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Abstract

Jennifer Egan (1962- ) is one of the most important contemporary writers in the
United States. Renowned for her audacious, intriguing and visionary novels and short
stories, this daring and gifted writer reveals strong spatial consciousness in her
fictional works. The rapid development of modern science and technology has
changed people’s cognition of space to a great degree. Space is no longer regarded
only as the static and rigid setting for social and historical activities, hence the
increasing prominence of the issues of space and spatiality in human life. Under the
influence of the widespread spatial thinking, Egan creates a fantastic literary space of
her own. On the one hand, she plays wildly with narrative techniques, displaying a
tendency towards spatialization in narrative through the kaleidoscopic formal
architecture of her fiction. On the other hand, she gives a vivid and touching
description of the various political contradictions and trendy cultural phenomena in
contemporary American society through the political and metaphorical story space
reconstructed in her fiction.

The domestic and overseas literary criticism on Egan, heretofore, has mainly
focused on the identification of the literary school that she belongs to, the analysis of
the literary genres of her works, and the discussion of the recurrent motifs such as
time, trauma, music and technology in her fiction. With the “spatial turn” emerging in
the diversified fields since the latter half of the 20th century, contemporary study of
spatial narrative has got a great development, and the issues of space and spatiality in
Egan’s fiction begin to attract more and more critical attention. Being dependent on
theories of spatial narrative as its major theoretic basis, and applying other
transdisciplinary spatial critical theories, this dissertation explores the distinctive
charm of Egan’s literary space from two aspects: the textual space and the story space.
Egan study, at home and abroad, is still in its initial stage and deserves more critical

attention. Up till the present moment, there is still not a systematic and comprehensive



research on Egan’s fiction. Therefore, a specialized study of Egan’s spatial poetics has
a certain degree of pioneering significance and innovative value.

This dissertation consists of three parts: the introduction, the main body and the
conclusion. The introduction part gives a general survey of Egan’s literary career and
achievements, briefly reviews Egan study at home and abroad, and presents the basic
theories and structure of this dissertation. The main body, exploring Egan’s fictional
writing from the perspective of spatial narrative, consists of four chapters: Chapter
One, Spatial Theories and Egan’s Spatial Consciousness; Chapter Two, Spatial Form
and “Self-identity”; Chapter Three, Political Implications of Space; Chapter Four,
Metaphorical Space in Image Culture.

Chapter One makes a sketch of the transdisciplinary spatial theories and Egan’s
spatial consciousness, illustrating the significance of the spatial critical approach to
Egan’s fictional works. On account of the “spatial turn” initiated and promoted by
theorists like Henry Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, and Edward W. Soja, spatial thinking
and spatial theories have been affecting a broad range of disciplines in recent years,
hence the booming of research on spatial narrative. For one thing, some critics
concentrate on analyzing the spatial form of the narrative text. For another thing, there
have emerged more voices emphasizing the function of space in narrative.
Contemporary theories of spatial narrative open up a new research scope, embracing
both the discourse of narrative and the story of narrative. Therefore the study of
spatial narrative may be conducted from two aspects: the textual space and the story
space. Furthermore, this chapter sheds light on Egan’s spatial consciousness, which
has its origin in her spatial identity and spatial experience, and is mirrored by the
capacious literary map she has drawn in her literary creation. In the process of her
literary creation, Egan’s spatial consciousness has been intensified and weaved into
the spatial narrative of her writings. While experimenting on her art indefatigably with
devices of spatial form in the strategic textual space of her fiction, she creates a
political and metaphorical story space, reflecting her keen observation and serious
contemplation of some prevailing political and cultural issues in contemporary
American society. The following three chapters of this dissertation elaborate



corollaries to this main proposition.

Chapter Two analyzes the spatial form of the narrative in Egan’s fiction and
illuminates how it contributes to the construction of Egan’s important theme of
“self-identity,” which mainly includes the exploration of “self-invention,” “double
selves” and “self-redemption” in Egan’s fiction. Through a successive analysis of
Egan’s four novels, this chapter strives to demonstrate that Egan’s literary creation has
so far revealed a tendency towards spatialization in narrative. Egan aptly applies the
distinctive spatial device, “reflexive reference,” in her first novel, The Invisible Circus,
which is basically narrated in a traditional pattern. The spatial effect helps to generate
a mood of nostalgia and melancholy for the novel. And a frequent space shift makes a
spatialized plot, unfolding before our eyes the process of the heroine’s
“self-invention.” Then this chapter focuses on the novels Look at Me and The Keep,
showing the transformation from diachrony to spatialization in Egan’s narrative.
While the mechanics of juxtaposition in Look at Me give rise to the effect of spatial
simultaneity, the labyrinthine narratives in The Keep further advance the process of
spatialization. The author’s wielding of spatial forms like “Chinese box” and
metafiction compels the reader to construct a psychological space for aesthetics
purpose. Moreover, the spatialized structure shared by both novels, specifically, the
structure of juxtaposition, is consciously set up to symbolize and emphasize Egan’s
motif of “double selves.” This chapter then zooms in the dazzling experimentations
and innovations in Egan’s masterpiece A Visit from the Goon Squad to demonstrate
how she dismantles shackles of temporality of the novel as a temporal art. Through
her genre hopping from ordinary short stories to a music album, a travelogue with
academic terms, a celebrity profile in magazine, and then a PowerPoint presentation,
Egan visualizes the novel by turning it into an artwork like a collage, exhibiting the
effect of spatial secondary illusion. Moreover, with the novel’s polyphonic essence of
multi-voicedness, space of an interlocking network is built to incarnate the human
interconnectedness and spatial coexistence. And the spatialized time of the novel not
only breaks the bondage of the temporal art, but also implies the author’s pondering
over the motif of “self-redemption.”



Chapter Three turns to explore the political implications of the story space in
Egan’s fiction. As a social and historical product, space is political and ideological,
embedded with all kinds of power relations. The story space of fiction, as the space
reconstructed by the writer via different literary methods, contributes to the narrative
with its representation of social, historical and cultural significance. This chapter
probes into how Egan encodes and restructures space to reveal the various
contradictions in American society, such as gender hierarchies in space, inequalities
and injustices in urban space, and clashes in the heterogeneous space. Egan reveals
great sympathy with women through her delineations of the family space and the
space of the female body. The spatial arrangement and connotations of the family
space indicate the discipline of women’s thoughts and behavior, the enclosure of their
lives, and the restraint of their creativity by the power of patriarchy. It is noteworthy
that patriarchal discourse is also practiced by means of surveillance, manipulation and
oppression of the female body. Gender hierarchies exhibited in the story space of
Egan’s fiction invite our reflections on questions about how to truly obtain women’s
equal rights and liberation in modern society. The urban space in Egan’s fiction is
imbued with inequalities and injustices. According to the urban critical theory, the
excessive accumulation of capital induces the ebb and flow of “creative destruction”
upon urban space, which is destined to result in the deprivation of the right to the city
and spatial justice. With detailed descriptions of the spatial discrepancies of different
stratums, and spatial reconfiguration at different scales in American society, Egan’s
fiction exposes the contradictions between the rich and poor, the center and periphery,
and the economic growth and ecological balance. This conveys Egan’s appealing for
an equal and just living space for human beings. Besides, a multicultural
heterogeneous space, saturated with the contradictions between different ethnic
groups and cultures which at least partly lead to the problem of terrorism, is presented
in Egan’s fiction. The issues of terrorism are focalized through the lens of heterotopias,
including “heterotopias of deviation,” “heterotopias of crisis,” and “heterotopias
opening onto heterochronies.” Egan’s imaginary depiction of the heterotopias not only
discloses the spiritual pressure and anxiety of contemporary American people but also
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raises the question of how to rebuild the social order and confidence of the United
States in a new domestic and international structure.

Chapter Four discusses the function of the metaphorical story space as the spatial
representation of American image culture in Egan’s fiction. Egan believes that
American culture is essentially image culture, obsessed with surfaces and appearances,
for contemporary American life is made up of a blizzard of images and information
which blurs the line between reality and illusion. The issues of “self-identity” and
terrorism involved in the former two chapters are closely connected with image
culture, the most important theme in Egan’s fiction. This chapter explores Egan’s
representation and interrogation of image culture from three spatial perspectives:
“perceived space,” “conceived space” and “Thirdspace.” The “perceived space” in
Egan’s fiction displays an affecting picture of people’s longing for transcendence
under the influence of image culture. The ethereal transcendental dreams harbored in
the heart of modern Americans are embodied through the metaphorical symbols of
“Emerald City” and “Mirrored Room.” Egan’s insight into image culture is also
revealed through the “conceived space” reconstructed by the characters in her fiction
with their language and imagination. The “conceived space” in Egan’s fiction,
whether Moose’s “insane world” or Howard’s “fantastic kingdom,” exposes the
illusions fabricated by image culture. Through shaping the “conceived space,” Egan
puts forward her suggestion that we should grope for something substantial so as to
resist the infiltration and inundation of image culture in everyday life. This chapter
then dissects how Egan portrays contemporary American society as the
real-and-imagined “Thirdspace,” which is the spatial metaphor for image culture. As
delineated in Egan’s fiction, the source of image culture can be traced back to the
emergence of modern mass media, and image culture is intensified with the
development of telecommunication technologies in the present age of digitalization.
We see, therefore, the production of the hyperreal space of simulacra and the virtual
space of telecommunication, which compose the contemporary “Thirdspace” that
fuses the fact and imagination, the concrete and abstract, the objective and subjective,
the material and mental, and so on. This metaphorical “Thirdspace” mirrors Egan’s
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philosophical meditation on “what is real and what is not” and how to maintain the
inner truth of human identity under the impact of the rapidly growing and
overwhelmingly illusory image culture.

The conclusion presents an overall review of Egan’s spatial narrative, points out
the significance of this study, prospects for new research space and reaffirms the
literary achievements of Egan. With a relatively systematic study, this dissertation
illuminates the aesthetic contribution of the spatial narrative to Egan’s fictional
creation, and highlights the importance of space and spatiality in human life. On the
whole, Egan’s spatial narrative commits to different elements of her fictional creation,
such as the plot, structure, atmosphere, characterization, meaning representation,
thematic construction, and so on. Her strategic textual space, bewildering and
unpredictable, chimes with our turbulent time and shifting world, reflecting her
persistent pursuit of the artistic vitality of the novel in the overwhelming context of
new media. As a tripledialectic of historicality, sociality and spatiality, the story space
of Egan’s fiction reveals her profound concerns about the various social contradictions
and cultural changes in the United States. Standing in the wind and listening to the
hum of time, this enthusiastic and serious woman writer, with poetic temperament of
aesthetic redemption, is walking slowly towards the transcendental literary space in

her heart.
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