from Invisible Circus come from Corsair Edition, London, 2012. Otherwise stated, all 
quotations in this chapter will be taken from this book.  
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dad. One of these plunges into the past is especially interesting, because it seems to 

eerily anticipate what will come next. When Phoebe, Faith and Barry were children, 

their father would give them diving lessons (interestingly, it was their father, and 

not someone else, who took care of that). One afternoon, Faith sees him in a state of 

boredom and despair and decides to do something about it; so, she resolves to jump 

from the highest diving board. Even though she is extremely scared and what she is 

doing is clearly out of her league, “she walked slowly to the highest diving board and 

climbed its steps. […] She leapt high in the air, spread wide her arms and arched into 

a swan dive, head straight down like an arrows head” (37). However brave this may 

seem, when she resurfaces blood is pouring from her nose into her face, as if “she’d 

breathed out blood instead of air” (37). After this accident, she is exhausted to the 

point that she sleeps for three hours in a row, as if the effort of cheering up her father 

had mysteriously drained all her energies. This extreme exhaustion is a feature that 

we find again later in the novel, in a flashback that details some moments of their 

last trip to Mirasol with their father. Faith is worried for her dad’s poor health and 

prays with total dedication during the Mass: she “would shut her eyes and tense her 

muscles limb by limb, staring at her feet and moving up, legs, torso, neck, and finally 

her face, which contorted into a terrible knot. […] But the exertions seemed to drain 

her of something, leave her weak (306).  

There are many more examples of internal symmetries, which may be easily be 

overlooked during a first reading. Towards the end of the novel readers learn, 

through Wolf’s account of his last days with Faith, that she committed suicide as a 

way to right a balance, and that this “sacrifice” had to do with the accidental killing 

of a man. But once again, can the reader be really surprised at what happened, and 

at the fact that Faith could not survive the sense of guilt that inevitably fell on her? 

Not really, if one analyzes some of the clues that Egan has previously placed here 

and there. A much younger Faith once arrived at home crying after a hunting trip 

with her dad, because she had accidentally killed a rabbit:  
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Faith hadn’t meant to: she loved to shoot clay pigeons but had never hunted 

and failed somehow to realize that firing at a flash of brown fur would lead to 

something dying. She buried the rabbit in the backyard among the other 

beloved family pets (‘Killed by me’, read its epitaph, inked on kindling wood 

with Magic Marker, and underneath that, ‘I am sorry, bunny.’)” (40) 

Therefore, Faith is presented since the beginning as someone who is not completely 

aware of the consequences of her actions, but at the same time as a very sensitive 

and caring child. This last characteristic of hers emerges also at a later stage, when 

Phoebe recalls her sister saving snails from her brother; “When Barry threw snails 

off the roof, she glued the shells back together with Elmer’s glue and they actually 

lived. You don’t believe me?” (301). 

There is another episode of violence that could be read in a similar fashion as the 

killing of the rabbit. One day on a river, Faith is pushed into the water by a boy, and 

to take revenge on him she “threw her weight against him so the boy slipped, fell 

unevenly into the water, smacking his head on the pier as he went down, big gash 

just above the left eye”. (40) After this accident, Faith feels horror at the sight of what 

she provoked and is inconsolable, and Phoebe recalls having been genuinely afraid 

of her sister back then. It won’t be an overstatement to conclude that Faith’s 

participation in the Sixties’ radicalism cannot but sound as a repetition, although 

taken to its extreme, of these episodes of violence that took place in her childhood.  

Throughout the novel Phoebe follows the steps of her sister, whom she has always 

admired, and regarded with a sort of awe and fascination. In the first chapter, her 

fixation with Faith takes on disquieting tones, when, after a friend of Faith tells her 

that they look very much alike, “Phoebe turned her face away to hide her pleasure. 

[…] Her sister had been thinner, or taller, her black hair longer −  something. Try as 

Phoebe might to bridge the gap between herself and Faith, some difference always 

remained. But one day that difference would vanish, she believed, part of a larger 

transformation Phoebe was constantly awaiting” (9). We might argue that Phoebe’s 
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desire to resemble her charismatic older sister was already there from her 

childhood, and, in fact, on repeated occasions Phoebe seems to look at Faith as if she 

were a sort of divinity: “her sister knew the way, she always had” (59). This desire 

of merging with her, of becoming almost one thing with her, might lead us to think 

that Phoebe is driven by the same destructive impulse that killed Faith. 

Nevertheless, the end of the book makes clear that she is a rather different person, 

and at the end of her journey Phoebe feels this gap for the first time, too. When she 

is Corniglia, on the same cliff where Faith took her life, Phoebe tries to put herself in 

her sister’s shoes, and she “strained to imagine it −  standing there, making that 

choice −  but her mind veered away in disgust. ‘I’d never do it’, she said, staring at 

Wolf in disbelief. ‘Never. I would never do it’” (333). Egan herself proposed an 

explanation to account for the distance that separates the two girls; although the 

author believes that both were after the same religious impulse, “though emulating 

her sister, Phoebe took a different route, and although it didn’t get her what she 

wanted, it proved so much less destructive” (Interview with Reilly). It could be 

added that even though Phoebe did not receive the answers she was hoping for, she 

got exactly what she needed, which is to say the courage to go on with her own life. 

We could say that this journey provoked a sort of “expulsion” of Faith from Phoebe’s 

mind and unconscious; a sudden flash of revelation comes to her when her trip is 

almost coming to an end: “she would stand somewhere and look back, she would 

have a life. Until that moment she had never truly believed it” (297).  

 

1.4 Overtness of the book 
 

 Egan declared that after this book a major shift occurred in the way she was 

perceiving her role as a writer; in a recent interview she has pointed out that 

something has changed in my priorities as a writer. I now feel that the most 

important thing is actually mystery. Once I was afraid of not being 

understood, now I feel that If I am fully understood it means I did something 

wrong. […] I’ve gotten much more interested in unanswered questions than 
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answered questions, or in asking questions as opposed to try to answer them. 

I used to have big theories that I wanted to share, but no one likes that.” 

(Interview with Messud) 

And, indeed, the author in this book is quite explicit in explaining us the reasons 

behind characters’ behavior and the dynamics of most situations, and the perfect 

example of this overtness is probably the choice of calling one of the protagonists 

“Faith”. Her name somehow reflects her essence, which is spelled out by Wolf in 

these terms: “all that energy, that incredible hope” (204). There is a sentence that 

she repeats in various circumstances, which gives a sense of the incredible amount 

of faith she was carried from, and at the same time says a lot about the historical 

moment of the Sixties. After the death of their father, Faith one night talks to Phoebe 

and tells her: “I don’t know, but I feel it. Like this vibration underground. […] ‘What? 

What is it?’, Phoebe asked, frightened now. Faith ran shaking fingers through her 

hair. ‘I don’t know’, she said. ‘But it’s going to be huge’” (58). Again, later in the novel, 

when Wolf recalls Faith talking about the people she was working for, she uses the 

same expression again: “They’re it, Wolf. And they’re planning something huge.” 

(240). But the problem with this powerful energy and with her wish to overcome 

her own limitations, as if she needed to feel part of something bigger than she was, 

was that she couldn’t really control it, or channel it in a constructive way, and 

eventually “it just turned. In the end she was one more person looking for kicks, 

anything that would take her someplace she’d never gone before” (204). It could be 

interesting to briefly examine a section in which Wolf tries to describe to Phoebe the 

change that he saw taking place in Faith. This extract, indeed, well exemplifies the 

tone of several flashbacks in the book, in which Egan seems to give the floor entirely 

to the characters, and to conceal her presence behind their thoughts and their 

personal way of expressing themselves:  

Even panic and despair could be gotten used to, and gradually she began 

meeting people, hanging out a little. At times you might not have known her 

from her old self, but Wolf saw a difference: she’d grown careless. That hope, 
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the near-evangelical purpose that had fired even her wildest schemes, was 

gone. She went parachuting with some U.S. soldiers kicking around Munich 

on a day leave, something she’d never done in her life, but it left her cold. ‘her 

taste for danger resurfaced, little by little’. Wolf remembered. ‘But not as a 

road to anything else, she just wanted the feeling. The distraction of it. That 

scared the shit out of me.’ (322) 

Faith’s inexhaustible energy was once directed towards an ideal, she used to be 

inspired by what Wolf calls a “near-evangelical purpose”; on the contrary, at a later 

stage she started to look for danger just for the sake of it, probably as a way to silence 

or temporarily forget the feelings of guilt that were tormenting her.  

This is Wolf’s interpretation of what happened; however, later in the book, we hear 

directly from Faith’s voice the reason behind her decision to jump from the cliff. She 

is looking at the view in Italy, and she says that “Beauty is close to God. […] That’s 

why the beautiful things are so dangerous’. ‘Is God dangerous?’ There was a pause. 

‘Yes’, she said” (325). It might be argued that her final decision is almost an 

amplification, or an extreme version of what she had been doing her whole life. Since 

her childhood, Faith had tried to impress her dad by taking extravagant physical 

risks, and she had always gotten the desired outcome: approval, admiration, and 

(neurotic, perhaps) love. Her mother points this out very explicitly to her husband 

during an argument: “That wildness? Come on, Gene. You know perfectly well that’s 

for you. […] Any fool can see it makes you happy” (41).  This last act, then, could be 

regarded as a simple reiteration of this behavioral pattern: she sacrificed herself, 

and committed what in her mind was presumably a heroic act, worthy of admiration, 

because some part of hers was sure that something good would come out of it. That 

is what life taught her, after all; so, this final jump could be read as the inevitable 

result of a rather overt chain of causes and effects.  
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It could be interesting at this point to go through the final moments of Faith’s life, 

which Egan narrates from Wolf’s point of view 

The whole thing felt unreal. Wolf was terrified but riveted, too, in the grip of 

something bigger than himself. He leaned against the church. Faith stood on 

the wall. She had such guts. Someday we’ll look on all this and die laughing, 

Wolf told himself, die when I admit how goddamn scared I was, and he felt 

himself reaching for that time, that calm, sweet place out ahead. Faith 

shielded her eyes from the sun. Wolf kept having the surge to sneak up 

behind her; the wind was loud enough so that she probably wouldn’t know 

until he was on her, pulling her down – he thought of that and rejected it time 

after time because it seemed low, so undignified against the vision of Faith 

alone on that wall facing the sea and open sky, something pure, almost noble 

in the sight of her, and Wolf found himself thinking, If I let her do this, the 

whole craziness will finally be behind us. (328) 

This passage is worth-considering for several reasons; Egan manages to create a 

surreal atmosphere, which readers immediately perceive as the anticipation of the 

impending tragedy. Wolf is displaying the typical human tendency to mentally 

escape from a painful situation and to seek shelter in a hypothetical positive future, 

where the reality of the moment has already turned into a blurred memory of the 

past. Moreover, at the end of the excerpt, he tries to overcome his fears by telling 

himself that if he leaves her alone now, then everything will be all right. These are 

all “mental tricks” that help Wolf keep his anxiety at distance, and Egan outlines 

them with stark realism. Wolf’s portrayal of Faith is remarkable too, since she is once 

again described as an almost mythical figure; her boyfriend places emphasis on her 

purity and her nobility, as if she were markedly superior to ordinary people, for 

mysterious reasons.   

 

The connection between Faith’s destructive impulse and her father’s responsibility 

for it is made explicit right from the beginning of the novel. Before departing, Phoebe 



19 
 

has a discussion with her mother, and the latter explains how “he made her 

responsible for his happiness. It was too big a burden – for anyone, much less a child. 

[…] She was completely dependent on him when he died, completely, utterly unable 

to cope without him” (103-104). At this point in the novel, the reader cannot 

completely accept this version of the story, because these words seem to stem from 

a moment of rage and loss of control on the woman’s part, and because it is much 

easier to empathize with Phebe, since the narrator is mainly presenting us her 

perspective. Later in the novel, however, numerous flashbacks keep on stressing the 

role played by this unhealthy relationship; one of them in particular seems to 

symbolically hint at the future development of the situation. It is the last night of 

their father’s final trip to Mirasol, and Gene, who is already very debilitated by his 

disease, is lying on the beach with Barry, Faith and Phoebe. He decides to go for a 

swim, and starts to beg Faith – and, remarkably, not the other two –  to follow him. 

She hesitates, and her dad manipulatively asks her to do that for him. She starts to 

cry, and her father begins to head towards the water on his own. After some 

moments of perplexity, “Faith started as if jerked awake. Without a word she left 

them and followed their father” (311). As they go in the water, Phoebe feels the 

impulse to follow them, as if she were missing something important in staying. But 

it is too late, his sister and his dad have swum far away from the shore, and she 

decides to go back to the beach. Both Barry and Phoebe start crying, and Barry 

observes “Phoebe, they don’t care. Don’t you get it? Let’s just go” (312). It could be 

argued that this moment epitomizes the whole book, posing Faith’ death as a sort of 

answer to a call that she couldn’t but answer to. The fact that Phoebe tried to reach 

them is significant too, – and, in fact, the whole book is about Phoebe’s retracing her 

sister’s steps –  and her decision to give up is precisely what will save her in the end. 

Moreover, although the painful feeling of exclusion from the hidden knowledge that 

Faith and her dad seem to share is a source of acute sufferance for Phoebe and Barry, 

in the end they are the ones who find a way to get through all this and survive. Egan 

highlights Gene’s responsibility also in a 2009 interview: “I see their journeys as 
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being parallel, but Phoebe had a huge advantage over Faith in the sense that their 

father wasn’t obsessed with her, as he was with Faith” (Interview with Reilly).  

 

1.5 Time in Invisible Circus 
 

 It is worth considering how Invisible Circus tackles the subject of time, which is a 

topic that appears in all her novels, although more evidently in A Visit from the Goon 

Squad. The first moment in which we encounter the sensation of time passing is 

during the meeting between Phoebe and Kyle, one of Faith’s old friends. The 

narrator tells us that “she gazed back at him, very stoned, trying to pinpoint what 

exactly had changed about Kyle since the old days” (8). Egan is here describing 

something that typically happens when two people haven’t seen each other for a 

while: the passage of time alters one’s physical appearance and personality, and 

there is this unavoidable tendency to try and figure out what exactly has changed in 

the other person, and possibly also to find a rational explanation for those 

transformations.  

 

There is another short reflection about time at the end of the book, when Phoebe is 

already in San Francisco and some memories of her trip come flooding back.  She 

has the feeling that someone else lived all that, someone wiser and different from 

her; moreover, “Phoebe’s time away seemed reduced to a brief, hallucinatory flash” 

(346). Once she arrives home after a long time spent somewhere else, and goes back 

to her routine, it is difficult for her believe to have ever left that place. This triggers 

a reflection on time, and on how one’s perceptions of its passage are constantly 

fluctuating.  

 

Nevertheless, the main reason why we could say that this is to some extent a book 

about time, is that it tells a story of time being stopped by a terrible event; in some 

way, the existence of the members of this family has come to a standstill when Faith 

died. This is true especially for Phoebe, who since Faith’s death has lived in 
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symbiosis with her mom, rather cut off from her peers. When her mother points out 

the fact that she doesn’t seem to have any friends, Phoebe initially tries to deny, even 

to herself, the truth of this observation: “and she wasn’t cut off. She’d gone with a 

group of people last week to The Rocky Horror Picture Show, where a piece of bread 

landed in her hair, then on to a Broadway disco where an eel-like man plied her with 

watery cocktails in exchange for the dubious privilege of wriggling opposite her on 

the seething dance floor” (71). In this extract, Egan gives us direct access to the girl’s 

mind, and to her feeble attempts to dismiss her mother’s arguments. In fact, the 

hilarious description of her misadventures demonstrates that she does not believe 

her version of things in the first place. A few lines below, Egan tells us how Phoebe 

really feels in relation to this: “Phoebe pictured herself in the eyes of her peers as 

half ghostly, a transparent outline whose precise movements were impossible to 

follow. Often she simply wandered the halls, feigning distraction and hurry, afraid 

even to pause for fear that her essential solitude would be exposed. […] I am nothing, 

she would think, I could disappear and no one would notice” (72). These 

considerations are in flagrant contradiction with what previously stated and convey 

an acute sense of isolation and psychological distress.  

 

 When Phoebe explains to her mother the reason why she wants to leave for Europe, 

she expresses her unease with particular emphasis: “I feel like a zombie, I swear to 

God. Like I can’t wake up” (66). When she is in England, things start to change, and 

she feels that her life is moving in some direction again. Indeed, he writes on her 

notebook “Nothing is the way I’m used to. This is the real world and I’m totally alive, 

for the first time ever” (117), and, some lines afterwards, the narrator tells us that 

“now, for the first time in years, the ground felt so solid under Phoebe” (117). Time 

is again explicitly mentioned at the end of part three, right after Phoebe and Wolf 

leave the cliff from which Faith jumped. Phoebe realizes probably for the first time 

that life continues incessantly to flow, no matter how overwhelming some events 

seem to be: “In the end you had to. What else was there to do? You left and went on 
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with your life. Phoebe wondered if Faith could have known this when she threw 

herself away. Time never stopped, it only seemed to” (337). It could be argued that 

this realization is the most valuable thing that Phoebe takes back with her; her life 

is not stuck anymore, because she was able to dig into what happened, to come to 

terms to it, and finally to find a way to start anew. Back to San Francisco, Phoebe 

goes back to sleeping in her own room (she had taken the habit of sleeping in her 

sister’s room, since her disappearance), and feels more serene and at peace with 

herself: “Phoebe still thought about Faith, of course, but remembering her sister had 

become a calmer experience. She was gone” (355). The last pages of the novel are 

full of hope for the future: “something was gone. But something also was beginning. 

Phoebe felt this more than understood it – a jittery pulse that seemed to flutter 

beneath the city” (354). And this exciting feeling of anticipation, this light at the end 

of the tunnel, is precisely possible because Phoebe had the courage to deal with her 

emotional burden and confront what had happened.  

 

1.6 The Invisible Circus 
 

There is an interesting term that Egan uses several times at the beginning of the 

book, which refers to the painful but inevitable operation that one ends up going 

through when a tragedy such as this one occurs, and it is “to circle” – in the sense of 

metaphorically going around and circumscribing a personal experience. It is Kyle 

(an old friend of Faith’s) who uses this word for the first time, in reference to the 

Sixties: “I kept circling, circling, but I never quite hit it” (12). Only a few pages later, 

this word is used to describe Phoebe dealing with the death of her sister: “If Phoebe 

could string together the hours she’s spent circling this event, they would surely 

total years. She lost herself in these contemplations, her own life falling away like a 

husk as she sank into the rich, bottomless well of her sister’s absence. And the long 

Phoebe circled, the more certain she became that a great misunderstanding was at 

work” (14). Although the operation of circling represented a crucial first step in 

terms of understanding and definition, we could guess that at some point she felt 
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that this peripheral movement was no longer sufficient. Therefore, she decided to 

act concretely to discover more about this suicide, instead of just continuing to 

elaborate on what happened in her own mind. There is a memorable passage in 

which Phoebe makes clear that the decision of immersing herself in this pain and of 

dealing with her loss was not an easy one; she would have rather sidestepped this 

moment of confrontation, but ultimately realized that she had no choice:  

A white door sealing her off, reminding Phoebe that her present life was 

unreal and without significance. What mattered was hidden from sight. At 

times she hated remembering, wanted nothing in the world but to rush 

forward into something of her own, lose herself in it. But this wasn’t possible. 

The only way forward was through that door. (12) 

 

It could be interesting to move from the idea of “circling” a painful event to the title 

of this book, Invisible Circus, which is etymologically linked to this verb. The title of 

the book is first explained in a flashback in Part one. It was the name of a party held 

in a church, to which Wolf and Faith had been. There, they had met some people, and 

they had invited them home, to have breakfast together on the roof. All this scene is 

described from the point of view of a younger Phoebe, who wakes up to find these 

bizarre group of individuals wearing a costume in her house. The atmosphere is 

dream-like, and Phoebe “found herself smiling. She was happy, a delicious warmth 

beginning in her stomach and seeping out through her limbs like the taste of a 

candy” (59). Later in the novel, Phoebe asks Wolf to tell her what the Invisible Circus 

actually was, and at this point the narrator provides us with Wolf’s point of view on 

that night – this, namely the narration of the same scene from two different 

perspectives, is a technique that Egan starts to employ in this book and continues to 

adopt in her following works 2 , as well. Another instance of it is the account of 

Phoebe’s and Wolf unexpected encounter in Munich. The first time, we witness this 

                                                             
2 More examples of the use of this device will be illustrated in the chapters concerning Look At Me 
and A Visit from the Goon Squad. 
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moment exclusively from Phoebe’s point of view, and Wolf’s reaction is described 

from an external perspective: “the recognition broke across her in a single white 

flash, raising goosebumps on her legs and scalp. […] The color had left his face. They 

both stared, speechless. It was Wolf. He looked as if he might faint” (181). At the very 

end of Part Three, Wolf shares with Phoebe the thoughts that crossed his mind that 

day, hence providing us with his personal point of view, too: “‘When I saw you on 

the stairs that day’ he said, ‘I thought, Thank God, I can finally do something for 

Phoebe. You needed help and I thought, I can help her, she deserves help and I can 

help her. Like a brother, almost” (335).  

 

Let us resume the previous discussion, now; after explaining who organized the 

event and what was the idea behind it, Wolf says: “it was all about watching 

ourselves happen,’ he said. ‘This incredible feeling, standing outside, seeing the thing 

unfold. Like tripping. I remember thinking, shit, this is going to be huge. Whatever it 

is” (195). Again, we find a sense of this gigantic and irresistible force flowing through 

those years. It could be argued that “Invisible Circus” is in fact the perfect title for 

this book, as its meaning goes beyond its most obvious signification, namely the 

eccentric hippy party organized in the church. This “circus” is also the invisible net 

that surrounds and encloses all those who lived the Sixties in person. And there is a 

curious analogy which could be noticed here: as Phoebe didn’t attend the party, and 

only in the early morning joined her sister, Wolf, and all the others for breakfast, in 

the same way she was too young to be part of the Sixties generation, but marginally 

lived those years through her sister and by following in her steps. Interestingly, she 

is always portrayed as someone who “arrives at the party too late”; for instance, in 

the opening scene of the book, she shows up to a music festival that is already over, 

because of a misprinted poster.  
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At this point, analyzing the very end of the long flashback recalling the night at the 

Invisible Circus could provide valuable insights about the dynamics of the narration 

and about Egan’s writing style.  

Phoebe looked up. And yes, the sky and sunlight seemed fuller than on the 

other days, alive with their father’s watchful, humorous gaze. Phoebe stared 

into the fresh white sun and offered herself. Not alone – alone she was 

nothing – but as part of Faith, a small shape included within her sister’s 

outline. It hurt. Her whole body ached as if it were dissolving. Phoebe kept 

her eyes open as long as she could, then shut them. The darkness relieved 

her. ‘Poor thing,’ Wolf said, rocking her to sleep. (63) 

This excerpt is highly intriguing because all the main characters of the book appear 

in it – Phoebe, Faith, Wolf, Gene – but at a time were things were utterly different. 

The father of the two sisters is portrayed as a sort of distant yet powerful presence; 

he is not with their daughters any longer, but it is as if he were watching them all 

time. As we already observed earlier, Phoebe seems to perceive herself as a mere 

extension of her charismatic and unreachable sister (“alone she was nothing”); it 

could be argued that her future struggles with her identity originate precisely from 

this long-rooted incapability to conceive herself as an independent individual. 

Finally, it is curious to notice that Wolf in this passage does exactly what he will do 

at a later stage, in radically different circumstances, namely he tries to comfort and 

help his girlfriend’s younger sister. Interestingly, just like in this passage he is 

“rocking her to sleep”, when Phoebe finds him again in Munich several years later, 

“he pulled Phoebe to him, rocking her in arms whose feel was instantly familiar to 

her” (181). The repeated use of the verb “to rock” conveys a sense of affection, 

protection, and desire to soothe her sorrows.  

 

However, the invisible circus is not only that; it is also the deep bond that links Wolf 

and Faith, a relationship of painful adolescent love. Wolf tries to articulate this 

feeling to Phoebe: “I was in love with her […] Crazy about her, absolutely crazy. I 
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don’t expect I’ll ever, ever feel that way about someone again. Jesus God, I hope not” 

(205). Finally, the invisible circus is the special, invisible yet plainly evident 

connection that Faith and her father are sharing. As a kid, Phoebe observes her sister 

and her dad coming back from the beach, and comments: “they moved slowly 

through the bleached street light, wet hair gleaming. The sight was ghostly, 

dreamlike. They seemed to hold a secret knowledge between them” (312). 

 

1.7 Structural elements 
 

The novel has a rather traditional format; there are no radical structural innovations 

such as leaps into the future, or constant perspectival changes. However, it is 

possible to retrace some features that Egan will reuse and expand in her later novels, 

such as the numerous flashbacks, – which in this novel have an essential function, 

since it is only through plunging into the past that it is possible to find a sort of 

meaning in the present – the presence of unliterary genres (postcards, notes), and 

the employment of an authorial narrator. This last choice is especially worth-

pondering; all things considered, Egan could have opted also for a figural narration, 

since the events are for the most part told from Phoebe point of view, and her 

filtering perspective and experience are absolutely central – after all, this is a novel 

about Phoebe’s journey of self-discovery. It might be argued that Egan considered 

necessary the presence of an omniscient narrator because the book often concerns 

a time, a place and a story that Phoebe did not witness directly; she listens to several 

accounts of past times, but she will never belong completely in those moments. Thus, 

we might argue that the writer felt the need to rely on an authorial presence 

hovering in the background, a figure who provides explanations that Phoebe would 

not have been able to offer, and gives voice to the thoughts taking shape in the other 

characters’ mind, especially in Wolf’s.  

 

Stylistically speaking, the most striking section of the novel is Phoebe’s stream of 

consciousness after taking an acid tab in Paris. The passage is astonishing, 
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exhilarating – for she ends up smashing her head into a window – but painfully 

realistic at the same time: “I don’t want to die I don’t want to die I want everything 

back the way it was before I hate this please God if I can just come down please God 

if I can just have back what I had before. […] Whisk, wide, water, wattle, the wings 

of angels, the whiteness of feathers” (171). The sense of acute confusion conveyed 

by the chaotic and fragmented prose mirrors Phoebe’s deep physical and existential 

discomfort, at a point in the novel when she is still rather lost and desperately 

looking for answers.  

 

To sum up, Invisible Circus is perhaps not the most acclaimed or the most remarkable 

novel by Egan, but it works perfectly as a point of departure to investigate how her 

fictional territories have changed and evolved throughout the years. Unlike her 

following works, this one leaves the reader with the impression of not being as 

carefully designed as the others, and of being slightly naïve at times; and yet it is 

undoubtedly a promising debut novel, whose analysis sheds light on Egan’s way of 

proceeding and on the reasons behind the future directions that her fiction will take.  
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2. Look at Me 
 

 

2.1 General overview 
 

Jennifer Egan started working on her second novel in 1995; however, Look at Me 

was first published only in 2001. It is a long and ambitious novel, which brings 

together extremely diverse characters and touches on a wide variety of issues. Egan 

introduces and develops several narratives at the same time, including a model’s 

identity quest, the coming-of-age story of a teenager (and these two characters have 

the same name, Charlotte), the troubled life of a history professor, the adventures of 

a disguised terrorist. Once again, tracing back the purpose that Egan wished to 

achieve, or better the question that she actively addresses in this novel, is 

undoubtedly a crucial first step in the analysis of this work. Egan explained that she 

was consciously trying to explore “the image culture and some tensions and 

pressures” (Interview with Rose) that she was seeing at work in late 20th-century 

America. In particular, she reports that she found herself wondering what happens 

to one’s identity in our “strange culture of image and appearance” (Interview with 

Reilly). In a world where physical appearance and sexual allure seem to be of the 

utmost importance, Egan chose to take a closer look at the life of a model, whose job 

literally consists in exhibiting her body and being looked at. Moreover, the two most 

evident tensions that appear in the novel are certainly the issue of terrorism and the 

increasing presence of internet services in people’s lives.  

 

As far as the atmosphere 3  of the novel is concerned, Egan opted for a total 

immersion in the present; in fact, the book is set in the Nineties, but the precise year 

is not specified. In Chapter 2, the older Charlotte informs us that “it was almost a 

                                                             
3 This term, as we have already seen in Chapter 1, is repeatedly used by Egan to refer to time and 
place.  
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new year, 199– ”(Egan, Look At Me 364), and this vagueness seems to somehow 

parallel the constant lies that the model keeps on telling about her age. In fact, she 

confesses: “I’d allowed myself to age at approximately two-year intervals, so that 

now, at thirty-five, I was allegedly twenty-eight” (43). Her need to hide her real age, 

which has turned into a regular habit like any other, says a lot about Egan’s 

perception of aging in our contemporary world: in a society where being young and 

physically attractive are values of vital importance, people are ashamed of getting 

old. If we take into account the fashion business, this trend cannot but be 

exacerbated. At this point, it might be interesting to mention that Egan herself 

worked as a model for a brief time. This confirms the writer’s claims about the 

tenuous yet discernible connection between her works of fiction and her life:  

I am very bored when I start to touch on my own life, but it always sneaks 

upon me in my work. If I think I am working on that, I don’t want to work on 

it. I feel that terrible feeling of familiarity coming over me, a kind of dullness. 

It just feels not exciting. It doesn’t feel like an escape. And really this all is a 

huge escape for me. I just love the feeling of being in two worlds at once, my 

life and this other life. (Interview with Remnick) 

 

As for the place, the novel is set in two cities that have an evident connection with 

Egan’s life. Indeed, the book oscillates between two spatial poles, Rockford and New 

York. Egan’s mother comes from Rockford, and Egan explained her inclination 

towards this place in this way: “I became fascinated with some memories I had of it, 

not really personal memories but a sense of industrial decline. It’s a classic small 

American city that has really struggled since industry began moving overseas” 

(Interview with Rose). Egan transferred her interest in Rockford to one of the 

characters of the novel, Moose, who works on a multi-volumed history of this town 

                                                             
4 Quotations from Look at Me come from Corsair Edition, London, 2011. Otherwise stated, all 
quotations in this chapter will be taken from this book.  
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with an etiological purpose: “to discover what had gone wrong between its founding 

in 1834 and the present day” (72). Furthermore, the difficult relationship 

connecting Charlotte and Rockford, her hometown, is worth-mentioning, too. She 

feels a sort of repulsion for this place, to the point that she defines her identity in 

opposition to it: “Rockford, I now saw, was a city of losers. […] A place revered 

among mechanics for its universal joint was not a place where I could remain. This 

was clear to me at age twelve: the first clear notion of myself. I was not Rockford – I 

was its opposite, whatever it might be” (12-13). This book, however, situates itself 

at the “confluence of these two worlds, Rockford and New York” (Interview with 

Rose); and it could be argued that the preferential setting of Egan’s novels is in fact 

New York (the Big Apple is the predominant background in A Visit from the Goon 

Squad and Manhattan Beach, too).  

 

Consequently, the book presents a double setting; and the theme of the double is 

present at various levels, starting from the presence of two characters with the same 

name. As a matter of fact, Egan admitted that her works of fiction often involve two 

tales at once, and she speaks about a “binary world I seem to visit so often” 5 

(Interview with Reilly). The titles of the two sections in which the book is divided 

point to this idea of “doubleness”, too: “Double Life” and “The Mirrored Room”. 

Michael West, or Z, is the character most obviously having a double life, being a 

terrorist and a rather improvised math teacher at College. And this identity is just 

the last in a series of transformations that he underwent; Egan indeed informs us 

that “Michael West had done it more than once. There was a freshness in leaving 

behind one life for the next, a raw tingling sensation that was one step short of pain” 

(151).  However, this binarity is present also in the life of many other characters, 

such as in younger Charlotte’s. She has a secret relationship with an adult, whom she 

                                                             
5 It might be argued that the theme of double is indeed largely present also in Invisible Circus (two 
sisters being the protagonists of the book) and in The Keep, the only novel which won’t be covered 
in this thesis.  



32 
 

visits at night, and does not share much of what goes on in her life with her family. 

Concerning her reticence to speak, her mother remarks: “She’s completely closed,’ 

Ellen said. ‘She won’t talk to either one of us’ (73). Similarly, also Ricky, Charlotte’s 

little brother, is somehow leading a double life. In fact, on the one hand he is the 

“fragile kid” of has just recovered from a very serious illness: “Ricky had finished his 

three years of chemo last spring, and now she drove him to Chicago at the end of 

each month to be tested. She found it even more harrowing, this fledging state of 

health – so easily crushed. After a year, his chances would improve dramatically, but 

the year felt endless” (66). On the other hand, in the eyes of his peers he is the cool 

guy who hangs out with older boys: “Paul Lofgren, a senior, had decided this year 

that he and Ricky were bros, a mysterious grace that had befallen him for reasons 

Ricky didn’t analyze. And so he hung with these older kids now, Smashing Pumpkins 

on the boom box, the very air sweet and rare” (118). However, the list of the 

characters with a double life is certainly not over; we could include in it also 

Halliday, the private detective who has a problem with alcohol and suffers greatly 

because his wife doesn’t let him see his daughters, and Ellen, who has an 

extramarital affair, which she holds responsible for her child’s sickness. The 

narrator tells us that “Ellen became convinced that her badness with Gordon – their 

badness together – had made Ricky sick. If she hadn’t had the affair, her child would 

be well, not ‘well’ in the way he was now, well-for-the-moment-and-you-should-

thank-God-even-for-that; her child would be untouched” (220).  Finally, we could 

mention Irene, who pretends to be a reporter but in fact is a professor of 

comparative literature at university. The conversation between her and senior 

Charlotte, following Irene’s revelation of her true identity, is deeply interesting:  

‘I do understand,’ I said. ‘I understand that you’re exactly like everybody else. 

You lie, you say whatever you need to say, you’re one more calculating bitch 

in a world that’s full of them.’   ‘Like you?’ ‘Yeah, like me. The difference is, I 

don’t pretend to be anything else.’ ‘Neither do I!’ ‘You did! You do! Look at 

you, with your odd hair and your ripped hem and your genius husband who 
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can’t earn a dime. You come off like someone who could never tell a lie; the 

last Honest John left on earth.’ ‘You invented that person,’ she said angrily. 

‘That was never me.’ ‘I liked her better.’ ‘Then find someone else to play her,’ 

she said, standing up. ‘I’m done.’ (348-349) 

Here, Charlotte is paradoxically accusing Irene of not conforming to the narrative 

that she had created for her; in other words, she is blaming her for not living up to 

her own expectations. Charlotte is feeling frustrated and extremely disappointed 

because those elements that she had interpreted as straightforward signs of a 

certain kind of personality, ended up meaning absolutely nothing.   

 

2.2 The two Charlottes 
 

As in Invisible Circus, the protagonists of this novel are two female characters, a 

model in her mid-thirties and a sixteen-years-old teenager, who apparently do not 

have much in common, except for their unusual name and what Egan defines “a sort 

of directness that they both have, an inability to dissemble effectively” (Interview 

with Rose). And, indeed, this feature is present in the personality of both: in certain 

circumstances, they prove to be surprisingly frank and uninhibited. The younger 

Charlotte is the daughter of older Charlotte’s best friend in high school, Ellen. Their 

friendship had suddenly finished when a sexual encounter between the two had 

occurred; this event is narrated in detail in a long flashback at the beginning of the 

book. This memory dating back to Charlotte’s adolescence seems to be still 

extraordinarily vivid in her mind, probably because the end of this friendship caused 

her a lot of sufferance. Thinking back about the moment of their separation, she 

recalls: “it was a horrible summer, I had no other friends” (26). And it is precisely as 

a result of an intense curiosity – on the part of the older Charlotte – to see Ellen’s 

house now, and “to learn what it, and if possible she, had become” (28), that the 

meeting of the two Charlottes becomes possible. The model describes the girl as a 

“sadly average-looking girl with thin, drab hair and insect-like glasses on her face” 

(31). Despite the fact that she doesn’t look particularly attractive, and that the older 
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Charlotte appears to be almost disgusted by her insignificant appearance, the 

emotional response of the latter when they separate is worth considering:  

I was gripped by a jealousy so sharp and unexpected that it felt like sickness. 

I wanted that girl. She was mine, she should have been mine; even her name 

was mine. I wanted that house, that life; the kid with cancer – I wanted it. I 

wanted children, people around me. I wanted to send a young Charlotte into 

the world to live a different life from mine. (34) 

This reflection and articulation of a totally irrational feeling of jealousy says a lot 

about the deep dissatisfaction that the model feels for her life; it will be interesting 

to investigate further her character and the main traits of her personality, which 

Egan portrays accurately, also thanks to the choice of investing her of the role of 

first-person narrator for about half of the chapters.  

 

Charlotte is a model, and before the car accident that leads her to put into question 

everything she had always believed in, she carried her face “like a sign” (29), but not 

out of vanity, but rather “out of sheer practicality: here’s what I am” (30). These 

words suggest the existence of a perfect overlapping between one’s appearance and 

one’s essence. That is the reason why the accident represented such a turning point 

in Charlotte’s life; she had based her career – and not only her professional life, but 

her whole life –  on creating and selling her image. However, once her main 

“trademark” is gone forever, what remains? In other words, what becomes of one’s 

essential self once the surface is torn away? This book ponders over these questions 

carefully, turning out to be a thorough investigation of what identity is in modern-

times.  

 

The exploration of this topic starts at the very beginning of the book, which opens 

with Charlotte recalling the night of the accident, namely the event that threatens to 

undermine the model’s identity and her most deeply held beliefs about who she is:  
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After the accident, I became less visible. I don’t mean in the obvious sense 

that I went to fewer parties and retreated from general view. Or not just that. 

I mean that after the accident, I became more difficult to see. In my memory, 

the accident has acquired a harsh, dazzling beauty: white sunlight, a slow 

loop through space like being on the Tilt-A-Whirl (always a favorite of mine), 

feeling my body move faster than, and counter to, the vehicle containing it. 

Then a bright, splintering crack as I burst through the windshield into the 

open air, bloody and frightened and uncomprehending. The truth is that I 

don’t remember anything. The accident happened at night during an August 

downpour on a deserted stretch of highway through corn and soybean fields, 

a few miles outside Rockford, Illinois, my hometown. I hit the brakes and my 

face collided with the windshield, knocking me out instantly. Thus I was 

spared the adventure of my car veering off the tollway into a cornfield, rolling 

several times, bursting into flames and ultimately exploding. The air bags 

didn’t inflate; I could sue, of course, but since I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt, 

it’s probably a good thing they didn’t inflate, or I might have been 

decapitated, adding injury to insult, you might say. The shatterproof 

windshield did indeed hold fast upon its impact with my head, so although I 

broke virtually every bone in my face, I have almost no visible scars. I owe 

my life to what is known as a ‘Good Samaritan’, someone who pulled me out 

of my flaming wreck so promptly that only my hair was burned, someone 

who laid me gently on the perimeter of the cornfield, called an ambulance, 

described my location with some precision and then, with a self-effacement 

that strikes me as perverse, not to mention un-American, chose to slink 

anonymously rather than take credit for these sterling deeds. A motorist in a 

hurry, that sort of thing. The ambulance took me to Rockford Memorial 

Hospital, where I fell into the hands of Dr. Hans Fabermann, reconstructive 

surgeon extraordinaire. […] After twelve hours of surgery, during which 

eighty titanium screws were implanted in the crushed bones of my face to 
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connect and hold them together; after I’d been sliced from ear to ear over the 

crown of my head so Dr. Fabermann could peel down the skin from my 

forehead and reattach my cheekbones to my upper skull; after incisions were 

made inside my mouth so that he could connect my lower and upper jaws; 

after eleven days during which my sister fluttered by my hospital bed like a 

squeamish angel while her husband, Franck Jones, whom I loathed and who 

loathed me, stayed home with my two nieces and nephew – I was discharged 

from the hospital. (3-5) 

As has been already pointed out, this long quote is taken from the beginning of 

Chapter 1, exactly on the threshold of the novel; evidently, it is also the first time 

that readers hear Charlotte’s voice. Interestingly, the novel opens with the notion of 

visibility: Charlotte claims that after the accident she became “more difficult to see”. 

Obviously, this statement is rather problematic, and readers should be suspicious of 

the model’s way of interpreting reality. It could possibly mean that the car crash and 

its profound impact on her body and personality caused her to become less self-

confident, less eager to show off, inevitably leading her to reflect more and to direct 

her attention inward. These changes, consequently, created in her the impression of 

becoming less noticeable. Another striking feature of this section is the fact that 

Charlotte at first mentions the embellished and romanticized version of the accident 

that she has made up in her mind (“the accident has acquired a harsh, dazzling 

beauty); in these words, the readers will recognize the human tendency to 

embroider the story concerning a dramatic event, so as to turn it into a more 

bearable narrative.  Nevertheless, just a few lines below she deconstructs the initial 

narrative and admits forgetting everything. The brief description of the person who 

saved her life is worth-noting; she is at a loss to explain the mysterious conduct of 

this Good Samaritan, and wonders how it is possible for someone to not being 

interested in taking credit for performing such a brave and worthy action. She uses 

the term “self-effacement”, which accurately conveys the idea of a modest, reserved 

and ungraspable individual. Moreover, she adds that one wouldn’t expect this kind 



37 
 

of behavior from an American, thus indirectly telling us her perception of Americans 

as people who need to be constantly seen, recognized, and publicly appreciated for 

what they do 6 . Charlotte lingers on the details of her surgery (“eighty titanium 

screws”) with a sort of medical attention, as if she needed the reader to know exactly 

what she had to go through. The crude description that she gives (“I’d been sliced 

from ear to ear”), together with her blunt assertion in reference to her brother-in-

law, “Frank Jones, whom I loathed and who loathed me”, are straightforward 

examples of her above-mentioned directness and incapacity to simulate.  

 

When Egan wrote this opening section, she was not aware of how the story would 

unfold; she discovered only gradually where her narrative was headed. In fact, she 

observed that she started the book with the idea that our “strange culture of image 

and appearance destroys identity” (Interview with Reilly), but then her work ended 

up taking a completely unexpected direction, much more positive and encouraging. 

The author explained that through the writing of this novel she found out that 

“identity is a good deal stronger, that a human’s being private life, and personality, 

can never be simply eliminated” (Interview with Reilly). The end of the book mirrors 

very well this line of thinking, but this topic will be further explored later. 

 

By bringing together various consideration that Charlotte makes throughout the 

book, it would be possible to jot down a series of principles that make up her 

philosophy of life. The first of them could be rephrased as follow: never show your 

weaknesses, not even to your loved ones. Especially right after the operation, 

Charlotte is ashamed of her face to the point that she does not want to be seen even 

from part of her family – her nieces, her sister’s children – because she feels the need 

to live up to a certain image she invented for herself: “to them, I was Glamorous Aunt 

                                                             
6 Pluto, a homeless person that Charlotte meets after returning to New York, provides another 
memorable commentary on America: “I love America. I love this crazy damn country. Where else 
does such beautiful insanity enter the realm of the possible?” (343).  
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Charlotte, the fashion model whom they sometimes found grinning, hand on hip. […] 

But to my nieces, I embodied a mythical ascension” (14). Generally speaking, she 

believes that once she has been seen by someone in a state of weakness, that person 

will look at her through this lens for the rest of her life. For her, it is fundamental to 

appear always confident, healthy and strong, and it is strictly necessary to hide any 

sign of fragility; otherwise, she feels that she will be always looked at with 

commiseration and piety. Charlotte, in fact, declares that  

you have to resist. Because once they’ve seen you like this, once they’ve 

witnessed your dull, uneven hair and raspy voice, your hesitancy and 

cringing for love – the smell of your weakness! – they’ll never forget, and long 

after you’ve regained your vitality, after you yourself have forgotten your 

exhibits of your weakness, they’ll look at you and still see them (38). 

The second of her “cardinal rules” (40) is: never keep a bad picture of yourself. She 

motivates this principle with an elaborate clarification; bad photographs reveal the 

truth about how you look like, which is also “the light you wish never to be seen, and 

not only will they be found, if you keep them, but invariably by the single person in 

the world you least want to see you that way” (40). The life of the model seems to 

be geared towards the triumph of appearance, as authenticity and truth cannot but 

be ugly or full of flaws. The third of her life rules goes more or less in the same 

direction as the other two: “never let people see what you want” (46). To complete 

Charlotte’s portray, whom Egan defined as her opposite, since “she does the things 

a person like me might only think about doing” (Interview with Reilly), we should 

also mention her boldness with men, and her constant search for other people’s 

“shadow selves”. Shadow selves could be defined as the share of pain and unease 

that people bring with themselves, and which they try to hide behind a smile or a 

falsely happy look on their face. The model explains that the “apparent self” is the 

opposite of the shadow self, “that caricature that clings to each of us, revealing itself 

in odd moments when we laugh or fall still, staring brazenly from certain bad 

photographs” (42). However, these dark sides inevitably emerge when people drop 
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their guard, and Charlotte has become an expert in detecting them; she even defines 

her ability to spot them with the word “power”. Her abiding interest in this human 

tendency to wear a social mask derives from her firm conviction that everyone is “a 

liar, blah-blahing their way through life, pretending to be good and constant, to have 

and to hold and all that” (51-52). Egan mentioned that she incredibly enjoyed 

creating this character, and she went as far as to say that she “loved her so much. 

For a time I was like a parent who can’t recognize that her child is a spoiled brat. So 

in the end I really did rein her in. I knew she had unlikable qualities, but to me it was 

very clear why she was in a certain way heroic” (Interview with Reilly).  

 

2.3 The energy of logic  
 

In several of her interviews, Egan touches upon the fascinating concept of “the 

energy of logic”, which is worth-exploring especially in the context of this novel. 

Egan explains that “logic has its own energy. And I think if you follow that, you reach 

certain conclusions that often do mirror reality” (Interview with Remnick). In the 

case of Look at Me, she adds: “I was listening very carefully and very consciously to 

the Zeitgeist. Where do you find the Zeitgeist? It’s gut, instinct. I don’t go about it in 

a journalistic way at all. It’s just instinct, what seems interesting and relevant to me” 

(Interview with Rose). Hence, the energy of logic is strictly related to her intuitive 

drive, and it could be thought as a sort of underlying source of creativity, which 

writers are sometimes able to tap into. This connection with this deeper logic would 

allow them to think and produce works in accordance with the spirit of the time, and 

even to anticipate some future events that represent a natural and consistent 

evolution of the present situation.  

 

Indeed, in Look at Me Egan seemed to have almost imagined and predicted the 

advent of things that have happened not long after the publication of the book. The 

novel, in fact, came out almost concurrently with the 9/11 attacks, and surprisingly 

there are numerous similarities between the profile of the terrorists who carried out 
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the attacks and the character of Z. Referring to Z, Egan reported: “from the 

beginning, I knew I wanted to create a mysterious character – a chameleon, a 

cipherlike person, someone who seemed to be in two places at once – and gradually 

it became clear to me that this person would be a sociopath” (Interview with Reilly). 

Only in Chapter 15, Egan provides us with an exhaustive description of Z’s 

background and life trajectory, thus allowing the reader to piece together the 

information scattered across the rest of the novel. The description of its profile bears 

an uncanny resemblance with the news that television has got our contemporary 

world used to:  

he’s got this knack for languages, picks ‘em up like that, accents, jargon, 

dialects, the whole tamale, plus he hates – despises America. […] He’s part of 

an intelligence network, people who let’s just say our health and happiness 

aren’t real big on their priority list. But our guy gets restless fast, he’s got all 

this hate inside him and it’s eating up and he wants to do something. Wants 

action! (382) 

Egan decided to reveal also what we might call, using the model’s vocabulary, Z’s 

shadow self; in other words, there is a part of Z who sometimes regrets having 

chosen such a risky and unrewarding life: “Aziz did everything possible not to think 

of those people now, the lost ones he’d abandoned for the thrall of his rage, but 

occasionally a memory would flinch awake and startle him with its slice of pain, a 

glimpse, a blurred glimpse of some other life he’d once enjoyed” (441) . Z is then an 

individual with a rather complex psychology and not at all simpleminded, and Egan 

admitted feeling shocked at finding out that the character of Z had so much in 

common with the profile of the terrorists who perpetrated the 9/11 attacks. Just like 

Z, the minds behind the operations of 9/11 and the hijackers directly involved in the 

attacks were foreigners coming from the Middle East, who had abandoned their 

previous lives to devote themselves to a perceived higher cause. But above all, their 

organization was briskly efficient; they were extremely effective and competent in 

putting their plan into action. She explained that during the drafting of this book she 
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interviewed two FBI counterterrorism agents, hoping that they would give her some 

ideas to portray Z in a realistic way. Egan pointed out that their descriptions were 

useful but did not help her at all in conceiving the character himself: “They described 

terrorists as being really stupid, basically brain-dead drones […], and to be honest I 

worried about deviating from my FBI research. It was interesting to see in the 

aftermath of 9/11 that the FBI had really underestimated the terrorists” (Interview 

with Reilly).  In the Afterword section of Look at Me – in which the writer makes 

clear that when the terrorist attacks took place she had already completed the last 

revision of the novel – Egan stresses the fact that she worried a lot about Z’s 

credibility as a character; now, however, she is aware of the fact that it is almost 

impossible to read about him outside the context of September 11th. Finally, she 

pointedly remarks: “Had Look at Me been a work-in-progress last fall, I would have 

had to reconceive the novel in light of what happened. Instead, it remains an 

imaginative artifact of a more innocent time” (517). 

 

Egan has been able to see into the future also in another sense. In this book, Egan 

invented an internet service, called Ordinary People, eerily resembling social 

networks and reality television – which came on the scene not long after the 

publication of Look at Me. Ordinary People is an online personal space where a 

certain number of selected regular Americans share their desires, dreams, family 

pictures, health problems and even what they “ate for dinner last night” (246), in 

order to give the subscribers direct access to every aspect of their lives. 

Paradoxically, Thomas, the creator and CEO of this sort of private social network, 

explains that “authenticity is everything, here. We want to get people in their natural 

environments, doing exactly what they would normally do” (248). These words 

reveal a general failure to grasp that as soon as one’s life is completely exposed, 

authenticity inevitably is not there anymore. How can a life be lived at the fullest and 

at the same time being constantly shared on an internet platform? Egan seems to 

ponder these questions very carefully throughout this work of fiction. Later in the 
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novel, Thomas tries to give some advice to Charlotte and to Irene – who is helping 

her to write her life story for this online service, – thus revealing what are in his 

opinion the key elements to make this project successful. According to him, what is 

vitally important is how a story is told and interpreted, more than the actual 

development of events. Indeed, he observes: “I am not saying make anything up […], 

I am saying find the drama, find the beauty, find the tension and give it to us” (316). 

Another interesting aspect of his talk is that Thomas emphasizes the importance of 

coming up with a narrative in which events seem to follow a sort of logic, because if 

people can find meaning and sense in what they read – especially in the case of 

painful or tragic events – they will draw more pleasure from the story. Once again, 

it is more a matter of presenting things in a certain light than of merely reporting 

what has happened.  He highlights “we don’t want shit happens, we want shit 

happens for a reason. […] Again. I’m not saying make it up – I’m saying find the 

connections. Show us the buried logic” (317).  

 

Charlotte senior takes part in this project as an Extraordinary Person, which is an 

offshoot of Ordinary people involving “people who were undergoing unusual 

experiences” (249).  The main reason why she decided to accept the offer is worth-

considering, since it denotes a keen awareness on her part of what is the motivation 

that has often kept her going in her life, namely “exposure”. She calls it “the very 

thing I had craved since childhood, perhaps the only thing I had never tired of or 

ceased to love or changed my mind about” (256). Arguably, exposure is also the 

motivation behind her decision to pursue a model’s career in the first place; in a long 

flashback detailing the way she was scouted and her first impressions of her initial 

job experiences, she asserts: “Being observed felt like an action, the central action – 

the only one worth taking. Anything else I might attempt seemed passive, futile by 

comparison” (165). This desperate need of attracting other people’s attention is a 

personality trait that does not belong to Charlotte alone; the relentless pursuit of 

exposure is one of the “diseases” of our time, and the widespread use of internet 
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platforms contributes to intensifying this tendency. The idea expressed in the quote 

that something passive, such as being watched by someone, could turn into an 

action, therefore into an active process upon which the person observed has some 

kind of impact, deserves some attention. We could interpret this bewildering 

statement as follows: Charlotte was convinced that the only way for her to achieve 

fame, success and realization was to make herself as visible as possible and to 

always look at her best, as if her happiness and her fortune ultimately depended not 

on herself, but on the approval of those who have power and money. That is why 

being observed seemed to be the only action worth taking: the model felt that she 

was not in control of her existence, since the important decisions were always taken 

by those who were observing her and judging her suitability.  

 

However, events take an unexpected turn, and Charlotte is able to slowly move away 

from the obsessive desire to expose her body, her life, and to be looked and 

appreciated by other people. Especially in the last chapter, readers witness a radical 

change in Charlotte’s mentality. In concrete terms, this means that she resolves to 

sell her Identity Rights; this implies that the internet service continues to manage 

her profile without her presence or her intervention, and she is entirely free from 

all her duties. As a result of this decision, she is obliged to change her name and 

completely renounce to her previous life.  It is as if her fame and her total level of 

exposure made her realize that no matter how much her life had become “open-

access”, there was always some part of hers that remained hidden, inaccessible, and 

inexplicable in words. She expresses this recognition in a powerful way: “a chasm 

developed within me, a sinkhole of massive proportions dividing me from Charlotte 

Swenson. I was someone else” (511). And, surprisingly, this mysterious identity core 

turns out to be her truest self, and everything else – the Charlotte Swenson that the 

public knows and reads about –  appears now to her no more than a temporary 

illusion. She frees herself from the burden of trying to live up to the expectations of 

a fake identity that she had created for herself, “in whose skin I had lived for so long” 
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(510). Eventually, she decides to give up all the labels and definitions that she had 

carried throughout the years, to embrace a much simpler life – in the very last pages 

of the book, she points out that she’d rather not say very much about herself now, 

and declares, “when I breathe, the air feels good in my chest” (514). It is as if, 

somehow, she had switched from a deeply-rooted compulsion to be looked at – and 

her opinion of herself ultimately depended on what people thought of her 

appearance –  to an ability to look at herself as an outsider, and at the same time to 

direct her look inside, to her inner life. This change of perspective made her 

reconsider the pleasures of conducting a different kind of existence, more private 

and less exposed; one of her last reflection is especially worth-mentioning:  

Life can’t be sustained under the pressure of so many eyes. Even as we try to 

reveal the mystery to ourselves, to catch it unawares, expose its pulse and 

flinch and peristalsis, the truth has slipped away, burrowed further inside a 

dark, coiled privacy that replenishes itself like blood. It cannot be seen, much 

as one might wish to show it. It dies in the instant is it touched by light. (514) 

The final passage of the book marks a radical change in the model, which somehow 

mirrors Egan’s gradual shift of perspective concerning the modeling world and the 

television business. In fact, the writer commented that: “because of Look at Me, I 

came to realize that the images of these models are not real people – they’re the 

shells of real people. But the people themselves are still at large somewhere; they 

haven’t been erased. The last chapter is, of course, satiric, but in a way it’s a hopeful 

final thought – much more so than I would have imagined when I began the book” 

(Interview with Reilly).  

 

2.4 Moose and his vision 
 

We already partially covered some of the main threads of the book, which, as the 

title suggests, is largely focused on the sense of sight and on the importance that our 

contemporary society places on looking and on appearances. However, this topic – 

looking, being looked at –  needs to be investigated also in another sense, with 
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deeper implications. If thanks to Charlotte readers explore it on a more superficial 

level, it is through Moose that we embark on a more complex philosophical 

investigation of the sense of sight. Moose is Ellen’s brother, and younger Charlotte’s 

uncle. At the beginning of the book, the teenager expresses the wish to study with 

him (he is a teacher), and throughout the book there are several scenes in which we 

see Moose and his niece revise history together. It is undeniable that these weekly 

sessions have a positive influence on both of them. If when they started “her uncle 

remained awkward, aloof, rarely meeting Charlotte’s eyes” (107), “by October, they 

were able to engage in normal conversation” (109). Later in the novel, Moose even 

gives her a mysterious picture, which he is undoubtedly very fond of: “’Keep it,’ 

Moose said, nudging the picture toward Charlotte across his desk. ‘I want you to 

have it’. She frowned, not believing him. For as long as she’d known her uncle, he 

had carried that picture. ‘It’s yours,’ Moose said, and looked away. (236). Their 

relationship becomes more and more close and intimate, Charlotte starts to take his 

uncle’s opinion very seriously, and even to feel the presence of a significant 

connection and an inexplicable shared knowledge between them. In fact, we read:  

History was the idiom she and her uncle could speak. They joked and teased 

each other in history; they sparred, snapping it back and forth, or else let facts 

float between them desultorily, like sweet nothings. Moose challenged her, 

poking factual questions as if Charlotte’s mind might have wondered (which 

often it had), and she reassured him with facts applied gently, soothingly. […] 

Each Friday, when she appeared on his doorstep (she’d been coming on a 

weekly basis since January), a kind of stunned happiness would float across 

her uncle’s face, and Charlotte would feel a pulse of anticipation that made 

her head ache. (354-355) 

However, Moose’s formative influence on Charlotte goes beyond the sphere of a 

teacher-student interaction; he feels a sort of parental love for her niece: “he wanted 

to save her – save her from the blindness of the world. And now he was beset by the 
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obverse of his rage, an urge to sweep Charlotte into his arms and cleave to her, fend 

off those who might wish her harm” (359).  

But let us now resume Moose’s portrayal. His glory days as an attractive and carefree 

young guy – he’s portrayed as “one of those high school boys whose athletic and 

romantic feat inspire the teenage equivalent of epic poetry, recited longingly in their 

absence” (15) – have slipped away, and through a long flashback, readers learn 

about his troubled teaching experience at Yale and his period spent in a psychiatric 

unit and later in a federal prison. Eventually, Moose goes back to living in Rockford 

and starts teaching in college, while working on a history of his hometown at the 

same time. It is as if his deep fascination for the industrial age, which he sees as a 

sort of age of hope and purity that has been replaced by what he defines the rise of 

the “technological disaster” (67), and his need to make sense of this ineluctable 

transformation, mirrored somehow his own personal downward spiral.  

 

Moose argues that his life has undergone a fundamental shift when he has had a 

“vision” for the first time, and by vision he means a sort of philosophical way of 

interpreting reality that has stayed with him from that moment on. The power of 

that revelation has been so hard-hitting that he feels now irreparably divided from 

the other people; the vision “altered him internally” (482) and he argues that “once 

a person had witnessed the vision, that person’s life would be razed like a twig shack 

by its annihilating force (Moose knew, oh, yes), a juggernaut that was like a whale 

rearing up beneath a tiny raft and hurling its inhabitant, and the petty utensils he 

had foolishly believed could protect him, to the far corners of the earth” (138). This 

metaphor creates the impression of a transformative epiphany, which Moose has 

always tried to get across to his students – and to the younger Charlotte, his niece – 

but without much success. But what is the content of this vision, what 

incommensurable truth did Moose perceive and never recovered from? Moose 

encapsulates it in the expression: “we are what we see” (138). This assertion, which 

per se may seem rather neuter, has almost an apocalyptic significance to him. 
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Indeed, Moose is deeply convinced that “a terrible reversal was in progress, a 

technological disaster whereby the genius of the Industrial Revolution would be 

turned on people themselves; whereby human beings would be assembled from 

parts just as guns and boots and bicycles had been once” (67). And since we live in 

this reality, which he defines as a world remade by circuitry, namely “a world 

without history or context or meaning” (483), and because we are what we see, 

“such a world was certainly headed toward death” (483).  

 

Although Moose’s ideas may sound a little bit too far-fetched, all the more so given 

his life trajectory and his poor mental health, the premise that they originate from 

(we are what we see) is certainly worth some consideration. The fact that this notion 

is constantly repeated all over the novel, and especially its disguised presence in the 

epigraph of the book, may suggest that Egan to some extent shares this way of 

interpreting reality, too. As a matter of fact, the novel opens with the following 

quote, taken from Ulysses by James Joyce “we walk through ourselves, meeting 

robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love. But 

always meeting ourselves”. It could be argued that these words are expressing the 

same concept that obsesses Moose, though in a more elegant and metaphorical 

manner. Both Joyce and Moose are saying that what we consider to be the outside 

world, and the experiences that we go through, cannot but be a reflection and a 

projection of what we already are. Nothing is external to us, and if we are able to 

contemplate something, it is because this aspect is already present in us, in the form 

of a mysterious and hidden seed that sooner or later will find a way to grow and 

manifest itself. And this is valid for Moose, as well: he looks at the world and sees a 

bleak and inexorable decline taking place; however, it is pretty much clear that this 

is his personal way of interpreting reality and has little to do with how things really 

are.  He senses that “a headlong forward motion that was inherently catastrophic” 

(496) is happening, but this downward movement of destruction, this terrible truth 

that he grasped about where we are inevitably headed, concerns first and foremost 



48 
 

Moose himself, having little to do with the actual world. An evidence of that is the 

last scene of Part Two, in which we see him with his wife; we could observe that he 

finds a sort of redemption through her relationship with her. After a lengthy period 

in which there had been not much harmony and complicity between them, he tries 

to reestablish a connection with her, by proposing that they go on vacation to 

Hawaii. His wife accepts with pleasure, and Moose’s happiness at her response 

reverberates “around the world”, once again strengthening the deep connection 

between what we see and what we are: “But when Priscilla looked at him again, he 

saw renewal. Resurgence. A flame lightning her face. Faith returned to his wife like 

a soul reanimating a corpse. Moose sank back in his seat and shut his eyes. The world 

was saved, after all” (505-506).  

 

Nevertheless, the link between Look at Me and Ulysses by James Joyce is not only 

present at a content level; Egan tried to recreate Ulysses’ “breathtaking simultaneity” 

(Interview with Reilly) and “multiexperiential quality in a linear form” (Interview 

with Reilly) towards the end of her novel, when Charlotte’s reenactment of her final 

accident is interwoven with Moose’s journey to Chicago. She explained that this part 

of the book “was written the way it reads now, with everything […] occurring 

simultaneously” (Interview with Reilly), and in fact this convergence of storylines 

ends up being an extremely interesting section, for Egan manages to switch from 

one setting to the other in an organic and fluid way, which has a cinematic quality to 

it. In addition, on a formal level this section is composed of intersected moments, 

and this conveys the ideas that the different threads of the book are all meeting in 

one point; however, this convergence is not only present at the level of form and 

style, but also affects the development of the narrative trajectory. In fact, at this 

point in the story there happens also a confluence at the level of the plot: the two 

Charlottes, as well as Ellen and Charlotte senior, meet each other again; furthermore, 

readers finally learn what happened the night of the car accident, and Moose comes 

to terms with himself and vision, thus finding a sort of way out of his gloominess. 



49 
 

2.5 Stylistic and narratological choices 
 

As far as Egan’s formal choices are concerned, we could argue that this book is 

situated perfectly half-way between Invisible Circus and A Visit from the Goon Squad. 

Indeed, it presents many innovative aspects, but it is not as experimental as her 

Pulitzer Prize-winning work is. One initial striking feature of Look at Me is the 

constant presence of different literary genres: apart from some e-mails written by 

Moose, Part One of the novel, “Double Life”, is interspersed at irregular intervals 

with passages of Rockford’s history, mainly written by Charlotte in the form of a 

school essay assigned by Moose. In part Two, “The Mirrored Room”, Egan decided 

to include the transcription of Charlotte’s life story assembled by Irene for 

Extraordinary People. The style of these sections is highly interesting; its sentences 

are extremely short and concise, and the syntax is mainly paratactic. These choices 

stem from the need for these passages to be catchy and as immediate and swift as 

possible; they try to imitate the style of a friendly conversation and resemble more 

spoken language rather than a written text. An example that well represents these 

stylistic choices could be the following extract, which chronicles the night of Z and 

Charlotte’s disastrous drive to Rockford in an almost telegraphic fashion:  

The trip began spontaneously. ‘Do you have a car’? Z asked. It was late at 

night. We were in a club. He was talking from one corner of his mouth, looking 

somewhere else. Pretending not to know me. I do, I told him. It was an 

excellent car. New. A blue BMW convertible. Extracting it from the parking 

garage of my building at that hour was not easy. I feigned an emergency. 

Thrust a massive tip at the sleepy attendant. Z and I got in laughing. The sheer 

adventure of it. (457) 

 

As far as the narratorial choices are concerned, approximately half of the book is 

written using a first-person narrator (always Charlotte senior); in the other half we 

find a third-person authorial narrator, with numerous changes of point of view even 

within the same chapter. Two chapters (13 and 19) see a shift from third-person 
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narration to Charlotte talking in first person. What could be the reason behind this 

constant fluctuation between a first-person and a third-person narrator? 

Considering also the structure of her other works of fiction, it might be argued that 

Egan generally tends to prefer the employment of authorial narrators. In this 

respect, she pointed out on several occasions that she regularly draws inspiration 

from 19th century novelists and in a recent interview in Venice, she commented: 

“19th century fiction throughout the world is a real source of joy for me: I just love 

those long books, I love the impact of serialization on those narratives; they are so 

inclusive, and in a way very experimental, more than, at least in America, we give 

them credit for” (Interview with Masiero). Indeed, Look at Me shares most of these 

features, being innovative but at the same time omni-comprehensive; in other 

words, it is a work of considerable length, which explores in depth several 

interrelated storyworlds and the characters inhabiting those fictional spaces, just as 

Victorian writers would do.  

 

However, this explanation accounts for Egan’s decisions only partially: how comes 

we find also a first-person narrator, then? The reason might be simply that Charlotte 

senior, as Egan has reported, was the first character that came to her mind in the 

process of elaborating the material for her novel. Moreover, as we have already 

mentioned earlier, the writer was so intrigued by her personality that she wished to 

let her speak directly, fully embracing her way of interpreting reality. Egan 

persistently repeats that “in fiction, I am interested in exploring points of view that 

are different from my own” (Interview with Messud), and, in the specific case of this 

novel, she also added: “it’s the imaginative leap that I love, the leap away from my 

own life, and inclinations, and moral structure” (Interview with Reilly).  The 

introduction of a third-person narratorial lens would have inevitably undermined 

the complexity and the vividness of her character, whose voice and unconventional 

outlook on life arguably represents one of the greatest pleasures deriving from 

reading Look at Me.  
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Since this analysis was mainly focused on Charlotte and Moose, and on looking and 

the sense of sight as the main fil rouge of the book, it might be interesting to move 

on to the close-reading of two excerpts that well exemplify these features. The first 

passage is taken from Chapter 2; Charlotte is back to New York City, after having 

spent her recovery from the accident in Rockford. After approximately one month 

spent alone, she decides to resume her previous social life, and goes out for lunch 

with Oscar, her booker. They meet at a restaurant run by a friend of hers, who 

happens to be a model, too. The extract begins with Charlotte looking around and 

recognizing familiar faces:  

Each one of these people looked at me in the particular way people do inside 

the fashion world: a quick, ravenous glance that demands beauty or power as 

its immediate reward. And then they looked away, as if what they had seen 

were not just unfamiliar, but without possibility. I ordered a vodka martini 

and lit a cigarette. The waiter came and asked me not to smoke. Oscar kissed 

me hello on both cheeks and slid into the booth, sitting at such an angle that 

we weren’t facing each other directly. Oscar was the only black man I’d ever 

seen who truly looked as if he’d been raised by East Coast bluebloods. Anyone 

can wear J. Crew, of course; what set Oscar apart was the disregard with 

which he wore far more expensive clothes – rumpled blazers, shoes without 

socks, cashmere slacks – all of which managed to suggest a lifetime of money. 

This was a triumph of pure self-invention. Oscar had begun his life as 

someone else, but who that was seemed impolite to ask, when Oscar had 

taken such pains to efface him. The only clues I had were two thick scars on 

his left forearm, a tinge of a Caribbean accent (audible when he was tired) 

and, of course, his shadow self. (41-42) 

The first lines of this quote are especially noteworthy; Charlotte’s brief description 

of the way people look at one another could be regarded as a very effective concrete 

example of what the fashion world is all about and what are the values that it fosters. 

What counts is either “beauty” or “power”, and nothing really matters except that; if 
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one does not display one of these features, he or she will be duly ignored. What is 

also interesting about this extract is the concept of self-invention, which Charlotte 

applies to Oscar. Oscar may remind the reader of the myth of the self-made man: we 

could guess that he originally came from a disadvantaged background, but against 

all odds managed to climb up the social ladder and become successful, thus creating 

a new identity for himself. Charlotte’s consideration is quite remarkable: everything 

about him suggests “a lifetime of money”. The idea of self-invention, namely of 

constructing a new and more appealing identity for oneself, is a recurring topic in 

Look at Me, which indeed has been defined a “stunningly written exploration of the 

American obsession with self-invention” by the New Yorker. However, Charlotte 

points out that it is not possible to completely hide one’s real self; besides, she seems 

to be almost obsessed with spotting those details (such as the scars or the Caribbean 

accent) that reveal one’s weaknesses and disclose what lies beyond surface 

appearances.  

 

The other passage that will be briefly examined is taken from Chapter Six; once 

again, it is largely focused on the notion of looking. This time we have an instance of 

a section narrated through a third-person narrator, who gives us insights into 

Moose’s speculations: 

It transfixed Moose to imagine those early years of quickening sight made 

possible by the proliferation of clear glass (perfected in Murano, circa 1300) 

– mirrors, spectacles, windows – light everywhere so suddenly, showing up 

the dirt and dust and crud that had gone unremarked for centuries. But surely 

the most shocking revelation had been people’s own physicality, their 

outward selves blinking strangely back at them from mirrors – this is what I 

look like; this is what other people see when they look at me – Lacan’s mirror 

phase wrought large upon whole villages, whole cultures! And yet, as was the 

case with nearly every phenomenon Moose observed (his own life foremost), 

a second transformation followed the first and reversed all of its gains, for 
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now the world’s blindness exceeded that of medieval times before clear glass, 

except that the present blindness came from too much sight, appearances 

disjointed from anything real, afloat upon nothing, in the service of nothing, 

cut off from every source of blood and life. (135) 

Moose is here talking about two fundamental transformations that according to him 

took place in human history, and both of them happen to be connected to the sense 

of sight. The invention of glass, mirrors and other reflective surfaces marked a first 

radical change, since people moved from being completely unaware of their 

“outward selves” to being able to objectify and perceive themselves from the outside 

– and Moose interestingly compares this shift to an extensive and widespread 

Lacan’s mirror phase. Whereas the second major change occurred when people 

started to rely too much on images, and to consider the reflection of reality to be 

more authentic and valuable than reality itself. This transformation, in Moose’s 

view, led to an even deeper form of blindness. Even though it is Moose who makes 

these observations, and they concern primarily his experience and his way of 

perceiving reality, readers inevitably find a connection with the other narrative 

threads of the novel, and especially with the exploration of the fashion world. It is 

worth noting that the narrator specifies in brackets that Moose’s primary subject of 

study is his own life; this clarification confirms the accuracy of our previous 

considerations regarding this character and the credibility of his vision.  

 

This chapter inevitably did not cover all the points raised by Look at Me; as we have 

already pointed out at the beginning of this analysis, it is a lengthy novel putting 

forward a large number of ideas for consideration. However, these few pages 

examined the most salient aspects of this novel, hopefully forming the appropriate 

background to understand and conceive organically the future developments of 

Egan’s narrative world, namely A Visit from the Goon Squad and Manhattan Beach. 
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3. A Visit from the Goon Squad  
 

 

3.1 Genesis of the book 
 

A Visit from the Goon Squad (2011) is made up of an intertwined collection of stories 

whose characters are all connected to Bennie Salazar, a former punk rocker and 

record executive, and Sasha, his assistant. Egan emphasized in many of her 

interviews that this novel represented a detour, or rather a pleasant way to avoid 

working on Manhattan Beach, whose process of writing has not always been smooth 

and easy. During an interview given at the Toronto Public library, she defined this 

book as an “epiphenomenon” of Manhattan Beach, and she observed that it was 

profoundly influenced by the research that she was carrying out for that book. It 

might be interesting to keep in mind that this book originated almost accidentally 

from the drafting of a completely different work; furthermore, it somehow 

responded to the need of writing something effortless and entertaining, and to the 

wish to postpone working on a much demanding novel. It turned out that what 

began as an amusing and casual diversion ended up becoming Egan’s most 

acclaimed novel. A Visit from the Goon Squad won a Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 2011, 

and received innumerable enthusiastic reviews, among which the following one is 

perhaps worth-mentioning: “If Jennifer Egan is our reward for living through the 

self-conscious gimmicks and ironic claptrap of postmodernism, then it was all 

worthwhile” (Charles). In this chapter, we will try to understand what the major 

strong points of this book are and why it was so widely appreciated.  

 

As Egan points out every time she seeks to illustrate her creative process, her books 

begin with a compelling sense of time and place. It might be argued, however, that 

this novel slightly deviates from this pattern. In fact, the book is constantly moving 

backwards and forwards in time, and it is almost impossible to identify a precise 

temporal center; some chapters are set in the late 70s, some others in the 2000s, 
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and there are also countless leaps into the future. As far as the place is concerned, 

there is a certain degree of vagueness as well, since several locations appear 

throughout the novel: New York, San Francisco, Kenya, Naples, the Californian 

desert.  The absence of stable spatiotemporal coordinates and the consequent 

presence of numerous “atmospheres” may be connected to how the book initially 

came to be; when she started it, she was not aware at all that she was going to write 

a new book. As a matter of fact, Egan explained that A Visit from the Goon Squad 

began as a free-standing short story; at a later stage, since she realized she wished 

to follow some of the characters she had encountered in that first story, she decided 

that it would become a trilogy of stories, and finally she ended up writing an entire 

book. This consideration leads us to an unavoidable question: are we dealing with a 

novel or a short story collection? The New York Times defined this book a “tough, 

uncategorizable work of fiction” (Maslin). Egan herself seems not to be completely 

sure of the answer and observes: “I am still reluctant to use the word “novel” when 

I talk about the book. It’s not even on the cover, because I was not sure it would fulfill 

people’s expectations. It might cause people to dislike it” (Interview with Weisberg). 

Yet, on another occasion the writer declared that even though the thirteen chapters 

that compose this book are extremely different, “they all combine into one story. […] 

Each chapter sounds different, and the fun consists in having these different sounds 

collide together into one story” (Interview with Authors@Google). Thus, we might 

conclude that although A Visit from the Goon Squad is not a conventional novel, with 

a linear development and a traditional structure, it is nevertheless “one”. 

Considering this book to be only the juxtaposition of interlocking stories concerning 

a wide range of characters would mean ignoring the deep organic and unitary force 

behind this book, which remains intact, regardless of its fragmented form.  

Before moving on to the next section, it might be interesting to recall the three 

principles that guided Egan in the writing of this book:  

• each chapter would be about a different person 

• each chapter has to have a different mood, tone and feel 
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• each chapter would stand completely on its own 

Egan explained that she came up with these three rules because she wanted each 

chapter “to have his pleasures and payoffs” (Interview with Weisberg), and because 

she was keenly aware of the disadvantages resulting from the lack of a leading 

center: “you lose a lot when you give up the central orientation of a novel, there is a 

danger of fragmentation and lack of momentum, you’re asking readers to start all 

over again every time” (Interview with Weisberg). 

 

3.2 Mix of genres 
 

The discussion concerning the narrative genre of A Visit from the Goon Squad, and 

its problematic collocation in between a novel and a short story collection, triggers 

a more general reflection on the different genres – often allegedly unliterary ones – 

appearing in the book. Chapter 9 is a newspaper report, chapter 12 is a Power point 

presentation, and along the book we find newspaper headlines and text messages; 

finally, the structure of the book mirrors the organization of a music album (Part A 

and part B). Due to this highly experimental combination of genres, the book has 

been defined a “postmodern pastiche” (Cowart 243).  Duerre Humann notices that 

“Egan, however, not only plays with narrative time in A Visit from the Goon Squad, 

but the experiments with genre, as well, ultimately presenting within the novel a 

pastiche of literary forms” (Duerre Humann 90). Egan herself offers to her readers 

an explanation for her decision to combine different genres and narrative styles: 

“My goal is always to make incompatible things coexist. If I can do that effectively, 

there is a kind of power in that. If something can be itself and the opposite at the 

same time, that is when I am happiest. This genre collision is probably the point of 

contact between Manhattan Beach and A Visit from the Goon Squad” (Interview with 

Burns). Genre collision is precisely the key word here; Egan seems to be saying that 

if she feels that a section of a novel would gain something by being narrated through 

a different generic lens, she will move in that direction, regardless of how that choice 
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may seem unwise or risky at first sight. In her view, it is precisely in the innovation 

and in the juxtaposition of something that has never been combined before that the 

pleasure of writing resides. Later in the chapter, we will analyze more specifically 

the Power Point chapter, given the significant function it fulfills in the novel.  

 

However, in this book it is possible to recognize not only a genre clash, but also a 

fusion of narrating styles and tones. All the different narrators and all the voices 

following one another in the novel come with their own vocabulary, their own way 

of articulating words, and their personal way of filtrating and interpreting reality. 

Egan seems to have forfeited her authorial role, and Barthes’ description of the 

modern text – from which the Author has been removed, for the benefit of the reader 

– fits perfectly well Egan’s work “the text is not a line of words releasing a single 

'theological' meaning (the 'message' of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional 

space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash” (Barthes 

146). 

 

3.3 Themes of the novel 
3.3.1 Time 

As mentioned earlier, Egan tends to start her books with what she calls an “abstract 

idea or question” (Interview with Messud), in other words with a curiosity about a 

specific topic. In the case of this novel, Egan was interested in finding a way to write 

about time and the music industry. The book alludes to time already in the title, even 

though the reference will be made clear only later in the novel. In an interview with 

The Daily Beast, Egan reflects:  

‘Who is the goon? I liked the sense that there were many answers. And then 

I found myself writing ‘Time is a goon, and realized that of course that’s true 

– time is the stealth goon, the one you ignore because you are so busy 

worrying about the goons right in front of you. (Interview with Ciabattari) 
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Uncovering the reasons behind her desire to make time the major subject of this 

book is particularly interesting. In an interview for Harvard University, she stated 

that she had been rereading Proust, and this made her realize that she wanted “to 

write a book about time. It’s the perfect subject, because it is the ingredient that 

makes the novel form possible. In a way, every book is a book about time passing. 

How pure and wonderful to make time your subject” (Interview with Messud). So, 

Proust inspired Egan to tackle the issue of time, −  and, in fact, she chose two quotes 

from In Search of Lost Time as the book’s epigraph − but she felt that she needed to 

find a new and contemporary way to approach this topic. Furthermore, she wanted 

to distance this book from Invisible Circus, in the sense that she wanted to avoid 

nostalgia: “My first novel is very much about nostalgia, a longing for a time that one 

hasn’t experienced. […] I was determined not to agree on what the present is, and 

what the past is, and to look at how these layers of experience work in our memories 

and imagination” (Interview with Burns). This last observation points to the fact 

that time is not here regarded as an entity per se, disjointed from human experience; 

Egan explores the question of what the passage of time means in people’s lives, how 

people make sense of it and deal with it in their everyday life.  However, the fact that 

the point of departure for the novel is a question does not imply that readers should 

expect to find any clear answers in it.  Cowart argues that as opposed to the novels 

by Woolf or Joyce, or the poems by Pound or Williams Carlos Williams, Egan’s work 

does not arrive at a larger meaning: “the novel offers no solution to the central 

mystery of time’s arrow – or to the meaning of life in thrall of time. No “supreme 

fiction” of time and consciousness presents itself. Egan’s characters merely struggle 

to remember the past – and to reconcile themselves to the disappearance of their 

youth” (Cowart 249).  

 

Even though the idea that time is a goon is stressed throughout the whole book, still 

there remains a certain ambiguity around it. Time is not only a synonym of decline 

and deterioration, and Egan has tried to articulate the ambivalent nature of time in 
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this way: “The paradox of time is that it is always both: a cathartic healer of wounds 

and a constant reminder of what is lost and can’t return” (Interview with Burns). At 

times, the book seems to simply acknowledge the fact that time passes, without 

taking a position in one sense or the other. This happens for instance in the case of 

Kitty Jackson, who thinks about what the future may have in store for her: “’I wonder 

that all the time – what will happen next,’ Kitty said. ‘Sometimes I imagine myself 

looking back on right now, and I think, like, where will I be standing when I look 

back? Will right now look like the beginning of a great life…or what?’” (182) 

 

A perfect example of how sometimes time can solve problems, and even cause a 

positive and unexpected reversal of a situation, concerns Sasha’s accomplishments 

as far as her kleptomaniac tendencies are concerned. In chapter 12, we learn that 

Sasha managed to transform her compulsion to steal objects into artistic creativity. 

Allison, her daughter, explains that her mother took up the hobby of making 

collages, and “she uses found objects. She says they’re precious because they’re 

causal and meaningless. But they tell the whole story if you really look” (Egan, A Visit 

from the Goon Squad 2737). What is also interesting about this passage is the fact 

that Allison interprets her mother’s entertainment merely as an artistic expression. 

Indeed, the kid calls them “found objects”, when in fact readers are fully aware that 

the items that she uses have been stolen. However, from Sasha’s point of view, this 

new hobby has a much deeper significance; it is as though Sasha, besides creating 

art, were also giving shape to a new name and a different – and obviously less 

problematic – identity for herself. This extract, then, hints at Sasha’s narrative 

trajectory and transformation from kleptomaniac to artist; and this change is 

curiously presented through the eyes of her daughter, who cannot but view her 

mother’s hobby from her partial and limited perspective.  

 

                                                             
7 Quotations from A Visit from the Goon Squad come from Corsair Edition, London, 2011. Otherwise 
stated, all quotations from this chapter will be taken from this book.  
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3.3.2 Technology 

One important thread of the book concerns the impact of technology on creative 

artistry, and on people’s lives in general. This topic is explored already in Chapter 1; 

Bennie rails against the negative effects of digitalization, which “sucked the life out 

of everything that got smeared through its microscopic mesh. Film, photography, 

music: dead. An aesthetic holocaust!” (24). In “Pure Language”, the novel’s closing 

chapter set in the 2020s, Egan touches on the issue of digitalization more 

extensively, and “projects current trends in marketing and music into the future to 

envisage a society of comprehensive consumer and state surveillance” (Johnston 

168). We could even go as far as saying that Egan crafts a sort of dystopian future, 

where children interact with technology at a surprisingly early age – even though, 

ironically, “Rebecca and Alex had agreed that she should not until age five” (320) –  

and where the new generations use what Egan ironically designates the “pure 

language” of marketing and profiling. Lulu, Bennie’s new assistant, well represents 

these future trends, and the narrator describes her as a “living embodiment of the 

new ‘handset employee’: paperless, deskless, commuteless, and theoretically 

omnipresent” (325). As Johnston observes, though, “Egan mockingly portrays Lulu 

as a disciple of this thinking the same way that she portrays the novel’s other 

graduate student, Mindy, as a disciple of structural anthropology” (Johnston 162).  

 

Since increasing digitalization is a recurrent theme in Egan’s novel, she is often 

asked about her own relationship with technology. Her answers are often 

ambiguous, and rather pessimistic: “I am afraid of it, because I don’t know how to 

use it. I am afraid of its implications, and of the fact that it will make the world worse. 

There is this sense of hurdling forward, and technology is moving so fast that 

everyone feels old” (Interview with Authors@Google). As far as A Visit from the Goon 

Squad is concerned, she explains: “I think what drew me into that world now was 

partly a nostalgic sense that it’s changing irreparably in our digital times, and a 

desire to honor that change, or acknowledge it, and also to use it as a way of looking 
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at cultural change generally, in response to technology” (Interview with Ciabattari). 

Hence, this last chapter seems to somehow reflect Egan’s anxiety about technology, 

and her preoccupations related to the unpredictable and rapid changes brought 

about by digital developments. Perhaps, the writer tackled this issue also out of a 

more or less conscious desire to make her readers reflect on the possible outcomes 

of relying too much on technology, and to caution them against its potential negative 

repercussions. This consideration springs from a statement made by Egan herself:  

There is always some hope of impacting the way people think, and that is 

what makes writing so thrilling for me. There is a sense of urgency about it, a 

sense that this somehow really matters. The hope is that the book ends up 

staying in people’s mind, and that they think of it afterwards. Of course, I 

want the reading to be enjoyable, but I want to leave the reader with 

something that lasts. There is the hope that it will have an effect on how 

people think. (Interview with Rose) 

   

3.4 Multiplicity of narrators and points of view  
 

A Visit from the Goon Squad is a multi-perspectival novel, since different narrators 

are in charge of different sections. There seem to be no clear pattern as far as the 

choices of the narrating voice or the focalizer are concerned, and the author 

apparently presents herself as an uninfluential entity who has not taken any 

conscious decisions; indeed, there is no reader-friendly guide helping us to sort out 

this intricate plot and turn it into an actual storyline. The novel often presents itself 

as almost shape-shifting, and consequently the reading experience is fragmented 

and disorienting, for the reader is entirely responsible for the meaning creation 

process and the retrospective piecing together of the events. In this respect, Duerre 

Humann argues that “only through understanding this psychoanalytic concept of 

afterwardness […] readers are able to reconstruct the events of the novel into a 

coherent narrative” (Duerre Human 85). The idea of afterwardness could be defined 

as a “mode of belated understanding or retroactive attribution” (De Lauretis 118) 



63 
 

and refers to the necessary meaning construction procedure that readers have to 

carry out, in other words the reordering operation whose point of departure are the 

events of the novel and whose point of arrival is a coherent and purposeful 

narrative.  Though this scholar’s view is certainly intriguing, it could be added that 

the employment of this psychoanalytic concept is not strictly necessary; after all, we 

are only trying to explain a frequent and automatic cognitive process that is familiar 

to everybody, consisting indeed in the belated attribution of meaning to our 

experiences.  

 

The book comprises a series of intertwined stories set in a sort of polyphonic 

fictional world; in every new chapter we become acquainted with new characters, 

and the relations between them and the previous ones are not immediately evident; 

so, readers need to wait for the connections to gradually surface. The following is a 

schema of the extremely heterogeneous narratological decisions taken by Egan: 

• Authorial narrator: chapters 2, 4, 7 

• First person narrator: chapters 3, 5,6 

• Second person narrator: chapter 10 

• Figural narrator: chapters 1, 8, 11, 13 

Funk suggests that “this variety of form is representative of Egan’s (authentic) 

narrative approach, i.e. to present human existence as a heap of broken stories, 

without an ordering, authoritative instance to guide the reader through the 

incongruity of this mortal coil” (Funk 50). And, indeed, the fact that the book appears 

almost formless, and presents a significant chronological and perspectival jumbling, 

cannot but remind us of the typical traits of numerous postmodern novels. However, 

claiming that these authorial choices mirror a precise philosophical view of the 

world on the author’s part might be a little bit far-fetched, considering the radically 

different structure of other novels by Egan, but also the way in which she describes 

her writing process. She claims that her choices concerning the narrating voice and 
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the point of view are extremely instinctive, and often result from a cost-benefit 

analysis: “In the course of revising, I try to figure out what works and what doesn’t. 

With points of view, it’s a cost-benefit analysis. You lose something, you ask readers 

to make a switch, you change gears, and what are you going to give the reader in 

return for that? If the answer is not that much, or things that we already know, then 

it shouldn’t be there” (Interview with Masiero). On another occasion, Egan explained 

that for herself she does not “really use terms like voice, perspective, description, 

point of view. There is something artificial in separating those elements of craft from 

each other, because in reality/ fiction they interact as systems in a living organism 

and they work together to animate the writing” (Interview for the Center for 

Fiction). These words clarify that Egan sees her writing procedure as an extremely 

organic and fluid process, and not as the product of a series of predetermined 

decisions aimed at producing a specific effect or at surprising the reader. The goal 

of her activity is always to serve a story at best, and to please herself and the readers; 

the stylistic and narratological decisions stem precisely from this higher purpose. 

Bearing this in mind, we won’t dwell too much on the reasons why she opted for a 

certain narrator or another; attempting to find a reason for every step she took in 

the creation of her book might be rather misleading, considering the extent to which 

Egan relies on her unconscious and her intuition.  

 

Nevertheless, it could be interesting to carry out a general evaluation of the function 

of the chapters presenting an authorial voice. Chapter 2, “The Gold Cure”, is the only 

chapter in which we see Bennie and Sasha together; in the final paragraph, perhaps 

not by chance, they say goodbye to each other, and for the readers that farewell will 

turn out to be definitive. Chapter 4 and Chapter 7 are two of the longest chapters of 

the book, and the only ones to be subdivided in sections (though the sections of 

Chapter 4 have a title, while the ones in Chapter 7 are only numbered). It is difficult, 

and perhaps not of much help, to find a satisfactory explanation for the presence of 

an authorial narrator in these chapters and not in others. However, we could 
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conclude that the three of them are rather important segments of the book, which 

can be singled out for a reason or another, and their being narrated from an 

omniscient narrator makes them even more recognizable.  

 

Furthermore, we could even argue that these chapter paradoxically amplify the 

overall sense of fragmentation conveyed by the book. In fact, they completely fall 

short of readers’ expectations; usually, authorial narrators are reader-friendly, 

provide the readers with definite spatial and temporal coordinates and help them to 

acquire an understanding of the book as a whole. These chapters, however, don’t 

seem to have any of these features.  The beginning of Chapter 7 is a good illustration 

of how this ostensibly omniscient narrator fails to fulfil his usual role: “Stephanie 

and Bennie had lived in Crandale a year before they were invited to a party. It wasn’t 

a place that warmed easily to stranger. They’d known that going in and hadn’t cared” 

(117). Readers are almost thrown into the story, they are not guided and supported 

at the threshold of a new section of the novel; it is their job to find out when these 

events are taking place, and their relevance in the context of the novel. 

Consequently, this authorial narrator doesn’t seem to bother to take on himself 

expositional tasks, as one would expect him to. Hence, the fact that even the 

authorial voice is helpless before the fragmentation of the book, being incapable of 

resolving its inherent discontinuity by giving clear narrative points of reference, 

ends up enhancing the novel’s deep fragmentariness.  

 

3.5 Characters of the book  
 

 We are not dealing with a traditional novel, where we follow the protagonist/s’ 

vicissitudes for a certain period of time. However, Bennie and Sasha – curiously, 

Egan discovered only afterwards that both these names are nicknames for 

Alexander, in Russian – constitute a sort of decentered center, since they keep on 

appearing throughout the whole novel, forming a sort of fil rouge in the middle of a 

series of seemingly disconnected events and occurrences. In fact, the various 
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chapters in the book all revolve around a constellation of characters that have some 

sort of connection (a professional, familiar, sentimental, or amical relationship) with 

them.  There seem to be no precise motivation behind the decision to take a closer 

look at some episodes in the life of one or the other character. Some characters who 

seem to have a certain importance end up disappearing completely from the novel, 

and some peripheral figures take the lead in the narration; the book is constantly 

fluctuating between threads left suspended, and seemingly marginal connections 

that expand into a story. Egan declared that “what has led me through the writing of 

this book was curiosity, this is what led me from one thing to the next. I felt that had 

to be my guiding principle, and not any notion about chronology” (Interview with 

Weisberg). In another interview, she elaborates further on this idea: “I ended up 

ordering the chapters more intuitively, using a completely different principle: Who’s 

the person you’ve glimpsed from the corner of your eye in this chapter, and would 

be surprised and interested to find is the subject of the next chapter?” (Interview 

with Ciabattari).  Curiosity was her main guideline, but we are not dealing with a 

general curiosity that involves the mere development of the plot; on the contrary, it 

is mostly related to the impact of the passing of time in one’s life, and to the 

inexplicable wish to know what happened to some characters: how their personality 

has developed through time, what has happened to their dreams, whether they 

succeeded in life or not. And it could be argued that this book has been so 

appreciated partially because of that, namely its ability to represent and somewhat 

satisfy the human curiosity about how somebody’s life has unfolded and evolved, 

fragmentation notwithstanding. This is the result of Egan’s choices as far as 

characterization is concerned: she does not go about portraying her characters in a 

rigorous manner, detailing their physical appearance, age, or life occupation; 

conversely, she chooses to represent them through a significant gesture or action, 

which somehow condenses their personality and essence. A remarkable example of 

this way of proceeding could be the first characterization of Dolly; in the space of a 

couple of paragraphs, she already emerges as a vivid and rounded character. Egan 
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does not say much, but leaves us with a distinct impression of this woman:  she is 

witty, self-confident and definitely not afraid to speak up her mind. Egan seems to 

have a talent for picking those words or images that best evoke a whole series of 

connections in the readers, thus almost leaving them with the feeling of having met 

the characters in person. Let us now have a closer look at a concrete example of this, 

namely the above-mentioned presentation of Dolly in Chapter 7:  

Her boss, La Doll, was on the phone, as always, but she muted the call and 

yelled from her office, ‘What’s wrong?’. ‘Nothing’, Stephanie said, startled. She 

was still in the hall. ‘All good with Purse-Man?’ La Doll kept effortless track of 

her employees’ schedules, even freelancers like Stephanie. ‘Just fine’. La Doll 

finished her call, shot some espresso from the Krups machine on her desk 

into her bottomless thimblesized cup, and called, ‘Come Steph’. Stephanie 

entered her boss’s soaring corner office. La Doll was one of those people who 

seem, even to those who know them well, digitally enhanced: the bright blond 

bob cut; the predatory lipstick; the roving, algorithmic eyes. ‘Next time’, she 

said, tweezing Stephanie briefly with her gaze, ‘cancel the meeting’. ‘I am 

sorry?’ ‘I could feel your gloom from the hall’, La Doll said. ‘It’s like having the 

flu. Don’t expose the clients.’ Stephanie laughed. She had known her boss 

forever – long enough to know that she was absolutely serious. ‘God, you’re 

a bitch’, she said. La Doll chuckled, already dialing again. ‘It’s a burden,’ she 

said. (140) 

In an interview of some years ago, Egan raised a crucial point when discussing her 

way of proceeding in terms of characterization:  

How to get language to do the greatest number of possible things at one time? 

The whole enterprise is an exercise in compression:  how to make that small 

thing suggest a larger world in all of its complexity? In the case of a character, 

how can we suggest a whole human being, all the texture of an individual life, 

in the most economical way possible? The notion of consistency is 

misleading. Real people are not consistent. Successful fiction owns those 
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changes and controls them, rather than trying to impose, establish and 

sustain an artificial stasis (Interview for the Centre of Fiction).  

What is especially striking in these lines, apart from the fascinating consideration 

about the need for language to be economical but highly evocative at the same time, 

is Egan’s reflection on the inconsistency of people. She suggests that characters, as 

well as real individuals, need to occasionally dumbfound the reader, and cannot 

stick to any predetermined pattern without losing their authenticity.  

 

We return again to the concept of balance between surprise and inevitability; 

although we are aware that what we are reading is fiction, when we plunge into the 

past or the future of one of the characters, we cannot but feel that events have a 

certain consistency, and that the outcomes of a situation are faultlessly aligned with 

its premises. An example of this could be Lou’s trajectory, which is described in 

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 – even though not in chronological order. Lou leads a disordered 

and chaotic life, remarries several times and has multiple children. In his final years 

he spirals into depression and does not manage to recover. Jocelyn, the narrator of 

this section, looks at Lou and sees a completely different man; once there was no 

place for age or ugliness in Lou’s house, and now she wonders: “how did you get so 

old? Was it all at once, in a day, or did you peter out bit by bit? When did you stop 

having parties? Did everyone else get old, or was it just you? […] Did you know this 

was coming and hide that you knew, or did it ambush you from behind?” (89). This 

paragraph is particularly interesting because it gives voice to some irrational 

questions that clearly have no answer, but which one cannot but ask himself/herself, 

in an attempt to find a sort of reason or justification for the dramatic changes that 

time produces.   
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3.6 Role of the Power Point chapter 
 

Chapter 12, “Great Rock and Roll Pauses” deserves special attention, given that it 

entirely consists of a series of Power Point slides. The creator of the slide show is 

Allison Blake, Sasha’s daughter, who uses Power Point as a way to keep her journal. 

When asked about this innovative idea, Egan explains that she really wanted to write 

a chapter in Power Point, but she had never used it before, and didn’t even know 

what it actually was. First, she came up with the idea of having a corporate person 

do it, but she felt that there was something wrong with that: “If a kid were the 

narrator, it would undermine the corporate feeling” (Interview with 

Authors@Google). Thus, having a child as the creator solved the problem; moreover, 

Power Point counterbalanced the sweetness of the story, which in Egan’s view 

would have sounded a bit too sappy if it had been told in a traditional way. Indeed, 

the writer pointed out that “the chapter I wrote would have been very unsuccessful 

if written in a conventional way, because it is very sentimental and very little 

happens. Because of the coldness of Power Point, and its atomized nature, it allowed 

me to tell this very sweet story that I wouldn’t have gotten away with” (Interview 

with Weisberg).  

 

However, what is especially intriguing about this chapter is not just its ground-

breaking nature. Egan observed that at the beginning she thought that she wanted 

to use Power Point simply because she needed to introduce new narrative forms, 

but at a later stage she discovered that there was a more compelling reason to do 

that: “Power Point is a sort of microcosm of the way the whole book as a whole 

works: it’s discrete moments, separated by pauses. The book is the same thing: there 

are all these gaps” (Interview with Weisberg). Consequently, to some extent this 

chapter epitomizes the functioning of the entire novel, which presents numerous 

information gaps and several temporal leaps – not to mention the fact that chapters 

are not placed in chronological order, since Egan decided to arrange them adopting 

a different criterion. In the same way, a narration in Power Point is inherently 



70 
 

discontinuous, because every slide is somehow a free-standing element in the story. 

Both in the Power Point chapter and in the whole novel the flow of narration is 

interrupted multiple times; each chapter and each slide are somehow independent 

from the rest but contribute to the narrative whole.  

 

Nevertheless, the value of A Visit from the Goon Squad derives precisely from its 

discontinuity, fragmentation, and from its various gaps; and this structure 

ultimately mirrors the nature of every narrative concerning one’s life, which can 

never be exhaustive or completely “true”.  Bruner sees life narratives not as records 

of what happened, but as a repeated reinterpretation of what happened, and 

wonders: “What is coverage? Are not omissions also important? (Bruner 693). And 

the Power Point chapter is precisely a reflection on pauses in rock and roll music – 

a feature that obsesses Lincoln, Allison’s brother. His dad wants to know the reason 

for this inexplicable fascination for pauses, and Lincoln replies that “the pause 

makes you think the song will end. And then the song isn’t really over, so you’re 

relieved.  But then the song does actually end, because every song ends, obviously, 

and THAT. TIME. THE. END. IS. FOR. REAL” (289).  
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The implications of this passage, which sounds surprisingly poetic (especially 

considering that we are reading a Power Point slide), go well beyond pauses in 

music. This extract could be regarded as a sort of mise en abyme, for a number of 

reasons; in fact, it somehow mirrors the pleasure that comes from reading A Visit 

from the Goon Squad, especially when we encounter again a character that we had 

already come across, but were not sure to meet again, and we follow him for some 

time in his life. But the excerpt could be also read as a general statement about the 

constant endings, or moments of stall, that one experiences in life; one knows that 

one day there will be a definitive end and feels relief and happiness at the realization 

that some ends are just temporary pauses, and that there will be a new beginning 

once again. This same concept is expressed also in Chapter 7 by Jules Jones, a 

journalist who has been recently released from prison and moves in with his sister 

Stephanie and Bennie. “An ominous stasis had set in” (126) in his life, and for several 

months Jules had had no real purpose in life. When the perspective of a new job 
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opens in front of him, he is filled with sheer excitement: “If you’d asked me this 

morning, I would have said we were finished,’ he said. ‘All of us, the whole country 

– the fucking world. But now I feel the opposite. […] Sure, everything is ending’ Jules 

said, ‘but not yet.’” (139). As a matter of fact, the book is permeated with the tragic 

notion that time is limited, and everything is slowly falling apart; or, as Cowart puts 

it, A Visit from the Goon Squad “stages and restages the doomed battle of youth with 

time” (Cowart 241).  Hence, there is an urgent need to make the most of the time 

left, and of the rare moments of hope that life offers.  

 

3.7 Found Objects 
 

Apart from the chapter in Power Point, there is another metaphor in the novel which 

could be read as a mise en abyme, echoing Egan’s narrative procedure of assembling 

stories from seemingly accidental pieces of information; we are referring to Sasha’s 

addiction to stealing random objects. Funk argues precisely that “Sasha’s display of 

stolen goods, as it were, metaleptically mirrors Egan’s display of stories. […] This 

can be read as a diegetic commentary on Egan’s metadiegetic agenda and Sasha’s 

progress from compulsive kleptomaniac to careful collagist in turn reflects the 

reader’s progress from baffled recipient of plot elements to thoughtful 

reconstructor of (life-)stories” (Funk 50). And this is precisely what happens when 

reading A Visit from the Goon Squad: the author is not providing us with clear 

guidelines, and seems to expect us to build the storyworld ourselves. Readers 

proceed tentatively in the novel, and begin every new chapter wondering what the 

connection between the new characters and the previous ones is, and what is the 

chronological relationship with the rest of the story. Readers must find their way 

through every time, as if the book were a map of intertwined narratives, and readers’ 

processing job consisted in detecting the clues allowing them to see the bigger 

picture. However, although this larger frame of reference begins to take shape only 

in the last chapters, there is no question about its presence, or, as Funk puts it, 

“Egan’s novel is emblematic, even celebratory, of the irremediable fragmentation of 
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human existence. It deduces, however, from that condition an appeal to the 

individual, an ethical imperative even, to preserve their unique and genuine, 

authentic understanding of the greater frame of reference, in which their existence 

is played out” (Funk 58).  

Briefly analyzing one of the initial and one of the closing paragraphs of the book, and 

highlighting their undoubtable correlations might help us visualize what we have 

referred to as the “bigger picture” of this novel. In Chapter 1, Sasha and Alex have a 

drink together, and then decide to move to her place. There is a moment when she 

looks at him, and starts to fantasize about the shape that their encounter will take in 

his mind a few years from now:  

Sasha leaned against the tub beside him and took a tiny sip of grappa. It tasted 

like Xanax. She was trying to remember Alex’s age on his profile. Twenty-

eight, she thought, but he seemed younger than that, maybe a lot younger.  

She saw her apartment as he must see it – a bit of local color that would fade 

almost instantly into the tumble of adventures that everyone has on first 

coming to New York. It jarred Sasha to think of herself as a glint in the hazy 

memories that Alex would struggle to organize a year or two from now: 

Where was that place with the bathtub? Who was that girl? (14) 

 

At the very end of the book, we find an older Bennie and Alex wandering around the 

Lower East Side in New York, late at night. Several years have passed, and Sasha 

does not work for Bennie any longer. At some point, the two men reach the building 

where she once used to live.  

Alex looked up at the building, sooty against the lavender sky, and 

experienced a hot-cold flash of recognition, a shiver of déjà vu, as if he were 

returning to a place that no longer existed. […] He saw himself arriving at a 

small, cloistered apartment – purples, green – humid with a smell of steam 

heat and scented candles. A radiator hiss. Little things on the windowsills. A 

bathtub in the kitchen – yes, she’s had one of those! It was the only one he’d 
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ever seen. […] Alex imagined walking into her apartment and finding himself 

still there – his young self, full of scheme and high standards, with nothing 

decided yet. The fantasy imbued him with careening hope. He pushed the 

buzzer again, and as more seconds passed, Alex felt a gradual draining loss. 

The whole crazy pantomime collapsed and blew away. ‘She’s not there,’ 

Bennie said. ‘I’m betting she’s far away.’ He tipped his gaze at the sky. ‘I hope 

she found a good life’ he said at last. ‘She deserves it’. They resumed walking. 

Alex felt an ache in his eyes and throat. ‘I don’t know what happened to me,’ 

he said, shaking his head. ‘I honestly don’t. Bennie glanced at him, a middle-

aged man with chaotic silver air and thoughtful eyes. ‘You grew up, Alex’, he 

said, ‘just like the rest of us’. Alex closed his eyes and listened: a storefront 

gate sliding down. A dog barking hoarsely. The lowing of trucks over bridges. 

The velvety night in his ears. And the hum, always that hum, which maybe 

wasn’t an echo after all, but the sound of time passing.” (348) 

In the opening paragraph, Sasha experiences “an almost epiphanic moment of 

metaleptic self-awareness” (Funk 51), and the course of events will prove her right. 

In fact, Alex struggles to remember Sasha, but has rather clear memories of some 

objects in her apartment, such as the bathtub and its bizarre location. In the final 

passage, as Bennie and Alex stand before Sasha’s old apartment, the novel comes full 

circle. It may be argued that this closing paragraph represents a perfect conclusion 

for A Visit from The Goon Squad, as it ties up loose ends in a memorable way, in 

perfect alignment with the tenor of the rest of the novel. Alex and Bennie try to 

reconnect with something – in this case someone, Sasha – belonging in their past, 

but dimly realize that what they are doing is absurd, and that things have changed: 

“the whole crazy pantomime collapsed and blew away.” Then, Bennie remembers 

Sasha with fondness and shares with Alex the hope that she found a “good life”. 

Readers somehow leave the book still savoring these words, which seem to suggest 

that despite our helplessness against the “goon squad”, not everything is lost: people 

can still wish well to one another and preserve memories of love and happiness. The 
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final sentences of the paragraph emphasize once again the fil rouge of the novel, 

namely the passage of time, whose constant “hum” becomes at times discernible in 

the chaos of our existences.  

 

It could be argued that this is the book in which Egan relied more on her intuition, 

and on her ability to assess the suitability and the creative force of her ideas. The 

reason for this is simply that A Visit from the Goon Squad is her most unconventional 

novel, full of structural innovations and daring choices; however, despite its 

numerous narrators, its intricate net of characters, its bewildering chronology, and 

the risky concoction of literary genres, the book never loses track of its organic 

soundness. Its organicity might not be straightforward, being hidden in the endless 

temporal leaps and changes of perspectives, but a careful reader is bound to detect 

it.  Egan undeniably achieved her purpose: “I wanted each chapter to have his 

pleasures and payoffs, and then on top of that I hoped there would be a kind of 

combustion, when all of them were juxtaposed and a chemical reaction would occur, 

and the whole would be more than the sum of the parts” (Interview with Weisberg).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



76 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



77 
 

4. Manhattan Beach 
 

 

4.1 General survey  
 

Manhattan Beach is Jennifer Egan’s most recent novel; it was published for the first 

time in October 2017. If every book by Egan tends to be distinctly different from the 

previous one in tone and subject matter, never as in the case of Manhattan Beach 

has this statement been more appropriate. Egan points out that she always tries to 

avoid overlaps with her previous works, for she “thrives” on a constant feeling of 

change:  

Each of my books began in part as a reaction against the one that came before 

it. When I begin a book, I have an impulse to just leave everything behind 

−even if that means leaving behind the lessons I have learned− because I have 

a need to feel that I am starting over. It may not be obvious to my readers, but 

I do feel that there are rhythmic through-lines in my books. It’s difficult to 

explain. I know there are important consistencies in the novels, especially in 

terms of “voice”, but despite the anatomical similarities, they’re all very 

different. At least I hope they are. (Interview with Reilly) 

Indeed, the distance separating this novel from the preceding ones – and especially 

from A Visit from the Goon Squad – seems almost unbridgeable. In fact, Manhattan 

Beach presents itself as a fairly traditional historical novel, with a “grand, 19th-

century elasticity: there are confusions of love, parties, shoot-outs, shipwrecks, and 

torrid, meaningful sex” (Wheldon). This book has been regarded as a “vacation from 

the frantic everyday onslaught of disconnected information that Egan has usually 

been so eager to chronicle” (Dean); in other words, it is as though Egan felt the need 

to distance herself for a while from the dynamics of contemporary life, and to plunge 

into another reality. Her previous storyworlds were saturated with references to the 

present, or invited reflection and criticism about some of its more debatable aspects; 

perhaps, the writer now needed a pause from this kind of material. The purpose of 
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this chapter will be mainly to investigate in what sense this book diverges from her 

prior work, and what instead has not changed, notwithstanding its intrinsic 

diversity.  

 

Following our usual approach, we will start with the exploration of the atmosphere 

created in the book. Manhattan Beach is set in New York City against the backdrop 

of the Great Depression and then World War II. Although the final chapters of the 

novel take place in California – curiously, the protagonist’s itinerary turns out to be 

the reverse of the trajectory followed by Egan in her own life8 – New York remains 

the principal setting for the novel. This city, however, does not simply stay in the 

background; on the contrary, New York plays a leading role throughout the novel, to 

the point that it could be argued that “Manhattan Beach is principally a novel of New 

York. As such, it inevitably pays tribute to the city’s iconography: its crowded 

tenements and highbrow retreats and quasi-legitimate nightclubs” (Towles). 

Moreover, Egan also said that writing the novel rekindled her interest in New York; 

she started wandering around the city imagining how the streets and the buildings 

might have looked in the past, rather than seeing taxis, skyscrapers or green lights. 

She commented: “I’m so grateful to this project for making the city and its past come 

newly alive for me.” (Interview with Fox) 

 

Even though Egan lives in New York, and this city has already appeared in her 

preceding works, she observes: “I was uniquely ill-equipped to write this book, 

because time and place are the only points of connection between my life and my 

work, and in the case of Manhattan Beach, I didn’t have even that” (Interview with 

Garvey). This might be one of the primary reasons why it took her so long to draft 

this book; Egan repeatedly explained that this novel required several years of 

research (from 2005 to 2010) and the process of writing, which started in 2012 – 

                                                             
8 Egan grew up in San Francisco and moved to New York in 1987.  
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two years after the publication of A Visit from the Goon Squad – was quite slow and 

at times problematic, to the extent that there were times when she seriously 

considered giving up everything. It is worth report what Egan declared in this 

respect:  

With this book, more than any other, I thought very seriously about 

abandoning it, [that] I may have just picked a situation in which I'm so ill-

informed in virtually every area that the book takes place, that I cannot cross 

over to make this work. It was such a thrill to finally feel like I had imbibed 

enough information that it felt natural to me. It felt like time travel actually. 

It was really fun, and I even want to do it again, which is something I never 

thought I would hear myself say. (Interview with Shapiro) 

 

Moving on to the temporal coordinates of this book, one might wonder what the 

reasons behind her fascination with the wartime are. As is often the case, Egan’s 

ideas seem to have a rather obscure origin: 

I just was inclined toward New York during WW2. I didn’t exactly know why, 

I still don’t exactly know why, but I think it probably has to do with 9/11, 

when New York felt like a warzone overnight, and when I, as probably 

everyone in the world, thought about the trajectory of global American 

power, what this event would mean in it, and to what degree this event had 

resulted from it. In my mind I thought: how did it begin? What did it feel like 

when that post-war American power came to be? What did it feel like during 

the war? I just wanted to know what it felt like to be there. It was really that 

simple. (Interview with Garvey) 

This quote, in which the writer attempts to explain what inspired her in the first 

place, responds also to the question concerning the intellectual queries that this 

book deals with, namely what was it like when American power was still in its early 

days, and how some things have evolved following a certain trajectory and not 

another one.  
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Before moving on to tackle some more specific issues, it will be useful to briefly 

outline the plot of the book and to present its main characters. The novel mainly 

follows the lives of three characters, exploring their private lives and the 

professional context to which they belong to; as a matter of fact, “pursuing these 

threads, Egan introduces us to an array of subcultures, each with its own language 

and arcana” (Towles). Anna is a young woman who becomes a diver in the Brooklyn 

Navy Yard – then, the biggest builder and repairer of allied ships –whose father, 

Eddie, has mysteriously disappeared when she was thirteen, clearly for reasons 

connected with his ambiguous job as a “bagman” in the criminal underworld. The 

third narrative pole is Dexter Styles, a mobster of Italian origins owning several 

nightclubs in New York, who lives with his family in an imposing mansion on 

Manhattan Beach. In this respect, Egan’s choice of calling the book in this way might 

be attributable to her wish to highlight the connection between New York and the 

sea. The heart of New York is not just skyscrapers, subways, Wall Street, or 

Broadway; once New York was first and foremost a port, and America’s principal 

gateway for immigration. The fact that water and the sea will be a constant presence 

in this book is made clear already in the epigraph of the book, taken from Moby Dick 

by Herman Melville: “Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are wedded for 

ever.” Egan even admitted that “to some degree, what I ended up doing in this book 

is exploring the water from every possible angle; but it wasn’t a goal exactly, it just 

seemed to be the way the process unfolded for me. I actually think that somehow 

water led the way and structured the book” (Interview with Masiero). In her review, 

also Jacobs draws readers’ attention on the omnipresence of this element: 

“overarching all, the idea and metaphor of the sea infuses the novel, from the 

Melville epigraph, to Anna’s diving career, to Eddie’s time at sea, to the life-affirming 

remedy of the ocean” (Jacobs). But how is water conceived and interpreted? Is it a 

positive entity, or rather a threatening and mysterious presence, of whom one must 

be wary? The answer is twofold, as the following quote suggests: “Anna watched the 
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sea. There was a feeling she had, standing at its edge: an electric mix of attraction 

and dread. What would be exposed if all that water should suddenly vanish? A 

landscape of lost objects: sunken ships, hidden treasure, gold and gems and the 

charm bracelet that had fallen from her wrist into a storm drain. Dead bodies, her 

father always added, with a laugh. To him, the ocean was a wasteland” (Egan, 

Manhattan Beach, 6-79). Hence, the sea contains at the same time precious objects, 

buried wealth, and death and destruction.  

 

4.2 A three-fold perspective  
 

Manhattan Beach is entirely written using a third-person authorial narrator, who 

most of the time adopts the perspective of one of the three main characters of the 

novel: Anna, Eddie or Dexter. It could be argued that this constant alternation is 

functional to the development of the plot, and helps enhance readers’ enjoyment. If 

we were always given access to all characters’ thoughts, the book would lose most 

of its attractiveness and narrative power, which indeed resides in what is left 

unspoken. Several information gaps (the most evident one being the disappearance 

of Anna’s father), and the air of mystery behind the characters’ behavior, is often 

what drives us to continue reading. In the first chapter, which is set in late 1934, we 

meet the three characters in Dexter’s house – and it will turn out to be the only 

occasion in which readers see them together. Anna and her father have gone to visit 

Dexter because Eddie is looking for work; he is proposing himself as a sort of spy 

who collects information on the running of Styles’ nightclubs. The gangster decides 

to hire Eddie, and this decision triggers all that is to follow. In fact, the opening scene 

of the novel is crucial to the comprehension of the whole novel; in this respect, Egan 

explains: “A lot of what happens in the book is foretold, encoded in the first initial 

scene. And I followed those clues into the future actions” (Interview with Masiero). 

And, all things considered, this is the usual way of proceeding for Egan; she does not 

                                                             
9 Quotations from Manhattan Beach come from Corsair Edition, London, 2017. Otherwise stated, all 
quotations in this chapter will be taken from this book. 
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follow a definite plan, but tries to go with the flow, letting events and characters take 

shape gradually, without forcing things in any particular direction. Only at a later 

stage she moves on to refine and polish her drafts; hence, we could say that she 

always combines a highly intuitive and creative phase – the global and holistic 

moment, when not much attention is paid to details and internal coherence – with 

an analytical and systematic phase, which in the case of this book turned out to be 

an extensive and protracted revision process. In fact, Egan explained that she 

counted 45 drafts for some of the chapters of this novel. So, Egan observes that “it is 

important to know how to balance intuition with craft” (Interview with Messud); 

however, these two aspects are not completely separated from each other, being 

somehow continually intermingled and blended together: “the act of writing is an 

act of discovery, and continues to be, even in the editing, because I am editing by 

hand. It’s a layering of impulsive moves that are more and more guided by analytical 

decisions. But it continues to be an instinctive process” (Interview with Masiero).  

Let us now have a look at a section of the initial scene, so as to try to understand in 

what sense it conceals and contains the following developments of events. In the 

following passage, taken from Chapter 1, Eddie, Anna and Dexter are walking on 

Dexter’s private beach:  

Mr. Styles was a broad, imposing man with brilliantined black hair showing 

under his hat brim. “Say, is this your daughter?” he asked. “Withstanding 

arctic temperatures without so much as a pair of stockings?” Anna sensed her 

father’s displeasure. “So it is,” he said. “Anna, say good day to Mr. Styles.” 

“Very pleased to meet you”, she said, shaking his hand firmly, as her father 

had taught her, and taking care not to squint as she peered up at him. Mr. 

Styles looked younger than her father, without shadows or creases in his face. 

She sensed an alertness about him, a humming tension perceptible even 

through his billowing overcoat. He seemed to await something to react to, or 

be amused by. Right now that something was Anna. Mr. Styles crouched 

beside her on the sand and looked directly into her face. “Why the bare feet?” 
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he asked. “Don’t you feel the cold, or are you showing off? Anna had no ready 

answer. It was neither of those; more an instinct to keep Tabby awed and 

guessing. But even that she couldn’t articulate. “Why would I show off?” she 

said. “I’m nearly twelve.” “Well, what’s it feel like?” She smelled mint and 

liquor on his breath even in the wind. It struck her that her father couldn’t 

hear their conversation. “It only hurts at first,” she said. “After a while you 

can’t feel anything.” Mr. Styles grinned as if her reply were a ball he’d taken 

physical pleasure in catching. “Words to live by,” he said, then rose again to 

his immense height. “She’s strong,” he remarked to Anna’s father. “So she is.” 

Her father avoided her eyes. Mr. Styles brushed sand from his trousers and 

turned to go. He’d exhausted that moment and was looking for the next. 

“They’re stronger than we are,” Anna heard him say to her father. “Lucky for 

us, they don’t know it.” She thought he might turn and look back at her, but 

he must have forgotten. Dexter Styles felt sand working its way his oxfords 

as he slogged back to the path. Sure enough, the toughness he’d sensed coiled 

in Ed Kerrigan had flowered into magnificence in the dark-eyed daughter. 

Proof of what he’d always believed: men’s children gave them away. It was 

why Dexter rarely did his business with nay man before meeting his family. 

He wished his Tabby had gone barefoot, too. Kerrigan drove a ’28 Duesenberg 

Model J, Niagara blue, evidence both of fine taste and of bright prospects 

before the crash. He had an excellent tailor. Yet there was something obscure 

about the man, something that worked against the clothing and automobile 

and even his blunt, deft conversation. A shadow, a sorrow. Then again, who 

hadn’t one? or several? (8-9)  

This extract is interesting for several reasons; first of all, because it introduces us to 

the way this book works from a narratorial point of view. We always have an 

omniscient narrator, someone who observes and chronicles the situation from a 

privileged position. However, there are several cases of linguistic contagion, in 

which the authorial narrator conveys perspective through the choice of given words 
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that are more ascribable to this or that character. Even within the same chapter, 

readers can witness multiple examples of this linguistic contamination; this means 

that occasionally the narrating voice adds color to the story by borrowing (mainly) 

Anna, Eddie or Dexter vocabulary and way of expressing themselves. Let us now 

consider how this device works in the passage quoted above. In its first half, (until 

“avoided her eyes”) the narrator seems to embrace Anna’s point of view, and readers 

are directly exposed to her thoughts, feelings and impressions; some instances of 

this could be: “Anna sensed her father’s displeasure”, “Mr. Styles looked younger 

than her father” or “she thought he might turn and look back at her”. Starting from 

“Dexter Styles” we witness a change of perspective, and readers gain access to 

Dexter’s mind. Everything is now filtered through his point of view, as in “the 

toughness he’d sensed coiled in Ed Kerrigan had flowered into magnificence in the 

dark-eyed daughter”, or in “he wished his Tabby had gone barefoot, too.” 

Furthermore, this excerpt’s significance lies in Anna’s characterization; right from 

the beginning, she is presented as a smart, witty and courageous little girl, who is 

capable of attracting Dexter’s attention and of inspiring his admiration, to the point 

that he wishes that his daughter resembled her more. These qualities of hers will 

become more visible later in the novel, when she has to face all the difficulties and 

the prejudices related to becoming the first woman diver at the Navy Yard. She has 

been accurately described as a “thoroughly old-fashioned heroine: the kind of girl, 

brave and determined, with whom readers are almost duty bound to fall in love” 

(Cooke). Finally, Dexter’s analysis of Eddie’s personality is worth-considering; the 

recognition of the presence of “something obscure, a shadow, a sorrow” inevitably 

makes us think about Charlotte’s shadow selves in Look at Me. We will return on this 

idea of darkness and obscurity later on, expanding further its implications.  

 

4.3 Genre collision 
 

According to Egan, the blending of literary genres is “probably the only point of 

contact between Manhattan Beach and A Visit from the Goon Squad” (Interview with 
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Burns). This novel is an organic fusion of apparently incompatible elements; in fact, 

it combines an urban tale – having a strong noir connotation –  with a story of sea 

survival. Egan gradually discovered that the coexistence of these two seemingly 

irreconcilable genres was possible, and even commented: “what I found is that they 

have a tremendous amount in common. In both sea survival stories and the noir, you 

are dealing with a small hub of human activity surrounded by an atmosphere of 

existential threat. Sea stories are all human drama surrounded by a dangerous 

environment, and that’s exactly how the noir works; it’s just that the environment is 

totally man made” (Interview with Masiero). In addition to this, there is also a third 

major ingredient which contributes to the heterogeneity and diversity of Manhattan 

Beach, namely the constant presence of a domestic dimension – in particular, we 

have the representation of a female world at home. Once again, Egan remarks: “Can 

noir fiction be combined with domesticity? These seem irreconcilable worlds. In the 

noir you don’t see a lot of kids, or daily domestic tasks going on, and this 

combination seemed unexpected and potentially very rich. If two things don’t fit 

together, and you can make them fit together, a sort of richness can result, ideally” 

(Interview with Masiero). In the chapter on A Visit from the Goon Squad we already 

mentioned Egan’s wish to add value to her works by merging supposedly conflicting 

features; thus, even in an essentially traditional novel with a straightforward 

structure, Egan managed to introduce some elements of novelty and innovation. 

It could be interesting now to analyze three passages, each one being representative 

of one of the three above-mentioned genres. The first passage illustrates one of the 

numerous domestic scenes of the book. Dexter Styles has agreed to drive Anna and 

her crippled sister to the beach, and they decide to meet at the girls’ place on a 

Sunday morning. In the following extract readers are provided with the description 

of the women’s apartment, seen from the perspective of the gangster.  

The apartment was small, crowded, close. Femininity breathed from every 

surface down to the cheap wainscoting. Perfume, women’s hair, fingernails, 

their monthly time – all of it enclosed him in a gamy, intimate cloud that made 
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his head swim. It was almost a surprise to find Miss Feeney, with her arched 

eyebrows and man’s handshake, standing in this female miasma. She seems 

to have nothing to do with it. She led him past the gloomy kitchen to the front 

room, where every pretty thing her family had managed to hold on to through 

the Depression was on display. There wasn’t much. A stained glass aureole of 

Saint Patrick banishing snakes, a feathered fan pinned to the wall beside a 

calendar of the Dionne quintuplets. Several empty rectangles where pictures 

had been removed from hooks. He nearly asked why, but the answer arrived 

in that feminine cloud: there was no man here. Dead or gone away. Likely the 

latter, judging by those empty patches on the walls. Everyone liked to 

remember the dead. […] “Where is your sister?”  he asked.  She led him into a 

room barely large enough to hold two narrow beds. The shade was drawn on 

the single window. A beautiful girl lay splayed on one of the beds in what 

appeared to be an erotic faint, pale curls scattered in the half-light like spilled 

coins. The vision disconcerted Dexter. He moved closer, blinking to dispel it, 

and saw that her face was like that of someone very frightened or in a death 

throe. Her limbs jerked as he watched: a lack of control that was permanent. 

She wore a blue velvet dress and wool stockings and appeared to be asleep. 

Dexter imagined the effort that must have gone into dressing her and was 

relieved he’d fulfilled his promise to show. […] Only when her smell reached 

him did he realize he’d ben dreading it, expecting that rank odor of bodies in 

rooms without much air. But she smelled fresh, wonderful, even, that version 

of flowers that inheres in feminine creams and shampoos. She smelled like a 

girl who had bathed that very morning, pointing toes from the suds to shave 

her legs smooth. He shielded her head from the doorframe and angled her 

into the front room, her golden hair dousing his sleeves. “What is her name?” 

he asked. “I’m sorry, it’s Lydia. Lydia, this is Mr. Styles. He’s kindly offered to 

take us to the beach.” (151-153) 
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Although there are several domestic moments in the novel, this one stands out 

among the others because everything is presented through Dexter’s perspective, 

who sees this place – extremely far away from his own reality – for the first time. 

Poverty, humility, and an incisive presence of women are the three main 

characteristics of this location; indeed, there is a remarkable number of expressions 

referring to the existence of a feminine space: “femininity”, “women’s hair”, 

“monthly time”, “female miasma”, “feminine creams and shampoos” and “she 

smelled like a girl who had bathed that very morning”. As is fairly evident from this 

passage, the domestic pole of the novel is Lydia, the beautiful ill sister who requires 

constant care and attention on the part of Anna and her mother.  

 

This second extract is connected with the genres of the urban tale and the noir. 

Dexter is having a conversation with Arthur, his father-in-law.  

Something had shifted inside him. “I’ve paid too much for my advantages,” he 

said, surprising himself with this disclosure. He was speaking of the blood on 

his hands. His father-in-law seized Dexter’s shoulders in his delicate grasp. 

His very compactness seemed a source of authority, Dexter’s comparative 

bulk a feature of blundering youth. “We all pay for our advantages,” the old 

man said, with meaning. “There’s not a man in this world who hasn’t, and I 

include the priests. Every man has his secrets, his costs of doing business. It’s 

no different in my line. Don’t be fooled by the marble columns – the Romans 

had those, too, and they fed their prisoners to lions. There’s a good deal of 

brutality behind institutions like mine, leavened by an equal measure of 

hypocrisy.” Dexter’s eyes smarted, not from the wind. How he loved Arthur 

Berringer for believing they were alike! The old man’s brutality was not the 

same as Dexter’s, of course, whatever he might think. Still, there was an 

intensity behind the words that made him wish he could see his father-in-

law’s face. But darkness was the essential feature of their exchange. (283) 
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In this rather obscure conversation, following Dexter’s attempts to persuade Arthur 

to have him enter in business with his bank, Arthur offers to the reader a behind-

the-scenes look at the mechanisms of power. The man is trying to convince Dexter 

that he would not solve his problems by becoming a banker, since this context is not 

alien to violence and brutality. The metaphor that he uses to illustrate this concept 

is worth-noting; Romans had beautiful marble columns, but one should consider 

also the other side of the coin: their prisoners were thrown to lions. The last 

sentence of the extract is also deeply interesting, for Dexter is here reflecting on the 

nature of this dialogue, and comments that “darkness” is its most distinctive 

characteristic. And, in fact, ambiguity and lack of transparency – besides, the term 

“noir” points to this idea in the first place –  are recurring feature of the exchanges 

taking place between men associated with crime or illegal traffics. Later on in the 

novel, Dexter hints at the existence of a “shadow world” – which, by the way, is also 

the title of the second section of the novel, – a reality where there are different 

principles of behavior, and where one can witness occurrences that would be 

unimaginable under normal circumstances. The following passage, then, is aimed at 

providing readers with another vivid example of noir fiction:  

“With all due respect,” the Negro said, “bodies can’t just disappear.” “Ah, but 

they can,” Dexter said. “They do. You’re in a different world right now, my 

friend. It may look like the one you know, may smell like it, sound like it, but 

what goes on here doesn’t carry over. When you wake up tomorrow, none of 

this will have happened.” They were staring at him as if he’d gone unhinged. 

How to explain the workings of the shadow world in a way that would 

persuade them? He didn’t have to, of course, but Dexter always preferred 

argument to brute force. “I’m saying we’ve different rules,” he said. “Different 

practices. What can’t happen in your world can in mine. Including bodies 

disappearing.” (332) 

Here, Dexter is trying to persuade Anna’s assistant to let him dive, to help her look 

for the body of her father underwater. The Negro initially refuses categorically, 
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being scared of the possible consequences of this hazardous act, but in the end 

realizes that he has no other option but to comply with his requests.  

Finally, this last excerpt is an instance of a sea survival section. Events are described 

from the point of view of Eddie Kerrigan.  

The Elizabeth Seaman had sunk a thousand miles due east of Somaliland. 

Farmingdale estimated that that the current had taken them north, which 

would make the distance to land even shorter. Sailing with a good westerly 

wind, they might make landfall in fifteen days or less. The combined rations 

from the raft and lifeboat – supplemented, hopefully, by fishing and more rain 

– should be enough to sustain them that long. And they might still be rescued 

on the way. Night fell cold and hard. They lit flares at the same time from boat 

and raft, and continued their watches, hoping to spot a neutral ship with her 

running lights on. Eddie sat on a thwart, unable to sleep. He thought of the 

ocean as it looked on pilot charts, crowded with depth contours and shipping 

lanes and arcs of current. There seems no relation between those images and 

the emptiness surrounding him now. Overhead was the extravagant canopy 

of stars had so astounded him when he first went to sea, a shimmering excess 

like the inside of Ali Baba’s cave. Viewed from the deck of a ship, that sky was 

a spectacle reserved for those privileged enough to see it. Now the stars 

looked random, accidental – like the sea itself. Anna had stopped coming to 

him in his dreams; he’d traveled beyond her reach. Eddie understood that he 

had passed through another layer of life into something deeper, colder and 

more pitiless. He made a third notch in the thwart. (373-374) 

Eddie was sailing for the third time on a Liberty ship; the Elizabeth Seaman, 

however, encounters several problems and does not make it to destination. This 

passage illustrates the aftermath of the shipwreck, and the demanding situation in 

which Eddie and the other sailors find themselves into. The consideration on the 

distance between the representations of the sea on the maps and what really means 

to be in the middle of the ocean is worth-mentioning: on the pilot charts there are 
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plenty of symbols and drawings, so everything looks manageable, as if the human 

presence had somehow conquered the ocean and made it harmless. However, water 

cannot be dominated or subjugated, and Eddie is overwhelmed by a feeling of 

emptiness and lack of control over the status of things. What could comfort him is 

the beauty of the environment surrounding him, and in particular the “extravagant 

canopy of starts”, which he defines “a shimmering excess”; nevertheless, in this 

moment of despair even the stars look casual and aimless.  

 

4.4 Structural elements 
 

One of the most striking features of this novel is its conventional structure, 

especially considering that it was published right after A Visit from the Goon Squad – 

actually, as we have already seen in the previous chapter, Egan took a break from 

Manhattan Beach in order to devote attention to what would become her Pulitzer 

prize-winning novel. This book, consequently, sets itself apart from the rest of 

Egan’s production, in the sense that there seems to be no trace of postmodernist 

traits, such as nonlinearity, decentralization or fragmentation, features that we had 

repeatedly encountered in her previous works. In fact, Manhattan Beach “begins at 

the beginning, with a girl headed to the Atlantic Ocean, and ends at the end, with the 

same girl headed towards the Pacific. Whereas her other novels invited comparison 

to the postmodernists – say Don DeLillo – here we’re closer to the realm of lyrical 

realism, something more like a novel by Colm Tóibín that quietly works through 

Egan’s particular concerns” (Dean).  

 

As far as formal choices are concerned, astoundingly Egan revealed that she did not 

expect at all to come up with such a traditional novel; on the contrary, she planned 

to use again most of the techniques that she had employed in writing her previous 

novel, but ended up realizing that in this case they were dead on arrival. She 

explains: “I had crazy plans for all the structural things that I was going to do with 

this book. However, every single time I tried to leap out of the present into the future, 
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it was annoying. I had to recognize that I was telling a story that could not live in a 

tricky structural form, it really required a total immersion in continuity” (Interview 

with Shapiro). Initially Egan also intended to call the readers’ attention to the 

present time, by underlying the connection between Manhattan Beach storyworld 

and some events of our contemporary reality. However, in the process of writing she 

realized that this operation was not really necessary and resolved to confine the 

employment of the present to an allegorical plan. She explained:  

I began this book using an omniscient third-person point of view that built 

on an active knowledge of future events. But whenever I pulled into the voice 

I had thought would be so elastic and adept, it felt intrusive, manipulative, 

and dull. The longer I wrote, the more I felt that my impulse to wink at the 

present wasn’t organic or necessary to this book. I never found a better way 

to tell the story than to do it straightforwardly—to just get out of its way. 

(Interview with Fox) 

After establishing how much success her daring structural choices had brought her, 

opting for a completely different work seems a rather brave decision, which 

arguably stems from her permanent pursuit of the perfect way to serve a story and 

to please her readers. Egan describes in these terms the enjoyment and gratification 

that she derives from writing something that has an organic soundness to it:  

The satisfaction comes from fusing thought and feeling and emotion all at one 

time and creating a world that is so absorbing that it feels like it matters. 

That’s just a thrilling feeling, to create that. To feel that it’s working, to feel 

that it matters, there is just no more thrilling feeling that I know. The 

converse is that when it’s not working; I have a really dreary feeling and it’s 

hard to be cheered-up in any way, when years of work at times feel that they 

might be wasted. (Interview with Rose) 

Yet, this book does not differ radically from the previous ones, since it resorts to 

some techniques that we have already analyzed in her previous novels, such as the 

adoption of different points of view, the numerous flashbacks, and a few leaps into 
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the future toward the end of the book. However, in Manhattan Beach the 

anticipations of the future are very limited and do not relate to a very distant 

moment in time. For instance, when Anna is passing by the Naval Yard for the last 

time before leaving for California, and wonders whether she will be able to return 

there for the Missouri’s launching, the narrator takes the floor and tells us: “as it 

turned out, Anna did watch the launching from inside the building ways – on a 

newsreel at the Empress Theater in Vallejo, California. It was late April 1944, three 

months after the launching took place” (422).  

 

Now that some elements of continuity at the structural level have been pointed out, 

it could be interesting to move on to explore some thematic similarities with Egan’s 

previous works. Wheldon claims that “however varied Egan’s subjects and her 

narrative approach, her themes are constant: identity, transformation, and the 

desperate illusion of finding fulfillment” (Wheldon). And indeed, we could argue that 

there is a pattern of change, renewal, and even redemption that Egan’s characters 

usually follow, starting from Phoebe in Invisible Circus, and continuing with 

Charlotte the model in Look at Me, and countless characters in Goon Squad. 

Furthermore, it is fascinating to look in more detail at the way Manhattan Beach 

displays some traits that had already appeared in her previous novels:  

The book is full of Egan tropes. Anna’s story involves a beautiful damaged 

sibling (as does little Charlotte’s in Look at me), an absent father (as in The 

Invisible Circus), a struggle to prove herself in a masculine environment (as 

faced by several of the women in Goon Squad), and a series of partial and then 

eventually complete transformations (all of Egan’s work). […] Manhattan 

Beach ends as Look at Me does, with a sloughing off of previous identity, and 

escape (Wheldon).  

Trying to establish with certainty to what extent these consistencies are conscious 

choices is probably not possible. However, considering Egan’s way of proceeding, 
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there recurring elements could be seen as reflecting some compelling images, or 

better tropes, belonging to the writer’s subconscious.  

 

Manhattan Beach could be seen as the ultimate confirmation that Egan can venture 

into any kind of fictional territory and be successful at it; apparently, she can try her 

hand at writing in any possible genre and find a way to make it work. She seems to 

be potentially able to resonate with an infinite variety of styles, tones, and subjects. 

Her elegant prose, her ability to create realistic and vivid characters and to 

competently handle the time and place of a story are channeled every time in a 

unique way; her talent always finds a way to emerge according to the circumstances. 

Moreover, this book reminds us that there are no hard and fast rules when it comes 

to literature. A writer is not obliged to produce a postmodern novel, just because 

he/she lives in a historical period which has mainly generated experimental and 

subversive works. There is always space for innovation, or, as in this case, for the 

rediscovery of an “old-fashioned” model. Literature cannot be easily categorized 

without risking losing its freshness and its communicative power; similarly, the 

creative force of writers does not stick to a set of rules. Egan relies heavily on her 

intuition and is well aware of not being in complete command of her fiction; she has 

expressed this concept with charming words: “I am not in control of this narrative 

any more, it’s yours, it’s anyone’s, everyone’s. I am just grateful if anyone wants to 

read it. If any of my book fails, that is my fault. It’s not anyone’s job to like what I do. 

It is an alive thing, that makes his way into the world without my control” (Interview 

with Masiero).  
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Conclusions 
 

It is not easy to draw definitive conclusions from a study of this kind, which required 

a great deal of personal interpretation. Nonetheless, I will try to outline some final 

observations, in an attempt to address the questions posed in the introduction.  

 

Finding clear points of reference in Egan’s fictional universe is not a straightforward 

operation since, as has been already pointed out on several occasions, her novels 

tend to be strikingly different from one another. However, I identified the presence 

of some thematic consistencies, namely the investigation of one’s sense of identity, 

individual transformation, the relentless passage of time and issues related to the 

digital age and technological development. On a narratological and stylistical level, 

Egan interestingly shows a marked preference for authorial narrators, which 

arguably derives from her deep admiration for 19th-century writers. She adopted 

this device in Invisible Circus, Manhattan Beach, approximately half of Look at Me, 

and some chapters of A Visit from the Goon Squad. Nevertheless, the employment of 

an omniscient narrator does not always produce the effect that one would expect; 

in Goon Squad, Egan surprisingly combines this method of storytelling with 

fragmentation, decentralization and a mash-up of forms.  

 

These general considerations, however, do not account for the complexity and 

heterogeneity of Egan’s storyworlds. This research suggests that the major through-

line in her literary production is not an idea, an underlying theme, or a writing 

technique; Egan’s distinctive mark seems to be her ability to consciously listen to 

the spirit of the time (what we have referred to as the “energy of logic” in Chapter 2) 

and to create novels which do not follow any predictable pattern or action plan, but 

which, despite their daring structure, their apparent lack of coherence, or even their 

stunning ordinariness, maintain a deep sense of organic soundness all along.   

 



96 
 

It could be argued that Egan’s works embody an extremely valuable quality, that is 

to say an exceptional capacity for renewal and a genuine willingness to embrace 

untried intellectual challenges. Egan had the courage to deviate from the novel 

format which led her to the winning of a Pulitzer Prize and ultimately made her 

famous worldwide, for the sake of a story. In fact, according to her, every story has 

but one way to be narrated to perfection, and Egan always seeks it to the best of her 

abilities, even if it means renouncing to all that she has previously learned and 

embarking on a project which offers no guarantee of success.  

 

Her interviews, perhaps more than her own books, helped me investigate her 

writing process, her sources of inspiration and the links between her life and her 

works. However, some aspects of her fiction remain incomprehensibly inexplicable, 

to me as well as to Egan herself. She often admits having the sensation that her 

novels come from outside her – in fact, she speaks about an “invisible presence” 

whispering in her ear –  and feeling that the only thing that she can do is wait for 

things to reveal themselves to her. Therefore, the exploration of her fictional 

universe cannot apparently cross certain boundaries; as Egan constantly does, also 

readers will have to accept and learn to live with a certain degree of mystery.  
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