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Abstract 
 

This  thesis  explores  nostalgia,  mourning,  and  masculinity  in  Michael  Chabon’s  postmodern  homage  

to Golden Age comics, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. It argues that nostalgia, as the primary 

mode of remembrance by which the male characters mourn their losses, and through which the novel itself 

yearns to revisit a past moment in history, is ultimately inadequate to successfully mourn a traumatic history. 

The novel is engaged in a revisitation of history in a number of ways: through the creation of a site of 

memory out of the novel, through the construction of a collection of textual traces to memorialise the past, 

and through offering different versions of narrative closure to each character.  

This study offers close readings of the novel, informed by a range of theoretical approaches, which 

uncover the relationships among nostalgia, masculinity, memorialisation, history and memory, grief and loss, 

and mourning in the postmodern. In its textual analysis, the thesis draws on theorists of the postmodern, 

mourning, memory, history, and nostalgia to describe how the novel can be read as symptomatic of a 

particular moment in postmodernity, and is at once celebratory and ambivalent about its own narrative past 

and future.  

Kavalier & Clay references the opposing cultural sites of the museum and the circus, and this study 

analyses the presence of these sites in the novel to explore their respective spatial fixity and transience in 

light of the themes of nostalgia and loss. Spatiality is further mobilised in the narrative by the repeated 

enclosure and emergence, ascent and descent, and flight and grounding of its characters. These recurring 

spatial motifs enact the nostalgic desire to enclose and thus arrest time in a contained space, and also 

privilege a ground-level  view  point  over  an  ascended  and  therefore  omniscient  gaze.  Chabon’s  novel  inspires  

this kind of analysis for the way it self-consciously deploys the form, themes, and motifs of 

postmodernism—namely the melding of high- and low-culture, irony and sincerity, and self-referential 

monumentality. 

This thesis concludes that as well as celebrating nostalgia through its postmodern form, plot, and 

themes,  the  novel  also  offers  a  critique  of  interminable  longing  for  that  which  has  passed.  Nostalgia’s  

inadequacy  is  responsible  for  the  novel’s  ultimately  conservative  ending,  which  may  be  considered  a  failure  

of the potential for postmodern literature to imagine a new order. This ending can also be read as an implicit 

critique of the exclusion of marginalised stories and lives from dominant accounts of history. 
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Fathers, Sons, Brothers, Lovers: 

Masculine Mourning in Michael Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier 

& Clay 

 

Introduction 

 

The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay by Michael Chabon is a postmodern 

fictionalised revision of history that deploys nostalgia as the mode by which its male 

characters remember and memorialise the grief and losses they have suffered in 

1930s-1950s Europe and America. While Kavalier & Clay upholds a commitment to 

nostalgia through its postmodern form—here defined as an aesthetic style and as a 

historical era1—as well as its plot and themes, nostalgic longing for an irretrievable 

past time is ultimately revealed to be an inadequate method for the novel’s male 

characters to work through and mourn what they have lost. Nostalgia is the mode by 

which history is experienced in the narrative, and is one of the central themes and the 

structuring principle for the novel. As such, nostalgia is deployed to different effect in 

representing heterosexual versus homosexual masculinities, and masculinity versus 

femininity. Namely, homosexual masculinity is condemned to suffer nostalgia’s 

interminable longing; the women, without a legitimate/legitimising history to long 

for, are only offered a future and a “safe” nostalgic place within the heterosexual 

patriarchal family unit; and heterosexual masculinity is offered liberation from the 

arrested time of interminable nostalgic longing to achieve closure in mourning. 

                                                        
1 I provide a full definition of my use of the postmodern below. 
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One of the novel’s central themes is the loss experienced by its two male 

protagonists, Joe Kavalier and Sammy Clay. Joe has escaped from Nazi occupied 

Europe, leaving his parents, brother, and home behind. Sammy’s father deserted him 

and his mother when Sammy was a boy, leaving him with an undefined and 

unfulfilled yearning for masculine intimacy. In their respective grief, Joe’s journey is 

directed towards working through the trauma of what he has lost and to eventually 

achieving closure to his mourning, while Sammy’s story is defined by an unspeakable 

yearning for what he has lost and by the desire to retrieve or return to the time before 

those losses occurred. According to E. B. Daniels, nostalgia is “the yearning to return 

to an experience of community…of family…we imagine hidden in home” 

(Experiencing 77). For Joe whose escape from Europe means that he cannot, nor does 

he want to, return to the home he left behind, his yearning is for the restoration of his 

family unit. Nostalgia’s “yearning to return” is perhaps the reason that Joe is offered 

an alternative to his interminable longing by the end of the novel, but Sammy and 

Rosa (the mother of Joe’s son) are not: Joe already has an authentic community, 

family, and version of home, namely the hetero-patriarchal family unit, that he can 

access; for Sammy as the homosexual man, and for Rosa, an original experience of 

creative, productive, independent, and emancipated community and family, whether 

real or imagined, does not exist for them to “return” to, and thus they must continue to 

experience both past and future nostalgically. 

Given the relationship that nostalgia constructs between the narrative’s past, 

present, and future, my argument in this thesis is based on nostalgia as an experience 

of history in the narrative, and as a theme and structuring principle of the novel. 

Nostalgia is present both explicitly, when named by the narrative voice throughout the 

novel, and implicitly, as the characters inhabit spaces that physically contain them, 
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which I read as metaphors of the nostalgic impulse that seeks to enclose, and thus 

arrest and restore, time (namely the past) in present space. Kavalier & Clay deploys 

such spatial motifs in a way that ultimately critiques the nostalgic impulse to arrest 

and enclose time in space. Only by moving through and emerging out of these 

enclosing spaces, and by descending from an elevated vantage from which the whole 

story can be seen, are the characters offered the chance to move beyond the 

impossibility of recuperating the past in the postmodern age of simulacra and irony, 

and to begin to mourn what they have lost. 

Kavalier & Clay narrates the story of cousins Sammy and Joe who meet for 

the first time when Joe arrives at Sammy and his mother’s Brooklyn apartment having 

escaped Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia. Together the boys create the comic book 

superhero series, The Escapist, which goes on to achieve considerable success in the 

Golden Age of American comics. Joe works towards trying to rescue his brother from 

Europe, falls in love with Rosa Saks who is the daughter of a surrealist art dealer, and 

experiments with increasingly sophisticated technique in his drawing style for the 

comic. But when Joe finds out that the ship carrying his brother to safety has been 

sunk he immediately enlists in the US Navy and leaves New York and Rosa, whom 

he does not know is pregnant. In creating The Escapist, Sammy’s desire to work with 

a partner and achieve fame and industry success is realised, and when the comic is 

adapted into a radio play, Sammy and the voice actor who plays the superhero, Tracy 

Bacon, fall in love. However, Sammy and Bacon part ways after an ill-fated weekend 

away, and Sammy marries Rosa and raises Joe’s son as his own. By the novel’s 

conclusion Joe has returned to Rosa and their son and Sammy has left for LA to begin 

his own life, unencumbered by the responsibility of a family. My reading of this novel 
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is based primarily on the experiences of grief, loss, and longing that recur throughout 

Sammy and Joe’s stories. 

As a work of postmodern historiographic metafiction, Kavalier & Clay, in 

depicting a period of time characterised by racial, gender, and sexual inequality, can 

be defined within this class of fiction as a “postmodern mourning novel” (Clewell 

130). Its major preoccupation is with the revision and memorialisation of history in 

postmodernity, and it deals with a history that offered vastly different opportunities 

for grief and mourning for different groups of people, such as women, homosexual 

men, and Jewish immigrants in America. Furthermore, Kavalier & Clay offers 

different forms of narrative closure and different versions of grief and mourning for 

the homosexual and heterosexual characters. This novel ultimately grapples with the 

possibility of consolatory, successful mourning that allows closure for one of its 

characters, and unrepresentable grief that remains unmourned and interminable for the 

other. 

 

Nostalgia and postmodernism 

To begin talking about the novel as symptomatic of a particular moment in 

postmodernity, it is helpful to define exactly what we mean when we talk about the 

postmodern—that is, to define the postmodern with reference to some of its central 

thinkers, including Linda Hutcheon, Jean-François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, and 

others. The critics cited all share an interest in history, representation, and memory in 

the postmodern. 

Postmodernism has been described and defined by countless cultural theorists 

and critics, which thus complicates settling on a single definition. However, for my 

purposes here, there are enough commonalities and points of crossover in these 
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approaches to identify features of the postmodern and define Chabon’s novel 

accordingly. In his 1987 analysis of the subject, Postmodern Fiction, Brian McHale 

shows the many, and at times contradictory, possible constructions of postmodern 

literature: 

There is John Barth’s postmodernism, the literature of replenishment; 

Charles Newman’s postmodernism, the literature of an inflationary 

economy; Jean-François Lyotard’s postmodernism, a general condition 

of knowledge in the contemporary informational regime; Ihab 

Hassan’s postmodernism, a stage on the road to the spiritual 

unification of humankind; and so on. There is even Kermode’s 

construction of postmodernism, which in effect constructs it right out 

of existence. (4) 

While each of these constructions or definitions ends up in a different place, they all 

tend to begin in a similar one. Commonly agreed characteristics of postmodern 

literature (and art and architecture and critical thought) include the rejection of grand 

narratives; fragmentation, discontinuity and decentering of form; and a rethinking of 

the relationship between history or the past and the present moment. In Kavalier & 

Clay, Chabon actively combines “high” and “low” or “popular” genres, both in the 

narrative form and in developing the plot and its characters. While resisting 

modernism’s (Western, patriarchal) master narrative, with Kavalier & Clay, Chabon 

creates his own epic monumental postmodern narrative—one that is structured by and 

reflects the postmodern commitment to melding high and low art. It has absorbed 

postmodernism’s paradoxical logic of fragmentation and discontinuity and created 

cohesion and sincerity from it. 
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Lyotard dates the contemporary transition to postmodernity to “at least the end 

of the 1950s, which for Europe marks the completion of reconstruction” (Postmodern 

Condition 3). Lyotard’s definition is based on the understanding that “the status of 

knowledge is altered as societies enter […] the postindustrial age and cultures enter 

what is known as the postmodern age” (Postmodern Condition 3). For Lyotard, 

scientific, linguistic, and computerised technologies are all central to the development 

of postmodern culture, and the postindustrial age is responsible for producing the 

technologies by which simulation and replicability are possible. Furthermore, 

simulation and replicability, in the context of postmodern architecture (but also art, 

literature, philosophy, and politics) create what Lyotard refers to as “a sort of 

‘bricolage’: the multiple quotation of elements taken from earlier styles or periods, 

classical and modern” (Postmodern Explained 90).  

Ultimately, Lyotard’s approach to the postmodern highlights its potential for 

revisiting history. He clarifies that “the ‘post-’ of ‘postmodern’ does not signify a 

movement of comeback, flashback or feedback, that is, not a movement of repetition 

but a procedure […] of analysis, anamnesis, anagogy and anamorphosis which 

elaborates an ‘initial forgetting’,” in order that we might achieve a deeper, clearer 

understanding of the original (Lyotard, Postmodern Explained 93).  

Tammy Clewell, in her study of mourning in modernism and postmodernism, 

engages critically with Lyotard’s approach to the postmodern rupture of form as it 

relates to grief in the postmodern. Clewell’s critique of Lyotard is based primarily on 

an approach to “the modernist and postmodernist narration of loss” (Clewell 3), which 

Clewell sees as characterised by “an abiding structural continuity” (3). Rather than 

being defined by continuity, Lyotard approaches the expression of grief in 

postmodernity as characterised by a “rupture” of the modernist consistency of form, 
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“something like a conversion: a new direction from the previous one” (Lyotard, 

Postmodern Explained 90). Clewell sees the emancipatory potential of the 

postmodern mourning novel as an extension of modernism’s “sustained attachments 

to loss” (5), rather than a conservative revision of modernist aesthetics, as she argues 

Lyotard would have it. Clewell suggests that the postmodern mourning novel should 

reject “the aim of closure to reinvigorate mourning for a contemporary sexual 

politics” (130). Ultimately, Clewell argues that there is scope in postmodern literature 

and art to imagine a new sexual/political order that relies on an open-ended rejection 

of completed mourning. 

Hutcheon, writing on the postmodern since the late 1980s, originally 

characterised postmodernism in fiction by the paradox evident in the overlap “when 

modernist aesthetic autonomy and self-reflexivity come up against a counterforce in 

the form of a grounding in the historical, social, and political world”—a paradox that 

she calls “historiographic metafiction” (Poetics preface ix). Historiographic 

metafiction refers to those fictions that are self-reflexive and self-referring, and yet 

are based in history as it has been both lived and written. Hutcheon’s discussion is 

founded on the following premise: “postmodernism is a contradictory phenomenon, 

one that uses and abuses, installs and then subverts, the very concepts it challenges” 

(Hutcheon, Poetics 3). Postmodernism in fiction in this definition is thus essentially 

ironic—it always contains a double meaning, referring to two simultaneous processes 

(reference to history and the creation of fiction), and declares that both the text itself 

and its reader display awareness of this duality.  

In contrast, Hutcheon’s contemporary, Frederic Jameson, holds a different 

opinion of these kinds of fictions. For example, he sees the postmodern approach to, 

or evocation of, the past as “the disappearance of a sense of history” and a 
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depthlessless in the culture, so that a true memory of history is absent, and what 

instead remains is a sense of the past evoked through referents (Jameson, Cultural 

Turn 8). Rather than identifying irony in postmodernism’s approach to the past, 

Jameson sees only mere nostalgia—an unrealisable desire to return to an irrevocable 

past.  

In a 1998 paper, Hutcheon opened up her previously long-held focus on 

postmodern irony to include a discussion of nostalgia. She once saw nostalgia as 

irrelevant, and had argued against and even denied the importance of nostalgia in 

postmodernism in favour of what she saw as the opposing and infinitely more 

significant element of postmodern irony. However, she then noticed a trend towards 

nostalgia in critical approaches to the postmodern, and so her 1998 piece investigates 

in great detail the word, its use and deployment, and the evolution of the concept. 

Hutcheon disagrees with Jameson’s attacks on postmodernism and his claim that it is 

merely nostalgic in its presentation of the past through evading the present (Poetics 

124). She argues that postmodernism’s “ironic rethinking of history”—that is, an 

approach that acknowledges the textual nature of history and destabilises (in whatever 

way) the political, social, and indeed historiographic nature of the past—is definitely 

not nostalgic (Hutcheon, Poetics 39). Rather than idealising the past through evoking 

its objects and atmosphere, Hutcheon suggests that postmodernism “critically 

confronts the past with the present, and vice versa” (Poetics 39). Ultimately, what 

historiographic metafiction does is to foreground the textual, and therefore unstable, 

nature of ever truly knowing the past. By this definition, any postmodern 

historiographic metafiction is fertile territory for nostalgia, which is an affect based in 

an imagined and unstable version of history. 
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Both Hutcheon’s and Jameson’s approaches to nostalgia and the presentation 

or evocation of the past in the postmodern era and text inform my analysis of the 

novel; my argument is that Kavalier & Clay embodies both of these positions to a 

certain extent. Chabon works with nostalgia as the memory of a past that never 

existed—a Baudrillardian simulacrum; at the same time, he is critiquing our memory 

of history (the 1930s-50s characterised by homophobia, sexism, and anti-Semitism) 

and producing a corrective nostalgia: a genuinely commemorative text that revisits a 

moment in history and thereby destabilises the idea of American heroism in the 30s‒

50s as a Golden Age. 

Kavalier & Clay can thus be defined as a postmodern fiction in a number of 

ways. The novel can be thought of as a work of historiographic metafiction for the 

way it refers to real, historicisable moments at the same time as revealing its own 

status as a work of self-reflexive fiction. The novel is thoroughly researched and 

contains characters whose descriptions or experiences parallel those of real people 

from the era and subculture in which it is set. Yet it also refers to the process of the 

narrative’s creation within the text and deploys its central themes and motifs through 

often fantastical circumstances. In many ways, Chabon is thus an archetypically 

postmodern writer: his body of work is self-reflexive and ironic in the way it pretends 

at historical and authorial legitimacy, while repeatedly signalling itself as impossible 

fiction through the metatextual device of authorial intervention (Maltby 27). He uses 

pastiche through intertextual references to genre fiction, which is a feature of the 

postmodern that Maltby suggests shows “how the literary text is intelligible only in 

relation to [its intertexts], not in relation to reality” (27). Furthermore, the techniques 

of postmodern writing that Chabon uses in Kavalier & Clay “draw attention to writing 

as a set of conventions and, hence, serve to critique textual claims to naturalness or 
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mimesis or truth” (Maltby 27). In particular, the narrative voice claims to be 

recounting actual events from some locatable future position by suggesting that 

certain characters, events, and objects exist outside of the text by making reference to 

real-life situations (such as Comic-Cons, eBay auctions, and Ikea displays). For 

Hutcheon, untangling this kind of dynamic—the blurring or complicating of truth and 

falsehood, the serious and non-serious discourse that is the particular game and the 

delight of postmodern storytelling—is precisely the “truthful, real, and serious task” 

of postmodern fictions (Hutcheon, “Postmodern Provocation” 307). 

Kavalier & Clay uses the form of comics to describe certain key episodes as if 

they are framed by the page of a comic, and also through intertextual references to 

Golden Age comics. However, the effect of comics being present is not ironic, 

parodic, or a type of pastiche. Chabon deploys comics to elicit nostalgia—for 

childhood, for a particular brand of masculinity, and for a time before the postmodern 

(that is, before 1945 and the end of the Second World War, a date commonly 

attributed as one symbolic starting point for postmodernity—see Hungerford, 

Lyotard, Jameson). The novel features a central storyline about the creation of a 

superhero comic book, is structured around episodes that unfold as though in a comic 

book, and presents characters that adopt or are endowed with certain generic comic 

book hero traits. This central storyline is loosely based on Seigel and Schuster’s 

creation of their Superman comic in 1939, and on the figure of the famous escape 

artist Houdini from the same era, as well as Jim Steranko, a comic book artist who 

was also a magician and escape artist (Rhoades 251-52).  

Joe and Sammy, a couple of Jewish cousins in New York in 1939, create The 

Escapist, a hero who can liberate himself and others from shackles and chains. Their 

creation mirrors Joe Kavalier’s recent escape from occupied Europe, and speaks of his 
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desire to liberate his family, and all Jewish people, from persecution and death under 

the Nazi regime. As well as creatively enacting his frustration and desire for justice, 

Joe begins to enact it physically through a spate of fights with any German men with 

whom he crosses paths in New York. The episodes in the novel in which Joe 

encounters these antagonists, falls in love, or is inspired creatively are each described 

in literary detail, but are structured as though they are panels in a comic.2  

Hilary Chute suggests that Kavalier & Clay “specifically operates in dialogue 

with the aims of graphic narrative, investigating different ways to present and express 

history” (268.) The novel’s presentation of history can be understood using 

Baudrillard’s concept of simulation—it constructs a narrative that “threatens the 

difference between ‘true’ and ‘false’, between ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’” (5). Baudrillard 

writes that simulation today “is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a 

substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a 

hyperreal” (2). If we are looking at a work of postmodern historiographic 

metafiction—that is, self-reflexive, fictionalised history—what does it mean to say 

that it is intensely nostalgic but also deeply concerned with “investigating different 

ways to present and express history” (Chute 268)? The novel, a “hyperreal” 

simulation, points to a particular, postmodern relation to history and its artefacts:  

[w]hen the real is no longer what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its 

full meaning. There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of 

reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity. There is an 

escalation of the true, of the lived experience; a resurrection of the 

                                                        
2 John Leonard suggests that Kavalier & Clay is a comic book in which the reader is 

asked to imagine all of the pictures themselves (“Meshuga Alaska” 22). 
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figurative where the object and substance have disappeared. 

(Baudrillard 12) 

That relation manifests in the novel’s creation of textual artefacts and sites of memory 

that evoke its own objective, inauthentic, second-hand fictionalised history. Nostalgia, 

though it is concerned with looking back and is a yearning for the past, is not entirely 

concerned with history (or with a complete version of history).  

In the postmodern, nostalgia is more adequately described, then, not as an 

attempt to retrieve history, but as an affective response to a set of presently 

experienced circumstances—a reaction to the realisation that the past is irretrievable 

(Hutcheon, Irony), and the present is based on inauthentic simulations of the original 

(Baudrillard 12). Rather than restore the past, the novel attempts to revisit and thus 

memorialise history within the parameters of the simulacrum; it positions itself with a 

view of its own future so that it can mourn that future (that is, the events of the 

Second World War). E. B. Daniels alludes to the complex structure of memory, 

fantasy and affective experience in nostalgia, extending the sense of loss to include a 

sense of a lost futurity:  

Nostalgia is a dream, a fantasy about return; and not necessarily a 

return to something that never was. It is a fantasy about what was, and 

now is lost. Because it is a dream, nostalgia is, in a sense, about neither 

what was, nor what never was; it masquerades as memory. Thus, there 

is in nostalgia not simply a sensibility, a yearning for what appears past 

and beyond return, but a feeling now of what is to be lost in the future. 

(Daniels, Experiencing 84) 

The etymology of nostalgia derives from the Greek nostos, meaning “to return 

home”, and algos, meaning “pain”—nostalgia, then, is the pain caused by the desire 
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to go home (Hutcheon, Irony). The word first appeared in English in the middle of the 

eighteenth century and was used to describe an acute homesickness felt by Swiss 

voyagers (Hutcheon, Irony). The mixture of longing and loss—for not only a place 

left behind, but also a past time that is necessarily irrecoverable (it was never simply 

just homesickness)—means that the word now refers to a sentimental yearning for, 

and an imaginative evocation of, the past.  

The nostalgic mood of Kavalier & Clay can be understood as a specifically 

melancholic revisitation of history. In psychoanalysis, the melancholic cannot see, nor 

consciously perceive, what has been lost (Freud 254). Similarly for Georg Lukács, 

longing for a “lost fatherland” is formless and interminable, because “true longing has 

never had a home” (91‒92). Nostalgia, as well as relying on the actual memory of a 

time or place, is “constructed out of vivid dreams” (Lukács 92) characterised by 

desire, so that the combined effect of memory and desire is an idealised, imagined 

version of the past or of home. 

Susan Stewart describes nostalgia spatially and as an attempt to arrest time, 

and to enclose all time in a minimum amount of space, thereby restoring the past (60). 

Kavalier & Clay likewise represents the nostalgic desire to arrest time spatially: 

Chabon repeatedly places his characters in spaces that enclose or submerge them, and 

they repeatedly emerge from these spaces; it is in these acts of recurring emergence 

from spaces that seek to arrest time that I read Chabon’s critique of a mere nostalgic 

impulse. These moments reinforce that time cannot be arrested and the past cannot be 

restored. Instead, the future will always come. In order to not be buried, drowned, or 

suffocated (literally as well as metaphorically) by the desire to stop or reverse time, 

the novel sees its characters moving through nostalgic spaces to confront the future 

and memorialise the past. 
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Nostalgia as a yearning that looks both back to the past and forwards into a 

future characterised by loss is a central affect in Kavalier & Clay and in all of 

Chabon’s fiction (See Fowler, op de Beeck, Tyree, Chabon, Chute). His central male 

characters (in Kavalier & Clay, and in his other works that deploy genre 

conventions—The Yiddish Policeman’s Union, Gentlemen of the Road, and The Final 

Solution) have all lost something or someone (a father, sibling, child, or lover; their 

home, language, or culture). They are, therefore, all motivated by their loss, and by 

the grief with which it is associated. These characters tend to express their mourning 

in the form of a yearning or search for something always out of reach. The fact that 

this yearning for an unnameable object takes place within a story that engages 

established classic genre conventions (Golden Age comics, hardboiled-detective 

mystery, and swashbuckling adventure tales) doubles the sense of longing for that 

which has been, or is about to be, lost. The mode of Chabon’s narratives can be read 

as nostalgic in their desire to recreate a sense of the past; Jameson reads this tendency 

in fiction as a depthlessness, eliding any “true memory of history” (Cultural Logic 8). 

In contrast, Hutcheon—revising her stance on nostalgia and irony in the 

postmodern—allows that there might be value in nostalgia for contemporary 

approaches to postmodern culture (Hutcheon Irony).  

For Hutcheon, “nostalgia is less about the past than about the present. It 

operates through what Mikhail Bakhtin called an ‘historical inversion’: the ideal that 

is not being lived now is projected into the past. It is ‘memorialized’ as past, 

crystallized into precious moments selected by memory, but also by forgetting, and by 

desire’s distortions and reorganizations” (Hutcheon Irony). What is the relationship 

between an attempt to present and express history and a pervasive nostalgic longing 
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for a sense of something necessarily and irretrievably in the past? To put this more 

simply: what is the relationship between history and nostalgia?  

In Kavalier & Clay, the answer to these questions can be found in the novel’s 

postmodern form, which I read here as a cultural artefact of a particular point in time. 

Defining the novel as postmodern refers to both an aesthetic style and to the historical 

era in which it was published and by which it was informed. For Wendy Seiner, this 

kind of “parallel” approach to rethinking postmodernism refers both to “the 

stylistically innovative writing…and the literature of the period as a whole” (428). 

Chabon’s novel is a clear example of postmodern form, but one that reflects 

contemporary approaches to the changing status of postmodernism by scholars, 

critics, and writers. Kavalier & Clay was published in 2000—right before 9/11, a 

turning point identified by many critics as the end of irony. Journalist and critic R. Jay 

Magill Jr. summarises a spate of pronouncements on the “death of irony” by a handful 

of commentators in major papers and networks in the United States (US): “no room 

for ironists”; “a turning point against a generation of cynicism”; “irony died on 9-11-

01”; “the end of the age of irony”, and so on (Magill 198). In their introduction to the 

Twentieth-Century Literature special issue, “Postmodernism, Then” (2011), Jason 

Gladstone and Daniel Worden similarly refer to the tendency for critics to declare, 

since 9/11 and for Americans, “that postmodernism is, now, over” (291). 

Furthermore, they track a shift in academic approaches to, definitions of, and the 

relevance of a focus on, the postmodern: 

At the same time, alongside this concerted, professional abandonment 

of postmodernism’s signature affective stance in recent North 

American literary enterprises, postmodernism has begun to drop out of 

academic discourse as well. (Gladstone & Worden 291) 
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In the introduction to their edited volume The Mourning After: Attending the 

Wake of Postmodernism, Brooks and Toth note that “in her brief epilogue to the 2002 

edition of The Politics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon seemingly placed the final 

nail in postmodernism’s coffin: ‘it's over’ (Politics 166)” (1). Hutcheon clarifies, “the 

postmodern moment has passed, even if its discursive strategies and its ideological 

critique continue to live on—as do those of modernism—in our contemporary twenty-

first century world” (Politics 181).  

In the spirit of David Foster Wallace’s 1993 essay “E Unibus Pluram: 

Television and U.S. Fiction”, Gladstone and Worden locate a shift in contemporary 

US literary culture “away from ‘ironic watching’ and towards the embrace of ‘single-

entendre principles’ almost everywhere”, and here they name a number of literary 

sites and observable trends that illustrate this, including “McSweeney’s Quarterly 

Concern’s emo-sincerity… Jonathan Franzen’s social realism […] [and] novelists 

such as Michael Chabon’s heartfelt embrace of genre fiction” (291). The kind of shift 

about which they write was discussed much earlier by Steiner, who identifies that a 

number of critical and artistic works released at the twentieth century’s end exemplify 

that the period of postmodernism in fact saw the endurance of realism and the 

dominance of experimental and self-consciously playful writing equally (528, 530). 

As Gladstone and Worden argue, with McSweeney’s, Franzen, and Chabon (among 

others), what we see is a transparent and conscious engagement with the difficulties 

faced in presenting a version of the present moment. This difficulty has arisen as 

postmodernism has come to be: 

not only a synonym for the postwar condition but also an instituted 

critical fiction, not only what comes after the close of high modernism 

but also as a strain of modernism, not only a unifying category that 
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contains all late twentieth-century literature but also one aesthetic 

among many. (292) 

I suggest that this shift in US literary culture can be observed in how Chabon 

writes fictions (and writes about writing them) in the kind of detail that suggests a 

perspective that might be (but is not) based on factual account. Chabon’s “heartfelt 

embrace of genre fiction” is sincere in the way he takes a low-brow pulp medium and 

its history—Golden Age comics—and lovingly shapes it into a contemporary version 

of high-brow or at least serious art, namely Pulitzer Prize-winning literary fiction. His 

body of work—Kavalier & Clay in particular—exemplifies a contemporary 

oscillation between “ironic watching” and “single-entendre” earnest engagement with 

the version of turn of the century US culture that the aforementioned critics identify. 

It is necessary to acknowledge that Kavalier & Clay was published at a point 

in time during which scholars, critics, and cultural commentators were in the process 

of rethinking postmodernism’s influence and defining characteristics. I suggest that 

this milieu influenced the novel’s postmodern form as well as its commitment to 

presenting a nostalgic version of history, in the way that it looks back as well as 

forwards to its own immediate narrative future. The novel can be thought of as doing 

something specific to the turn of the millennium—it is deeply nostalgic while also 

being concerned with futurity as it presents a possibility for un-ironic, sincere 

masculine mourning, while also acknowledging the socio-political cultural history 

that denied mourning for homosexual men and women. 

What does it mean, then, to talk of masculine mourning, futurity, and sincerity 

in analysing a work of contemporary postmodern US fiction? Chabon’s work, like 

other contemporary American postmodern fictions that are by and about men, 

homosociality and the status of masculinity, portrays the historical fluidity of gender 



18 

 

identity, and thus the limits of particular masculine identities.  Susan Jeffords 

provides a definition of masculinity as that which “refer[s] to the set of images, 

values, interests, and activities held important to a successful achievement of male 

adulthood in American cultures” (Jeffords xii). My use of the term “masculine” in 

constructing this thesis is based on the way Chabon’s novel narrates the experiences 

of two male characters. That which is “masculine” in Kavalier & Clay is represented 

by the novel’s male characters, their lived experiences in the contemporary Western 

world, and their relationships with other men. Modern Western society is arguably 

patriarchal, and the era in which the novel is set is one that preceded the women’s 

liberation movement. Further, the primary characters in Kavalier & Clay are almost 

exclusively male, and the relationships that motivate them are primarily between men 

(father‒son, brothers, male cousins, gay lovers, professional mentor‒protégé). 

Kimmell argues that the categories of “masculine and feminine are relational 

constructs; the definition of either depends on the definition of the other” (122). As a 

postmodern novel, Kavalier & Clay can be classified in terms of the same relational 

construct—it is a “male text” for the way that it looks backward, over its shoulder, 

where “female texts” in postmodernity do not have that option (Friedman 165). For 

these reasons this thesis asserts that the novel’s concerns relate to the category of the 

“masculine”—though they might be universal, non-gendered concerns, they are 

firmly anchored to a decidedly male experience in this novel. 

In her discussion of mourning in Precarious Life, Judith Butler refers to 

Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia” (Precarious 21). In an attempt to define 

or understand ‘successful mourning’, she disagrees with Freud’s implication that the 

exchange or incorporation of one object for another was necessary to successfully 
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grieve the lost object of love (Precarious 21). Rather, Butler proposes that one can 

mourn, rather,  

[w]hen one accepts that by the loss one undergoes one will be changed, 

possibly for ever. Perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing to 

undergo a transformation the full result of which one cannot know in 

advance. There is losing, as we know, but there is also the 

transformative effect of loss, and this latter cannot be charted or 

planned. (Precarious 21) 

Mourning is defined by the loss of something or someone bound to our identity. 

“Successful” mourning, then, involves a metamorphosis of the self, and movement or 

transition from one state to another, through grief. 

Futurity is defined as a future event, possibility, or prospect; my use of the 

term in the context of Chabon’s novel refers to the presence or spectre of the 

narrative’s future as it narrates its present moment. The narrative is constructed across 

multiple temporalities—it is set in 1930‒1950s New York, but the narrative voice 

implies that it speaks from a time that knows some of what its characters will go on to 

do towards the end of the century, around the time that Chabon wrote the novel. In 

1940, for example, the narrator knows what the characters do not—about America’s 

involvement in the Second World War, the Final Solution, the eventual liberalisation 

of Western culture and, implicitly, about HIV/AIDS affecting a generation of 

homosexual men. (The death of Bacon, Sammy’s lover, in the war for example can be 

read as not only an indictment of a lost generation of hopeful young men during the 

war, but also of the loss of a generation of gay men a few decades later—it implies 

that Sammy would have lost his lover, anyway). If nostalgia is the presence of the 

past, I define futurity, then, as the presence of the future. In Kavalier & Clay, 
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nostalgia and futurity each exist in a similar relation to the present moment, and as I 

show, each is equally both real and imagined, and relates to memory and loss. 

On sincerity, Magill writes,  

Being sincere … means confronting one’s innermost thoughts or 

emotions and relaying them to others straightforwardly, no matter how 

relevant to the topic, injurious to one’s own reputation, or 

embarrassing—or however correct or incorrect. Sincerity, in other 

words, is a subjective state that need not have anything to do with 

reality. (13) 

While I suggest that Kavalier & Clay represents what Amy Hungerford identifies as a 

turn away from postmodern irony and towards sincerity (414), the two are not 

mutually exclusive. The novel employs both to different effect: irony involves an 

acknowledgment of its double meaning, while sincerity is the insistence on belief in 

that double meaning, however incongruous. In Kavalier & Clay, the commitment to 

both irony and sincerity is present in the novel’s pervasive nostalgia for a past that it 

acknowledges, through pointing to its own fictiveness, may never have existed. A 

position that is aware of postmodernism’s in-built double meaning acknowledges the 

intrinsically problematic nature of nostalgia as a form of memory and as an 

expression of history. 

However, in a novel about a Jewish Holocaust escapee set around the time of 

the Second World War, what is the role of future-gazing and nostalgic yearnings for 

the past? What can we read in the novel’s idealisation of the redemptive power of 

comics and magic in a 1930s New York City boyhood (clearly an expression of a 

nostalgic longing for the past), given that the novel was written and published around 

the turn of the millennium, and is narrated as if from that moment so that it is 
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constantly referring to its own narrative future? If postmodernism “critically confronts 

the past with the present, and vice versa” (Hutcheon Poetics 39), is this novel 

similarly confrontational? Does it uphold the same commitment to irony’s double 

meaning, or is it hoping to achieve something beyond irony? Through the production 

of paratextual objects (both real and invented, which I discuss in detail later), Chabon 

is engaged in processes that authenticate textual relics of a fictionalised past era, 

thereby nostalgically celebrating the past, even as his work implicitly critiques 

adherence to this kind of nostalgic approach to the past. 

 

Literature Review 

Untangling the dynamic of how to represent truth and fiction in the 

postmodern context of Chabon’s novel is something that critics have attempted in a 

number of different ways since its publication. A review of the literature on Michael 

Chabon and Kavalier & Clay reveals only a handful of critical and analytical texts 

addressing the novel. The majority of published material on Chabon and his work 

appears in the form of reviews and articles in magazines and literary journals such as 

Harper’s, Esquire, The Times and The Times Literary Supplement, The New York 

Review of Books, and The London Review of Books. While the content of this material 

is not academically or theoretically significant, it signals that the popular press is the 

primary realm in which discussions about Chabon and his use of genre and narrative 

can be found. Furthermore, these sources are highly regarded press publications that 

shape and reflect the reading public’s taste, and thus indicate that Chabon’s work 

possesses a degree of cultural significance beyond the academy.  

Chute argues for the relevance of Kavalier & Clay to the academy: “despite 

(or perhaps because of) its bestseller status, widespread critical acclaim, and Pulitzer 
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Prize, Chabon's novel is strangely understudied” (272). This remains the case five 

years, two novels, and a couple of short story and non-fiction collections later. 

Kavalier & Clay has been critically studied primarily (though not exclusively) in 

terms of its position as Jewish American fiction, and for its intertextual engagement 

of the medium of comics.  

A number of reviewers and critics from the popular press have situated 

Chabon and Kavalier & Clay within a broader contemporary “effort to reconcile mass 

entertainment with intellectual respectability” (Saler 3). Saler points out that the 

struggle to grant respectability to such mass cultural productions as comic books and 

genre fiction has basically been won. There is a consensus: “we are all geeks now” 

(3). While there is far more at stake in the novel than pop culture nous and hipster‒

geek aesthetics, it is generally agreed that, at the very least, Kavalier & Clay deploys 

Golden Age comics and an oddball Brooklyn boyhood to inspire a particular brand of 

nostalgia (see Saler, Leonard, Mason, Worden). 

Daniel Worden engages more critically with this idea in his contribution to the 

Modern Fiction Studies special issue on comics, drawing out the relationship between 

a heavily gendered consumption of comics and a shameful, melancholic affect. Using 

McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern Number Thirteen (the Comics issue) as his case 

study, Worden argues that the “remarkably homogenous” themes of “intimacy, 

shame, and masculine melancholia,” represent an assertion on the part of the 

McSweeney’s special issue of “the centrality of affect and gender to comics 

throughout its history” (892-3). Worden’s analysis of gendered melancholy in the 

history of comics informs my reading of masculinity and nostalgia in Kavalier & 

Clay, offering support for a reading of Chabon’s novel that is similarly preoccupied 

with themes of “intimacy, shame, and masculine melancholia.” (893) 



23 

 

Louise Colbran also identifies the central role of masculinity in Kavalier & 

Clay, focusing on the novel’s potential for presenting multiple and alternative 

masculinities in the historical periods that it narrates (118-128). For Colbran, the 

figure of Houdini as magician and strongman escapist in the novel represents a 

critique of hegemonic masculinity, and suggests the possibility of escape from 

traditional, conservative, and nostalgic images of masculinity (118). Colbran’s 

analysis is cursory, identifying a number of moments offered up in the novel for the 

characters to “escape” prescribed versions of masculinity. Escape as an analytic 

category is problematic, given the novel’s own critique of escapism—as Joe’s 

narrative shows us, escape, in fact, is not possible. Beyond Colbran’s straightforward 

and rather simplistic reading of the novel’s literal and metaphoric escape from 

hegemonic masculinity, I see there being greater potential for untangling the novel’s 

exploration of contemporary masculinity through the relationship of escapism to 

nostalgia, remembrance, and mourning. 

As well as having masculine nostalgia at its core, Kavalier & Clay deals with 

the Jewish immigrant experience and the trauma of the Holocaust. In the introduction 

to an article for Shofar, the journal for Jewish studies, entitled “Putting the ‘Jewish’ 

back in Jewish American Fiction”, Adam Meyer notes how, over twenty-five years 

ago, critic Irving Howe stated that “Jewish American fiction has probably moved past 

its high point” (118). Meyer’s article introduces its topic (“a look at Jewish American 

fiction from 1977 to 2002”) by suggesting that, at that time, this assertion might have 

been true, but since the turn of the millennium—but starting in the 1980s—“there 

seems to have been a renaissance in Jewish American fiction” (104). For Meyer, 

Kavalier & Clay is an example of a “return to Jewishness” (111)—by Chabon as a 
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writer, in his subject matter, and with Joe’s creation of a wordless graphic narrative 

about the Golem.  

Without expressly articulating this, Meyer identifies, too, that the central role 

of genre-melding indicative of the novel as a postmodern text is important to its 

relevance in the post-1980s (and, I would add, white and masculine) American 

literary canon: “Kavalier and Clay relies for its success on a total involvement not 

only in the gentile environment of American comic books […] but in Jewish 

mysticism, particularly as associated with the story of the Golem of Prague, and in 

European Jewish history, particularly that of the Holocaust” (111‒12). A “total 

involvement” in these two opposing institutions (Jewish mysticism and a cultural 

history of trauma and diaspora; the secular “all-American hero” mythology, and 

iconography of pop culture) is possible only through the novel’s references to itself as 

postmodern text. Discussing the novel as specifically “Jewish American fiction” 

must, therefore, extend to cover the postmodern milieu that can produce such a 

dualistic, paradoxical work of fiction. 

Chute agrees that the novel’s deployment of comics is self-conscious and 

precise, and—although not explicitly describing the novel as “postmodern”—

identifies that “the connection between contemporary fiction and graphic narrative [is 

an] obsession with borderlands, hybridity, and boundary-crossing” (269), which is 

similarly a postmodern obsession. Chute suggests that the novel “specifically operates 

in dialogue with the aims of graphic narrative, investigating different ways to present 

and express history” (268). She sees the role of magic and escapism and that of 

comics as key for the novel’s emphasis on popular, “democratic” art forms, both 

thematically and formally: “[i]n this novel, we see both escapism/magic and comics 

as underappreciated forms, ostensibly too low-brow and marginal to be taken 
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seriously as art. Significantly, both forms are visual, and both are also narrative” 

(282). For Chute, Kavalier & Clay expresses its mourning and trauma through 

intertwining the visual and narrative, and redeeming, through reference to and 

retrieval of, the “low” medium of comics. 

This medium has been both criticised and celebrated as a mode of literary 

“escapism”, and Lee Behlman calls the novel’s apparent “defence of popular 

escapism” a “quintessentially American artistic response to the Holocaust” (56). He 

suggests that, like a number of other young Jewish American writers using fantasy in 

the context of the Holocaust, “Chabon's Kavalier and Clay is exceptional in 

presenting fantasy as a means of therapeutic escape from history” (56 ). Behlman’s 

argument is a relatively literal interpretation of the central project of Kavalier & Clay. 

Its recurring theme of escape (and the related recurring motif of 

transformation/metamorphosis and emergence) has a far more complex relation to 

history and the working through of trauma than a mere “therapeutic escape from 

history,” as Behlman would have it, because for Behlman, fantasy and escape equate 

to an avoidance or pause of reality. The novel’s fantastical elements do not allow its 

characters to escape, nor can they avoid history (or the future). Kavalier & Clay 

works to revisit a moment in history to interrogate what this might offer to 

understandings of sexual politics in the postmodern.  

The novel repeatedly reinforces that neither history nor the future can be 

escaped, by any means. Bernard Kornblum, Joe’s magic teacher from Prague, would 

repeat the adage throughout his pupil’s instruction: “Never worry about what you are 

escaping from… reserve your anxieties for what you are escaping to” (Chabon 

Kavalier & Clay 37). Chute’s reading of the trope of escapism and the intertextual 

references to comics sees the novel suggesting that “trauma breaks the boundaries of 
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form, mutating the very shape of representation” (286). Rather than an escape from 

history, Chute reads the trauma present in the novel as breaking and mutating the way 

the story is told, and, with it, the way the very concept of escape is deployed and 

should be read. This thesis takes up this discussion of how trauma might be 

represented and worked through by Kavalier & Clay, which relies on nostalgic 

longing as it forecloses the possibility of completed mourning for the homosexual and 

female characters that exist outside of the dominant version of history found in 

Chabon’s text. 

Alan L. Berger approaches what he reads as Chabon’s celebration of escapism 

far more critically. Berger suggests that as an American novel about the Jewish 

Holocaust, Kavalier & Clay represents a failure to memorialise: “there are two 

unhappy results of escapism. The first is that one cannot escape the Holocaust…. 

Second, escapism leads to forgetting. And forgetting is the ultimate form of Holocaust 

denial” (89). My reading of Kavalier & Clay argues against Berger’s idea that the 

novel deploys the theme of escapism as a mode of forgetting. What Berger here calls 

escapism can be understood rather as postmodern memory making in order that 

readers might access and memorialise the very real losses of history. 

Importantly, there is no escape for the family Joe leaves behind in Prague—

not even Thomas, who we believe for a time might stand a chance of escaping the 

Holocaust. Further, neither Joe nor Sammy manages to escape his own brutal and 

heartbreaking fate. Rather than escape from Antarctica, Joe must mourn the loss of his 

brother, family and home (by leaving behind a drawing given to him by Thomas as he 

left Prague) before he can emerge and be restored to life after these losses. Rather 

than live an authentic and open homosexual life in 1940s America, Sammy, only 

narrowly escaping arrest for homosexual activity by submitting to rape, must live 
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entrapped by the pretence of heteronormative adulthood. 

So where Berger and, to a lesser extent, Behlman, critique the novel’s 

fantastical application of the trope of escapism, Chute reads the novel as offering up a 

“complex critique of fantasy” (284). I read the fantasy and references to genre fiction 

in the novel as indicative of its postmodern form, and suggest that these elements 

represent the novel’s almost default, however self-aware, engagement with the tropes 

of postmodernity. As well its “complex critique of fantasy”, I see the novel also 

critiquing and exploring remembrance and memory making in postmodern art and 

culture. 

Kavalier & Clay’s gendered nostalgic impulse is fascinating for the way it 

creates (and claims to evoke) an almost exclusively masculine history of New York in 

the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. While being critical of such a sexist and homophobic 

culture and its sanitised version of history, the novel seems to struggle with its 

feelings about what kind of future a history like this might offer its characters. While 

Sammy and Joe nostalgically long for their lost fathers as well as Joe’s son and 

brother and Sammy’s lover, and thereby grieve their losses, the novel ultimately 

attempts to imagine a future for them that is liberated from the formlessness of 

nostalgia. It thus mobilises nostalgia in order to explore contemporary masculinity 

and contemporary modes of remembrance and memory making in the postmodern. 

Regardless of its optimistic imagining, however, by the novel’s conclusion Sammy’s 

homosexual longing remains formless and unrepresentable while Joe’s knowledge 

and experience of an authentic, original version of home, community and family 

allow him to return to the hetero-patriarchal family, and hence indulge in a “safe” 

nostalgia that does not overwhelm his work of successful and completed mourning. 
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Via a series of theoretically informed close readings of Kavalier & Clay this 

thesis draws together the issues and problems raised by critics and theorists writing on 

this novel and on nostalgia, mourning, and the postmodern as they relate to the 

novel’s form, its preoccupations with masculinity and nostalgia, and its suggestions 

about futurity and mourning. It explores the different ways the novel revisits history, 

firstly through sites of memory, then through the moments contained within these, 

and finally through the embodied experiences of the individual subjects. In chapter 

one, I explore how Chabon’s novel creates and revisits sites of history through 

materialising various textual traces to create memories in the postmodern. I undertake 

close readings of the novel informed by Baudrillard’s theorisation of simulations and 

simulacra, and Pierre Nora’s notion that postmodern memory relies on the archival 

impulse. I argue that Kavalier & Clay is engaged in the postmodern project of 

materialising fictional sites and objects of memory. In referring to the relationship 

among history, memory, and identity in the postmodern, the novel stands as a 

physical site of memory—both literal and symbolic—that operates in a similar way to 

a collection of objects in a museum. In this chapter, I engage in readings based on 

theories of postmodernism, memory, and history; and museums, collections, and the 

circus. By reading Chabon’s novel as a collection that aims to materialise history and 

memory through these sources, I explore how Kavalier & Clay sits on the borderlands 

of postmodern art and literature. I analyse its oscillation between the historical 

impulse that constitutes the high-cultural, fixed museum-style collection, and the 

emergence of its eponymous heroes out of a low-cultural, transient vaudeville 

tradition. I conclude that the novel can be read as grappling with how nostalgia 

operates as a mode of remembrance in the postmodern, because it is bound to a 

similar model of spatial fixity and transience. 
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Chapter two looks in detail at the novel’s spatial motifs and shows how 

Kavalier & Clay can be understood as revisiting history through moments that are 

expressed spatially and therefore nostalgically. I offer detailed readings of central 

scenes in the novel, including Sammy and Bacon’s visit to the partially demolished 

1939 New York World’s Fair site, and Joe’s time spent in the US Navy station in 

Antarctica. In particular, I interrogate the significance of the recurring use of 

enclosure and emergence, ascent and descent, and flight and groundedness to explore 

how nostalgia operates spatially, and the implications this has for remembrance and 

memorialisation, and for futurity, in the postmodern. That is, I argue that the novel 

uses nostalgia to pause the action and create tableaux that stand as monuments of 

memorial for the moment that, narrated from some future perspective, has passed. 

Stewart characterises the tableau as “the drawing together of significant…elements, 

and thereby the complete filling out of ‘point of view’; [and] the simultaneous 

particularization and generalization of the moment” (48). In this chapter, I show that 

Kavalier & Clay ultimately points to a rejection of an omniscient point of view and 

instead privileges groundedness. What this critique of omniscience means is that the 

characters must move through an enclosing and arrested nostalgic space if they are to 

achieve closure in mourning. 

My third chapter discusses the problems with a narrative that is directed 

towards closure in mourning. I explore the ways in which the individual characters 

revisit history and take up the previous chapter’s suggestion that nostalgia is an 

inadequate mode of mourning in the postmodern. This chapter asks what the 

implications of a claim against nostalgia and against closure might be for looking 

toward the future. My analysis focuses on the different kinds of narrative closure 

offered to Sammy, the homosexual man coded as the nostalgic figure who is 
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condemned to perpetual longing, and to Joe, the heterosexual man who is offered 

consolation for his loss and completion of his mourning by the novel’s end. In my 

analysis of mourning and masculinity in the postmodern, I draw on theories that 

explore, in various ways, the notion of consolation and closure or interminability and 

inexplicability in grief and mourning: Clewell on mourning in modernism and 

postmodernism, Freud on mourning and melancholia, and Butler on mourning and 

gender melancholy in postmodernity. I show how Kavalier & Clay fits into this 

dialogue in its revisitation of a historical era characterised by conservatism, and in its 

presentation of heterosexual and homosexual masculine loss and grief at that time. I 

conclude that Chabon presents nostalgia as inevitable, while at the same time 

revealing it as an inadequate mode of mourning in the postmodern. 

Kavalier & Clay mobilises nostalgia to revisit history through its postmodern 

form. As well as celebrating nostalgia’s evocative sense of affective yearning, the 

novel also offers a critique of interminable longing for that which has passed. As soon 

as he assumes his role at the head of the hetero-patriarchal household, Joe is able to 

move beyond his grief and achieve transformation and closure in his mourning. 

Sammy, on the other hand, is excluded from the procreative family unit and the 

possibility of a future beyond mourning. The two, very different versions of narrative 

closure ultimately reveal nostalgia to be an inadequate method for the novel’s male 

characters to work through loss and to achieve closure in mourning. This inadequacy 

is responsible for the novel’s ultimately conservative ending, which can also be read 

as an implicit critique of the exclusion of marginalised stories and lives from 

dominant accounts of history. 
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Chapter One  

Postmodern Memory Making: Sites of Memory 

 

Just prior to one of the novel’s most significant turning points, Joe receives a 

letter in a pale blue envelope from his mother in Prague. At this time, Joe is working 

as a magician at the bar mitzvahs of a number of wealthy New York Jewish families’ 

sons. One night he is targeted, as the creator of The Escapist comic, by an anti-

Semitic terrorist who aspires to be a comic book super-villain. Joe is slightly injured 

in a poorly timed explosion, and the unopened letter, which he had been carrying for 

days in his pocket, is lost. However, the letter is reproduced in the narrative—despite 

having been apparently lost forever, it becomes a part of the novel’s collection of 

textual traces. 

In this chapter, I explore how Kavalier & Clay relies on such textual traces to 

revisit history and to produce a direct, seemingly authentic experience of that history 

in the postmodern context. In constructing a collection of traces, both real and 

imaginary, the novel establishes itself as a monument to the history of the era in 

which it is set. I suggest that the combination of memory making and nostalgic 

longing, expressed through Kavalier & Clay’s imaginary architecture of sites, 

constructs a text that is fundamentally nostalgic for a place of origin as it attempts to 

memorialise the very real losses of its history. 

Nostalgia can be understood in terms of Stewart’s notion that it is “hostile to 

history and its invisible origins, and yet longing for an impossibly pure context of 

lived experience at a place of origin” (23). My approach to Kavalier & Clay’s 

nostalgic desire to create authentic memories is based on the idea that in the 

postmodern age of replicas and simulacra we can no longer access original, genuine 
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memories because everything in postmodernity is mediated by influence, reference, 

and replicability. And further, memory is itself secondary to experience purely 

because memory must occur after the fact (the prefix “re-” of remember indicates a 

return or repetition). In postmodernity, memory itself can be understood as a 

simulacrum, a mediated reproduction. I suggest that the nostalgic desire to return to or 

access a place or time of origin is worked through by this novel’s postmodern 

production of sites of memory. 

My argument in this chapter relies upon understanding Kavalier & Clay as a 

postmodern text, and one that is concerned with history and its traces. I discuss 

certain key theorists writing on memory and history in the postmodern and then detail 

how the novel, through deploying the metaphoric and textual motifs of the museum 

and the circus, enacts the process of postmodern memory making in the terms 

described by the literature. 

In symbolic terms, the museum and the circus stand for high- and low-brow 

culture respectively, the melding of which is a core feature of postmodernism. 

Physically, the museum occupies sites and spaces that are fixed, and the circus those 

that are transient.3 Kavalier & Clay presents the fixed and transient nature of versions 

of these sites as a metaphor for how we understand and access memory, history, and 

identity in the postmodern. 

Kavalier & Clay self-consciously constructs itself as what Nora refers to as a 

lieu de mémoire, “a site of memory” (7): a space that exists in the face of a modern 

                                                        
3 Although Baudrillard argues that the development of ethnography has meant that 

“the museum, instead of being circumscribed in a geometrical location, is now 

everywhere, like a dimension of life itself” (15-16). 
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era characterised by the “increasingly rapid slippage of the present into a historical 

past that is gone for good,” in order to address “the problem of the embodiment of 

memory in certain sites where a sense of historical continuity persists” (7). In short, 

“there are lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer milieu de 

mémoire, real environments of memory” (Nora 7). In taking on what I argue is both a 

literal and metaphoric physicality, the novel investigates how what can be 

remembered and what has been forgotten, what is present and what is absent, and 

what is authentic and what is imagined or simulated, are mediated in postmodernity. 

The inexplicably reproduced letter from Joe’s mother refers to a manuscript she was 

writing, but Chabon has included a footnote indicating simply that the manuscript is 

“lost” (323). The letter, the lost manuscript it refers to, and the circumstances that lead 

to its disappearance illustrate the novel’s performance of the constitution of memory, 

history and fiction. The passage reads: 

Later, after the world had been torn in half, and the Amazing Cavalieri 

and his blue tuxedo were to be found only in the gilt-edged pages of 

deluxe photo albums on the coffee tables of the Upper West Side, Joe 

would sometimes find himself thinking about the pale-blue envelope 

from Prague. He would try to imagine its contents, wondering what 

news or sentiments or instructions it might have contained. It was at 

these times that he began to understand, after all those years of study 

and performance, of feats and wonders and surprises, the nature of 

magic. The magician seemed to promise that something torn to bits 

might be mended without a seam, that what had vanished might 

reappear, that a scattered handful of doves or dust might be reunited by 

a word, that a paper rose consumed by fire could be made to bloom 
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from a pile of ash. But everyone knew that it was only an illusion. The 

true magic of this broken world lay in the ability of the things it 

contained to vanish, to become so thoroughly lost, that they might 

never have existed in the first place. (339) 

There are a number of allusions at play in this passage, beginning with the sense of a 

break in time and also in geographic and cultural space, with its reference to the time 

“after the world had been torn in half” (339). Interestingly, what remains of the time 

“before” are photographic snapshots—traces (or the textual description of traces) that 

suggest, or enable, remembrance of that past time for those who look at them, and for 

us, reading about them. The image of the world “torn in half” locates the world 

created by the novel firmly in the realm of the text—only a world created on paper 

can be literally “torn in half”. The description of the photographs collected in their 

albums leads to a memory of the pale blue envelope, the textual reproduction of 

which appears as unproblematic, though inevitably contrived, as we are told that it has 

“vanished […] become so thoroughly lost, that [it] might never have existed in the 

first place” (339). And of course, it never did exist in the first place—Chabon’s novel 

is fiction, and magic is a metaphor. 

This leads us to the passage’s second allusion—that magic equates with 

absence and loss. The passage makes clear the novel’s metaphor of vaudeville arts 

(magic and the circus) standing in for transience, absence, and loss. In particular, the 

kind of spatial and temporal transience (the transience of objects in space and time, in 

particular, and of a home more abstractly or generally) represented by an illusory 

space or illusory action, named “magic” here, plays into the necessity or the impulse 

of unstable postmodern fictions to find footing in memory. Nora suggests that “the 

most fundamental purpose of the lieu de mémoire is to stop time […] to materialise 
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the immaterial” (19). With the photographs and the reproduced lost letter, Chabon’s 

fiction evokes the time before the war by materialising those lost and “immaterial” 

artefacts. 

Nora writes, “modern memory is archival”; it “relies entirely on the 

materiality of the trace, immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the image” (13). 

We can extend his insight to the postmodern with its increased array of technologies 

of reproduction. Like Baudrillard’s theory of postmodern simulation as “the 

generation by models of a real without origin or reality” (2), Nora’s idea suggests that 

memory in the postmodern is possible only as a mediated, secondary reproduction. 

Further, the museum and other memorial sites, such as war memorials, are central to 

experiences and cultural reproductions of memory in postmodern society (Wright 52, 

Young 74). The model of collection and display deployed in a museum represents the 

ostensibly artificial or simulated process of contemporary remembrance and memory 

making.  

In constructing fictional memories of a particular era in history, and of a 

version of lived experience of that era, Chabon’s novel becomes a lieu de mémoire , 

which is established primarily by its structure. It is a textual archive or collection of 

artefacts, photographs, interviews, anecdotes, letters, and stories compiled and 

arranged to construct a narrative, creating the impression of an omniscient narrator 

leafing through a dossier or album of these collected items. Indeed, the novel’s plot, 

as it traverses vast tracts of history and geography through flashbacks and epic 

narrative turns, may be a reaction to what Malcolm Bradbury argues is our present 

postmodern “sense of ever-refracted, depthless, despatialized history” (11). The 

discussion to follow shows how the novel deploys nostalgia to refract, collapse, and 

arrest all times into single moments in contained spaces. Kavalier & Clay’s 
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postmodern form materialises certain immaterial textual traces, and thus plays out 

what Bradbury refers to as the postmodern “sphere of random and pluralistic 

quotation” (11). 

In a novel whose plot, structure, and themes are engaged in the process of 

materialising the immaterial in order to fashion traces and objects of memory in the 

postmodern, what does it mean, then, to talk about “postmodern memory”? My 

analysis of Kavalier & Clay turns now to a survey of what is at stake in the historical 

and cultural context of memory, memorial, and the modes of remembrance available 

in the postmodern. 

A search of the literature on postmodern memory reveals that the Second 

World War is central to most conceptions of and approaches to the problem of 

reconciling memory and history in postmodernity, due to the fact that this cataclysmic 

world event represented a fracturing of identity, geography, and ideology for most of 

the Western world (see Hungerford, Eaglestone, Hirsch, Whitehead). Most accounts 

agree that there is an intrinsic relationship between memory and identity, both 

individual and collective, especially in postmodern understandings of the structure of 

memory and identity. Robert Eaglestone articulates how the “self”, or one’s identity, 

is intrinsically tied to memory: “the way in which we remember plays a large role in 

constructing our identity (personal, social, communal), and in turn our identity shapes 

in no small way how we remember the past, cope in the present, and hope or expect 

the future” (74). This approach suggests ramifications for postmodern memory studies 

beyond cultural or artistic representations of each. It suggests that identity politics are 

implicated in presentations of history and memory in any postmodern cultural 

production. Kavalier & Clay is no exception, despite its generic commitment to 

fantastical, sometimes whimsical, nostalgic adventures. Critical reading of the novel 
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and theory reveals that it is fundamentally grappling with the problem of reconciling 

identity, memory, and history in post-Second World War America. 

The passage referring to the lost envelope containing the letter from Joe’s 

mother spells out the immense yearning that results from such a life-, home-, culture-, 

and history-destroying event. If, as Hungerford suggests, 1945 marked a turning point 

in culture (416), whether we label it the beginning of the postmodern era, a new 

approach to the same old modernism, or something else entirely, then the specifically 

traumatic and fracturing world event of the Second World War is implicated in this 

turn. 

Eaglestone argues that, “[a]s we are rooted in time, so part of ourselves is the 

experience of pastness, and the content of that pastness itself is the memory of 

specific or general events” (76). In this way, our identities are tied not only to what 

happened in the past, but to our experience of it. Eric Berlatsky makes clear the 

political implications of this relation between the self and the past. He argues that 

memory, by necessity, resists power, and is also implicated in the abuse of power, so 

that the individual or group who remembers the dominant version of an event is 

positioned in an unequal power dynamic that will inevitably exploit or deny the 

experience of one group over another (Berlatsky 101‒51). In Kavalier & Clay, we see 

an unequal power dynamic playing out as the novel revisits and represents an era of 

history now understood as homophobic, sexist, and anti-Semitic. This thesis will later 

focus on the individual embodied experience of history for the hegemonic and 

marginalised characters, but will first establish the broader material, textual, and 

narrative site of memory within which the novel’s identity politics are contained. 

Kavalier & Clay also refers to the role of physical spaces, both literal and 

symbolic, in constructing memories in the postmodern. For example, Sammy visits 
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the site of the 1939 World’s Fair during its demolition and remembers moments from 

his childhood and Joe attends the gravesite of Houdini and, falling asleep, dreams of 

his old magic teacher, Bernard Kornblum. On the politics of memory at work in 

physical sites of remembrance, namely Holocaust memorials, James E. Young 

acknowledges “the conscious or unconscious manipulation of history, which is 

intrinsic to all memory and representation” (69). He warns of the “danger […] in an 

uncritical approach to monuments, so that a constructed and reified memory is 

accepted as normative history—and then acted upon as if it were pure, unmediated 

meaning” (Young 69). Looking at the fluidity or fixity of meaning that can become 

attached to physical sites of remembrance raises questions about the role and status of 

sites and practices of public remembrance and the writing of history. Kavalier & Clay 

should be approached as a postmodern site of memory for the way that its epic 

structure and form assigns it the status of a monument. 

Just as memorials to the Holocaust “recall both the events and the national 

myths, religious archetypes and ideological paradigms along whose contours 

remembrance has been constructed” (Young 63), so too do literary and historical 

narratives of that time and those events. Young suggests that “the creators of 

memorial texts necessarily re-construct these events, and so reflect as much their own 

understanding and experience as the actual events they would preserve” (69). What he 

discusses here is the transmission of memory (rather than an objective recounting of 

history) which, as we have seen, is intrinsically bound to identity, as discussed by 

Eaglestone, and Berlatsky, as well as being mediated by collective cultural narratives. 

Geoffrey Hartman sees the relationship among history writing, fiction, and the 

collective memory as mediated by “our ability to record and reproduce what happens 

almost as it happens” in a contemporary “era of information glut” (28). He identifies 
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two connected though distinguished aspects of an interpretive presentation of history: 

the problematic of representation and the problematic of reception (Hartman 28), and 

suggests that the way information is received complicates how it can be represented 

when we are talking about traumatic circumstances such as the Holocaust. In attempts 

to understand and legitimise personal and national “truths” of memory, the problem of 

reception and representation can be reconciled by understanding that “fiction’s 

mixture of remembrance and faithful forgetfulness enables us to see what otherwise 

would be too hurtful” (Hartman 28, 36). In this way, the affective system of refusal 

and fracture and the formal structure of intertextuality and ex-centricity characteristic 

of postmodern fiction may help in describing that which would otherwise be 

unrepresentable. 

Marianne Hirsch grapples with a number of pressing questions in memory 

studies that relate to this very issue of the representation and reception of memory, 

identity, and cultural narrative, especially in relation to the witnessing of trauma. At 

the centre of Hirsch’s work is the problem of “the ethics and the aesthetics of 

remembrance in the aftermath of catastrophe” (104). Hirsch coins the term 

“postmemory” to attempt to answer these questions, asking:  

[h]ow, in our present, do we regard and recall what Susan Sontag 

(2003) has so powerfully described as the ‘pain of others?’ What do 

we owe the victims? How can we best carry their stories forward 

without appropriating them, without unduly calling attention to 

ourselves, and without, in turn, having our own stories displaced by 

them? (104) 

Hirsch asks how we can witness narratives of traumatic memories without implicating 

ourselves, as cultural “readers”, in the abuse of power. Similarly, Ellen Fine asks, 
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“how does one ‘remember’ an event not experienced? … How does the Holocaust 

shape the identity of those living in its aftermath … and how is the burden of memory 

then assumed?” (24). I suggest that with Kavalier & Clay Chabon is “remembering” a 

time not experienced through the creation of self-consciously fictional postmodern 

memories that regardless have a basis in a real, historicisable past. Chabon’s project 

in this novel’s revisitation of history is a corrective nostalgia—Kavalier & Clay 

creates intertextual artefacts from a lost history for postmodern readers to experience 

and hold as objects, moments, and sites of memory so that the losses of history might 

be memorialised and mourned. 

Writing on the aesthetics of trauma fiction, Anne Whitehead identifies that 

intertextuality is “a key stylistic device of trauma fiction” (89), and that, in terms of 

style, “it allows the novelist to mirror the symptomatology of trauma by disrupting 

temporality or chronology” (94). Similarly, Clewell sees the potential for literatures of 

loss in postmodernity to disrupt “bourgeois ideology” through rejecting “the notion of 

literature as an aestheticization of loss” (3). As postmodern readers, we are aware of 

the deliberate use of such narrative devices as intertextuality, but must remind 

ourselves that postmodern aesthetics are necessarily ironic. 

Intertextuality, by definition, refers to a lack of independent meaning (Allen 

1), which brings the notion of representing trauma in a text into the postmodern 

context of “the refusal of weighty allusion for light-hearted pastiche” (Wyatt 234). 

Pastiche, “a kind of imitation that you are meant to know is an imitation” (R. Dyer 1), 

is ironic, intertextual, and postmodern. Whitehead asserts that a so-called trauma 

fiction can harness the stylistic potential of intertextuality by “construct[ing] itself as 

a tissue of quotations, absorbing and transforming material from other texts” (89) “to 

repossess the voices of previously silenced characters, enabling them to bear witness 
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to their own exclusion” (94). Again, identity and memory rely on one another to 

construct a legitimate version of each, especially in a postmodern narrative space that 

always contains knowledge of its status as an imitation. 

While Chabon’s novel is concerned with the loss of memory and history, it is 

also a novel about trauma and the Holocaust. According to Eaglestone, fictions that 

refer, in whatever way, to the Holocaust can be classified precisely by their 

preoccupation with memory and identity. Eaglestone suggests that Holocaust fiction 

is less about direct references to the war experience in content—rather, these fictions 

can be defined based on the time in which they were written, which, this assumes, 

will inevitably imbue them with a sense of world events, rather than being directly 

about the war (102). 

Eaglestone’s dealing with “Holocaust fictions” acknowledges the difficulty 

and problem of definition: what does it mean to say that something is ‘about the 

Holocaust’ and also that it is a fiction (102)? What does it mean for a fiction to be 

about one thing or another? What might the limits of a work’s content be? He gives a 

thorough account of the variety of post-1945 fictions that refer to the Nazi genocide, 

describing a category of fiction that refers to the characteristic social, cultural, 

personal, historical, political, or geographic temporal fracturing caused by the events 

of the war, so that the emphasis can be found in the way that what came before is 

irreversibly cleaved from everything that came afterwards. Kavalier & Clay can be 

understood as falling into the category of “Holocaust fiction”, then, not only in its 

subject matter and setting, but in its decidedly postmodern form. Eaglestone argues, 

like Whitehead, that a stylistically represented break in time that heralds the 

beginning of the postmodern era can be observed in a number of “Holocaust fictions.” 

Such fictions can be identified by a stylistic commitment to certain postmodern 
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tropes, such as intertextuality, even if in content they do not refer directly to the 

Holocaust itself. 

In depicting a time and story about life in New York before the Second World 

War—which is presented as arguably a prelapsarian time of childhood innocence and 

infinite and optimistic futurity—and the time afterwards—which is presented, through 

the presence of Joe’s son, Tommy, as possessing the same potential for an optimistic, 

(pro)creative futurity—the novel attempts to evoke and thereby restore these 

irretrievable moments. Chabon’s novel has been read as a failure to uphold the ethics 

of witnessing the trauma of the Holocaust in its commitment to escapism and fantasy 

(Berger), but it has also been applauded as an example of postmodern fiction’s ability 

to transcend the boundaries of the unrepresentable through its comics intertexts 

(Chute). Kavalier & Clay’s revisitation of history can be understood not as failed 

historiography, but rather as the transmission of memory, which relies for its 

relevance and affective power in postmodernity on an understanding of memory as 

bound to narratives of personal and national identity and culture. 

 

The collection 

Similar to the way that objects are collected and displayed in a museum, the 

fictionalised items described in Kavalier & Clay take on meaning, or a narrative, that 

they might not necessarily have outside of the collection. An early example of this 

effect can be found in the novel’s opening paragraph, which is at once an anecdote, a 

memory, a quotation, a piece of history, and the truth-telling insider’s voice of the 

omniscient narrator. The first lines read: 

In later years, holding forth to an interviewer or to an audience of 

aging fans at a comic book convention, Sam Clay liked to declare, 
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apropos of his and Joe Kavalier’s greatest creation, that back when he 

was a boy, sealed and hog-tied inside the airtight vessel known as 

Brooklyn, New York, he had been haunted by dreams of Harry 

Houdini. (3) 

With this, Chabon gives us a snapshot of his protagonist, Sammy, in the process of 

remembering. Significantly, this is also a process of invention: we are told, a couple 

of lines later, “the truth was that, as a kid, Sammy had only a casual interest, at best, 

in Harry Houdini and his legendary feats” (3). The narrative offers us a version of the 

story, and then “the truth”, inviting us to trust the archive of objects, memories, 

anecdotes, embellishments, and facts as a version of the past, history, and of any 

number of people’s memories, “constructed from a set of presently existing pieces” 

(Stewart 145). In On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the 

Souvenir, the Collection, Stewart writes: 

As in an album of photographs or a collection of antiquarian relics, the 

past is constructed from a set of presently existing pieces. There is no 

continuous identity between these objects and their referents. Only the 

act of memory constitutes their resemblance. (145, emphasis added)  

In the case of Kavalier & Clay, the “act of memory” responsible for collecting the 

narrative pieces together is equally an act of imagination—memory here constructs a 

history through the creative process of inventing or imagining a relationship of 

reference between each of these fictionalised objects. By virtue of proximity and 

hyperreality, the collection is thus imbued with a meaning and significance that it 

would not otherwise have. According to Nora, this process of constructed meaning is 

the inevitable outcome of postmodern culture’s collective memory (13). Both the 

fictional narrative and the physical object of the novel stand as monuments of modern 
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memory—collective, postmodern, late-twentieth century memory, in which images, 

recordings, and icons are “illusory things […] not facts but refractions, not realities 

but simulacra” (Bradbury 11). As an imaginative act of memory that creates textual 

traces and narrativises, and thus materialises the immaterial, Kavalier & Clay enacts a 

postmodern shift: the novel itself makes up part of “the exterior scaffolding of 

outward signs” through which postmodern memory has now come to exist (Nora 13). 

Lieux de mémoire such as we see created by a collection “are fundamentally 

remains […] They make their appearance by virtue of the deritualization of our 

world” (Nora 12). This argument is based on the assumption that, in postmodernity, 

our culture is able to achieve some sense of the original, the authentic, and the 

legitimate only through artifice. Kavalier & Clay is an example of a postmodern text 

that represents the desire of a culture to nonetheless construct that artifice—it is 

inevitable, after all—and have it stand in the empty space of what it replicates. And 

the empty spaces opened up by postmodernism’s lack of substance are, in fact, 

metaphorised by one of Kavalier & Clay’s central motifs. The plot is built on the 

presence of vaudeville arts, namely magic and the circus—Joe Kavalier is a trained 

magician and amateur Ausbrecher (escape artist); Sammy Clay’s father was a circus 

strongman; their creation, The Escapist, is born from a vaudeville stage performance 

group. An in-depth look at the emergence of the circus, vaudeville and travelling fair 

sites, and their opposite, the museum, reveals exactly how the novel uses these sites 

symbolically as a structuring principle, as a thematic cue, and, ultimately, to enact 

postmodern memory making. 

In physical terms, the circus is a site of transience—filling a peripheral site, 

then moving on and leaving it empty again. The museum, conversely, occupies a 

fixed, typically central site and remains there, often becoming imbued, as a site, with 
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historical significance (see, for example, the British Museum, which has occupied the 

same site since 1753). The novel is structured, both formally and thematically, around 

these two opposing but related sites of cultural production. 

The objects that are constructed and then collected by this novel, and how it is 

presented to us in the narrative, speak to the evolution of the museum, which is 

arguably a site of memory that is considered legitimate, authentic, chronological, and 

historical, but which has its origins in less rigorous traditions of collection (Bennett 1-

3). Kavalier & Clay narrates the relationship between the high, authentic art and 

culture of Europe—which can be understood or represented by the figure of the 

museum—and the low-brow, popular art and culture of America, represented by pulp 

literature, vaudeville entertainment, and the museum’s opposite—the travelling fair. 

The oscillation of the story’s action—between the archival historical impulse that 

constitutes the museum-style collection, and the emergence of the two protagonists 

out of a past mediated by the circus tradition—situates it firmly in the borderlands 

between high and low culture; this borderland is itself the space of postmodern art and 

literature. 

 

The circus and the museum 

Circus, vaudeville entertainment, and travelling fairs have traditionally been 

considered the entertainment of low-brow art and popular or mass culture, while 

museums and libraries are generally accepted as institutions of more authentic, high-

cultural production and conservation. Michel Foucault’s essay “Of Other Spaces” 

describes the emergence of the museum and the library in the nineteenth century. For 

Foucault, museums and libraries—fixed, central, organised, and curated sites—are 

“heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time” (Foucault 26). That is, they are sites 
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in which “all times, all epochs, all forms, all tastes” are accumulated, collected, and 

displayed together (Foucault 26).  

Conversely, and in opposition to the museum (“a place of all times” [Foucault 

26]), is the circus or travelling fair—“these marvellous empty sites on the outskirts of 

cities that teem once or twice a year with stands, displays, heteroclite objects, 

wrestlers, snake-women, fortune-tellers, and so forth” (Foucault 26). The circus, 

cabinets of curiosities, and travelling fairs are spaces of disorganisation, where the 

chronological arrangement of artefacts is ignored in favour of objects configured to 

astonish, shock, and please the most basic desires and tastes of a mass or popular 

audience. In The Birth of the Museum, Tony Bennett cites nineteenth-century museum 

scholar Thomas Greenwood, who, in 1888, warned that a visit to such a place might 

reveal “a Chinese lady’s boot encircled by a necklace made of sharks’ teeth, or […] 

an Egyptian mummy placed in a mediaeval chest” (quoted in Bennett 2). The 

museum‒circus paradigm is therefore characterised by fixed space versus transient 

space, the accumulation of time versus temporary time, education versus titillation, 

rationality versus incongruity, and chronology versus anachronism.  

Bennett identifies that the museum was, in fact, created out of these 

oppositions in the nineteenth century: 

[t]he process of fashioning a new space of representation for the 

modern public museum was, at the same time, one of constructing and 

defending that space of representation as a rational and scientific one, 

fully capable of bearing the didactic burden placed upon it, by 

differentiating it from the disorder that was imputed to competing 

exhibitionary institutions. (1) 

Such places that brought together incongruous and anachronistic artefacts, such as 
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“cabinets of curiosities” (Bennett 2) and “traveling menageries and the circus” 

(Bennett 3) were competing cultural sites that compelled museums to identify as high-

cultural, scientific, rational, and didactic institutions, necessarily opposed to these 

lower, common sites of leisure and fancy (Stoddart 116).  

The discourses of postmodernism and historiographic metafiction are 

characterised precisely by the mixture of popular and high art (Hutcheon, Poetics 

132‒33), and in Kavalier & Clay, Chabon repeatedly places popular and high art 

figures and representations alongside one another, or contains one within the other. 

For example, the comic book collection is presented within the museum-like 

collection of the novel, as part of a story of authentic, European art and culture 

crossing the Atlantic and mixing with new, popular, inauthentic, American pulp 

literature and comics (Chute 283). This phenomenon is enacted when Joe, trained at 

the Academy of Fine Arts in Prague, employs his considerable skill to create 

American comic books. Chabon thus engages in the postmodern project of placing 

high-cultural artefacts alongside popular, low-brow cultural institutions and practices.  

Kavalier & Clay relies on a postmodern symbiotic relationship between high- 

and low-brow art to legitimise its imaginative, creative project as an act of memory. It 

does this by embedding the fiction within the historical context and making reference 

to the imaginative element that constructs memory, such as the earlier example given 

of Houdini’s exaggerated influence on Sammy. The themes and events of the 

narrative point to the postmodern paradigm through presenting often fantastical 

situations and imagery; the novel explicitly tells us that it is constructing memories in 

this postmodern context. 

The novel’s reliance on the contradictory stylistic devices of postmodern form 

to create nostalgic spaces and to ultimately effect mourning is exemplified early on in 
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the description of Joe’s escape from Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia. As I detail 

below, this escape involves an enclosure, the arrested time of “living dead” space, the 

loss of an abandoned family and home, and the transformation of emerging from the 

enclosing space into the “future” of American life. 

The episode begins, “it was a caterpillar scheme—a dream of fabulous 

escape—that had ultimately carried Josef Kavalier across Asia and the Pacific to his 

cousin’s narrow bed on Ocean Avenue” (Chabon 14). The “dream of fabulous 

escape” was not imagined for Joe at all, but was, in fact, the dream of escape for one 

of Prague’s most mythologised Jewish artefacts, the Golem. At the onset of Second 

World War, the Nazi occupation of areas such as the Jewish Quarter in Prague 

brought with it legitimate fears that religious relics, artefacts, and other ancient 

cultural objects would be destroyed, displaced, and lost forever to the Jewish people 

and their culture. So it comes to pass in Chabon’s narrative that this impulse to 

preserve, protect, and keep sacred a precious object such as the Golem leads to the 

pulp adventures that follow. Ironically, preserving the Golem and securing it in a 

place that will acknowledge and continue its status as a sacred religious and cultural 

relic is effected by disguising it as a mere object of curiosity—the body of a giant 

famous in the European vaudeville circuit. 

The members of the sacred circle responsible for protecting the Golem have 

asked Joe Kavalier’s magic teacher, Bernard Kornblum, an expert in auto-liberation, 

to ensure the giant relic’s safe removal from Prague. It is inside the coffin housing the 

Golem of Prague that Joe is to escape. Kornblum’s “trick” involves disguising the 

Golem as the dead body of a giant man, a gentile bound for his home in Lithuania. 

For this to be plausible, the Golem must be clothed, “preferably in a very nice suit” 

(52). 
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“The most beautiful suits I ever saw,” said Josef, “belonged to a dead 

giant… He was over two meters tall.” 

“From the Circus Zeletny?” Kornblum said. “‘The Mountain’?” (52) 

Joe’s father, an endocrinologist, had accumulated a collection of clothing and 

accessories over the course of his career that had belonged to patients from some of 

his more famous glandular cases. This “wardrobe of wonders” (53) (Chabon’s 

alliterative phrase echoes the “cabinet of curiosity”-style collections of the nineteenth- 

and early twentieth centuries) contained “the digitalis-blossom slippers of tiny Miss 

Petra Frantisek” (53) and “underlinens the size of horse blankets” (52), as well as the 

fine, English-made suits of circus giant “The Mountain”. Joe and Kornblum unlock 

the wardrobe of wonders and find the disguise that will ensure the safe removal of 

their culture’s precious relic. Joe’s successful feat of escape narrates the postmodern 

motif of surface and disguise, the convergence of popular and high art forms, and the 

discourses of transatlantic cultural production, where America and Europe meet. 

Alongside this symbolically postmodern escape, the presence and influence of 

the vaudeville tradition pervades the early parts of the novel. Shortly after learning of 

the circus giant’s role in Joe’s escape from Prague, we are told the story of Sammy’s 

father: Alter Klayman, aka Professor Alphonse von Clay, aka The Mighty Molecule, 

was a circus strongman absent for most of Sammy’s childhood, travelling on the 

Wertz vaudeville circuit. Sammy’s father is described in a way that aligns him 

explicitly with the low-brow, in-between, anachronistic, and transient realm of the 

circus, from his “gondolier mustachios” (99) to his “gold lamé buskins” (99). He has 

“vagabond urges” (100) that see him pacing around rooms and roaming the city. In 

this, Sammy is coded to stand for the low-brow, whereas Joe, with this authentic and 

professional parents who are both doctors (as opposed to the stage-named “Professor 
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Alphonse von Clay”), stands for the high-brow.  

The Mighty Molecule, who left Sammy for good when he was thirteen years 

old, also represents his frustrated desire for a father, companion, and “partner-in-

crime”, and for an unspecified, embodied masculinity. Again, Sammy is not the 

physically cavalier one as Joe is in name and stature—he is of the earth, low and 

heavy as if made of clay. Having contracted polio as a child, Sammy lacks the 

potential for the kind of hyper-masculine strength of his father and his other super-

heroic idols, and in this, too, he is condemned to perpetual longing. 

Despite the obvious and deliberate high‒low disparity between the boys, both 

Sammy and Joe are positioned within the vaudeville tradition, and are therefore 

inscribed with the same associations of spatial and temporal transience as this cultural 

mode. As a temporary, peripheral, and, eventually, empty physical site, the fair is 

prime territory to be constructed as a site of memory—it is fleeting, inauthentic, and 

replicable. A postmodern text such as Kavalier & Clay, whose plot, characters, and 

structure rely on the literal and symbolic figure of the circus, must be understood as 

occupying the empty space left by the nineteenth- and early twentieth century 

travelling fair: that is, occupying the abandoned site by filling it with its historical and 

fantastical collection of objects, anecdotes, and artefacts, and thereby turning this into 

a “site” of memory. 

Both Sammy and Joe can be understood as having emerged from a past driven 

by a longing to be part of the world of vaudeville entertainment—Joe had dreams of 

becoming a magician and famous Ausbrecher; Sammy wishes nothing more than to 

be sidekick to The Mighty Molecule. Instead, when we are introduced to Sammy and 

Joe in the tiny room in Brooklyn, vaudeville represents an immense loss for them 

both—for Joe, his family left behind in Prague when he hitched a ride with a Golem 



51 

 

dressed in a giant’s suit, and for Sammy, his father who left for with an old troupe and 

never returned. Their youth and experiences of loss are narrated through each’s 

emergence from this vaudeville past, the transience of which speaks also of 

nostalgia—the longing for an irretrievable time and place. 

The novel sets itself at the nexus of the museum and its counterpart, the 

travelling fair, and thus self-consciously locates itself as historiographic metafiction 

by foregrounding the decidedly postmodern combination of these competing cultural 

sites in its fictionalisation of history. Such themes likewise embed the characters in 

this oppositional relation, as they operate through, and are driven by, nostalgic 

remembrance and the impulse to memorialise. In postmodern fictions, history, 

memory, and identity are bound to a yearning for a necessarily irretrievable original. 

Where vaudeville and the circus represent a loss of stability through the loss of 

family for Sammy and Joe, this transient site opens up a site of memory, and the 

collected artefacts that structure the novel become the means to memorialise that loss. 

This memorial impulse, as well as being endemic of the collection in postmodernity, 

is also, more traditionally, the purview of the museum. Museum scholar Michelle 

Henning attributes the intrinsic memorialising aspect of the collecting of objects in a 

museum to “the glass cases used in museums, called vitrines, [which] have often been 

referred to as glass coffins” (5). Describing the vitrine as a coffin gives the impression 

that the object inside is dead, and a visit to the museum is driven by an impulse to 

mourn its loss, to conserve its memory, and to preserve its past life.  

The museum collects preserved or embalmed objects that are outside of life, 

removed from their function and context, and inspires remembrance in the same way 

as a grave site or memorial might. However, the object may be “dead”, but it is still in 

the museum, present to be looked at and learned about, though (usually) never 
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touched. A visit to the museum, as well as having a memorial function, might also be 

driven by, or evoke, nostalgia through a longing for what is out of reach and 

irretrievably in the past.  

To describe the tension and interaction between the space within and outside 

of the vitrine, Henning uses the Grimms’ fairytale version of Snow White. In this 

version of the tale, the heroine, poisoned by the apple, is placed inside the glass coffin 

where she remains, as if she is dead, until the Handsome Prince lifts her coffin. In 

doing so, he dislodges the piece of poisoned apple stuck in her throat, and she wakes 

up.  

The parallel drawn by Henning between the Grimms’ Snow White story and 

the glass coffin of the museum vitrine is this: “as the Snow White story suggests, this 

links the museum with death, and simultaneously with the possibility of awakening 

the dead. In the glass coffin fantasy, the body encased in the glass is not dead for 

eternity, but in suspended animation” (5). The “glass coffin” museum display holds 

the promise that the dead object within might still be returned to us. It suggests that 

the past—with its apparent promise of stability and certainty—might also be merely 

held in “suspended animation”, just like the fairytale princess. The object in the 

museum display is necessarily past or irretrievable, and we attend to and experience it 

precisely for this reason. The museum, then, stands as both a monument of nostalgic 

longing (through its re-creation and display of past objects, times, and cultures), as 

well as a monument of memorial to their actual loss. 

 

Monumental form 

As well as referring formally and thematically to monumental spaces and sites 

of memory, Kavalier & Clay is itself a novel of monumental proportions for its size, 
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structure, and narrative scale. It is an epic, historical novel, traversing several 

continents and spanning a number of decades, that narrates the cultural and national 

history of multiple generations of masculine experience—art, war, professional 

practice, performance, religion, and fatherhood. Anything “monumental” is 

recognisably so for the way it might serve as a monument, memorial, token, or 

reminder, and for the way it is suggestive of a monument in being large, solid or 

imposing and is comparable to a monument in massiveness or permanence. In the 

context of a work of art or literature, that which is monumental is generally great in 

ambition or scope. Kavalier & Clay is monumental according to each of these 

definitions. On the level of size, the pages numbering in excess of six hundred that 

comprise the episodes of the titular amazing adventures make the novel large in size, 

great in ambition and scope, and vast in content. The title, too, suggests that the 

contents are larger-than-life, and indeed the plot follows characters who create a 

successful and long-running classic comic book super hero, which supposedly 

becomes a lasting icon of its era. This creation becomes a monument or reminder by 

which both men can confront, memorialise, and imperfectly exorcise their losses. For 

Sammy, it is the loss of his father, and for Joe, his parents, brother, and home—

however the narrative makes these specific, personal losses stand symbolically for a 

generation of boys who lost their fathers in the war, and for the Jewish Holocaust and 

Diaspora, thus further monumentalising the novel as both historical fiction and 

literary artefact. Henri Lefebvre suggests that, “[t]o the degree that there are traces of 

violence and death, negativity and aggressiveness in social practice, the monumental 

work erases them and replaces them with a tranquil power and certitude which can 

encompass violence and terror” (222). Indeed through drawing The Escapist, Joe is 

able, to some extent, to replace his violent actions against his perceived German 
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enemies whom he previously fought with in the street with images that, while 

depicting violent scenes, also contain great artistic beauty. In the context of literary 

representations of monumental space, Rita Sakr refers to the boundaries—symbolic, 

geographical, historical and narrative—that designate the monument in a work of 

literature (3). In depicting and embodying a monument to what has been authentically 

lost, Kavalier & Clay draws its boundaries to become a site of memory that is at once 

symbolic, geographical, historical, and narrative. The form and scope of Kavalier & 

Clay—as a collection of artefacts, stories, photographs, letters, anecdotes, and 

historical facts—is monumental, too, for its resemblance to a museum, especially as 

these cultural institutions looked at the turn of the twentieth century. The museum, a 

physically monumental site of “civilised” culture, collects objects together, puts them 

on display, and in so doing imbues the collection with monumental significance. In 

creating textual traces that furnish this novel as a site of memory, Kavalier & Clay 

becomes a monument to the history that it narrates. 

Chabon’s monumental novel allows readers to access history through the epic 

form of the novel itself (as an artefact of a moment in postmodernity, narrating 

several decades that defined the art that made its existence possible), and also through 

the stories that it narrates as it spans history and multiple continents. The narrative 

constantly draws our attention to the epic history behind, and the future in front of, the 

primary narrative. It narrates Joe and Thomas’s European childhood, referring to the 

traditions of vaudeville magic and the circus as well as to the high-cultural traditions 

of his parents who were scientists and his grandfather who was an opera singer. The 

story of Sammy’s Brooklyn boyhood is told through his relationship with his father, 

both in his presence and absence, but interestingly Sammy’s future beyond the time of 

the primary narrative is alluded to in some detail where it is omitted for Joe, Rosa, or 
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Tommy. As a boy, Sammy walked the streets of New York with his father, and as an 

adult and an older man, he attends comic conventions and gives interviews to writers 

for fan magazines about his career as an important creative figure in the history of 

Golden Age comics. But despite being given this future outside of the narrative, 

Sammy’s role is again one of looking back and nostalgically yearning for an idealised 

time before the present moment. 

In fact Chabon uses the form of the monumental novel to effect an excessive, 

over-the-top historicity in its attempt to hold all time and all places together. As well 

as America from the 1920s through to the 1960s, and Central Europe from some time 

around the late sixteenth century with the forging of the Golem out of mud from the 

River Moldau in Prague (Chabon, Kavalier & Clay 14), to the 1940s that saw the 

cataclysmic severing of any possibility of return, Kavalier & Clay also travels to 

Antarctica. While the primary narrative of this episode takes place in the early 1940s 

as Joe lives in the US Navy base which becomes a catacomb space of suspended 

animation, it also harks back to a 1911 mission that saw the construction of a hut, in 

which Joe takes shelter, at Augustaburg on Antarctica, and then forward to 1977 when 

the shelf of ice holding the hut breaks off and drifts into the ocean (Chabon, Kavalier 

& Clay 466-8). The collection of carefully and meticulously drawn details of the 

moments and sites that the narrative moves through come together to evoke the sense 

of an epic of such grand scale as to be referring to all places and all times. 

As a monument of postmodern memory, Kavalier & Clay represents nostalgic 

longing for an irretrievable past and for its immaterial traces while also memorialising 

the very real loss of life, place, and culture in war. Further, the novel also attempts to 

mourn the unrepresentable—the grief and loss experienced by homosexuals and 

women, stories that were largely left out of dominant accounts of this era. Kavalier & 
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Clay is primarily nostalgic for the time before the US was implicated in the Second 

World War—that ‘Golden Age’ of the 1930s, and, more specifically, the years before 

the bombing of Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941. 

The series of events that led to America’s involvement in the war is 

symbolised in Kavalier & Clay by a single, violent, fracturing moment, namely, “the 

events that transpired at Pawtaw on sixth of December, 1941” (408) involving a raid 

by police on a beach house where Sammy and Bacon, together with a group of 

homosexual men, were staying. Some of the men are beaten, others arrested, and 

Sammy is raped. This devastating moment for Sammy and Bacon and the other men 

foreshadows and, in the way it is left unreported, unspeakable, and unmourned by 

Sammy, is overshadowed by the following day’s bombing of Pearl Harbour. Sammy’s 

unspeakable near-arrest and brutal rape is counterpoised by this fracturing event in 

American history that was memorialised.  

Writing on the European context of the First World War, Geoff Dyer writes, 

“the past as past was preserved by the war that shattered it. By ushering in a future 

characterized by instability and uncertainty, it embalmed for ever a past characterized 

by stability and certainty” (7). In its preoccupation with the Second World War and 

the Holocaust, the memorial power of Chabon’s novel operates in a similar way—

there is an idealised, longed-for past that has been “preserved” or “embalmed” 

precisely because of being fractured by the war. Dyer’s comments similarly point to 

the “living dead” style preservation of this kind of history in his use of the term 

“embalmed”.  

The events and objects that the novel constructs fulfil a desire—for Chabon in 

representing trauma, and for us as cultural readers, receptive to accounts of trauma—
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to memorialise the loss of a past that will be, whether it was the case or not, always 

characterised by the opposite of what the Second World War created. In this case, the 

stability of the past is proven by the fracturing events that followed—both the 

bombing of Pearl Harbour and Sammy’s near arrest and rape that occurred just one 

day before.  

These kind of fracturing events (including the death of Joe’s brother and 

father, the loss of his home, and the loss and death of Sammy’s father and of Bacon) 

are what the novel’s memorial impulse hinges on. It is nostalgic for the irretrievable 

though culturally “embalmed” time before, and it attempts to mourn the losses caused 

by those events. However, because we are dealing not with authentic, historically 

accurate memories but with a postmodern, self-aware, turn of the millennium fiction, 

the novel must first create its own memories to inspire nostalgia and to symbolise and 

legitimise the real losses of the war and diaspora. Through its impulse to collect, as if 

in a museum, Kavalier & Clay attempts to recover, to recollect, possible here only 

through fictional imagining, that time, those artefacts, and some kind of home for 

which those who have lost can nostalgically long.  

 

Lieux de mémoire  

In creating a narrative out of objects and events for which postmodern readers 

can be nostalgic, is Chabon merely manipulating our sympathies, or is there a more 

socially and culturally significant project at play? We are, after all, being presented 

with the idea of playful, pulp-literary escapism in the context of a cataclysmic and 

volatile moment in history. We are almost being dared to indulge in nostalgia for that 

time. Readers of contemporary historiographic metafiction, Hutcheon suggests, have 

“the pleasure of double awareness of both fictiveness and a basis in the ‘real’” 
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(Poetics 107). This awareness might serve the novel’s project to memorialise and 

nostalgically remember through its fictional creation. Umberto Eco suggests that we 

are now “free to say that capturing readers’ dreams does not necessarily mean 

encouraging escape: it can also mean haunting them” (71). The world of Kavalier & 

Clay is fictional, and yet, by virtue of its impulse to memorialise and collect, it invites 

the reader to accept it as an authentic and true account, at the same time as declaring 

itself as impossible fiction—its whimsy encourages escapism and yet its realism is 

haunting. 

In narrating the journey of its main characters, the novel documents each 

episode of the story in specific and precise detail, situating the fiction in a real 

historical and cultural context, which does indeed blur the line between fact and 

fiction. Parallels can be drawn between Sammy and Joe and the creators of Superman, 

Jerry Siegel, and Joe Shuster (Rhoades 251); Chabon’s description of Joe Kavalier’s 

style of drawing can be likened to that of a young Will Eisner in his creation of The 

Spirit, which, in 1940, employed an avant-garde and technically and artistically 

sophisticated style (Rhoades 237); the inspiration for The Escapist comics—Joe 

Kavalier’s short-lived career as a magician and escape artist—bears a resemblance to 

the biography of comic book artist Jim Steranko (Rhoades 252). Chabon himself has 

written extensively on the intrinsic fakery at the heart of his brand of fiction writing, 

what he refers to as “the oldest trick in the book […] the original pretense of all 

adventurers, liars, and storytellers—that every word you are about to hear is true” 

(Maps and Legends 51).  

Chabon’s documented personal investment in nostalgia, as in his introduction 

to Ben Katchor’s collection of Julius Knipl, Real Estate Photographer comics, 

acknowledges the fact that, with the postmodern inundation into our lives of highly 
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technologised, impermanent, replicable artefacts that mediate our experiences and our 

narratives, we must find some other recourse to memory (Chabon, Introduction 1). 

Kavalier & Clay’s self-referential and knowingly inauthentic intertextual references 

have inspired a number of spin-off publications, most of which are supported, quite 

actively, by Chabon himself. As the creator of this imaginative, memorialising, and 

nostalgic recollection, Chabon allows the lines between fiction and reality to blur. In 

the introduction to Issue One of Michael Chabon presents The Amazing Adventures of 

The Escapist (a spin-off written and published in 2004, three years after the 

publication of Kavalier & Clay), he writes:  

I still remember the first Escapist comic I ever came across. It appears 

to have been one of the later Fab Comics issues, from 1968, though I 

did not discover it until four or five years later, at the bottom of a box 

of old comics passed along to me by my cousin Arthur when he went 

off to college. (4) 

Beyond implying that The Escapist comics are in fact real and that their creators, Sam 

Clay and Joe Kavalier, really existed, this kind of extra-textual appropriation of the 

original text, the creation of spin-off and “prequel” texts, has turned the world of the 

novel itself into another postmodern, authenticating context.4 By latching onto the 

                                                        
4 As well as the three issues of the Michael Chabon presents Escapist series, the 

novel’s premise has been turned into another comic book mini-series by Brian K. 

Vaughan, The Escapists, in which a Cleveland-born Jewish writer, whose late father 

was an Escapist fan, uses his inheritance to buy the rights to the character; the 

Escapist is revived, and with him a new creative team, in another series of amazing 

adventures. Chabon’s invention has been further appropriated by the comic 
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fiction in order to create (or recreate) the comic book intertext of the novel (which has 

in turn become a collectable series of comic books as well as a site for the collection 

of other comic books), the authors of such spin-offs and homages, with Chabon’s 

public support, have continued and contributed to the process of monumentalising, 

memorialising, and nostalgic remembrance begun by the novel. In this way, Kavalier 

& Clay exists first as a fictional monument to a real story of loss and trauma, and 

second as a real monument to self-referential and self-replicating fictions. The novel 

is a two-tiered site of postmodern memory—simultaneously real and imaginary. In 

this respect, we can see Baudrillard’s notion that the model precedes and in fact 

generates the real object—in this case, the fiction precedes and generates more stories 

(141‒45). 

Throughout the novel, Chabon furnishes his fictional collection with retrieved, 

discovered, and even lost records and artefacts. The leather-bound complete works of 

Sammy Clay’s mentor, George Deasey, show up in an Ikea display in New Jersey 

(225), an article in the Saturday Evening Post, “issue of August 17, 1940”, is written 

about Kavalier & Clay’s Escapist comic (202), and an unopened, unread, and lost 

final letter to Joe from his mother is inexplicably reproduced (323). As well as 

suggesting an afterlife of artefacts outside of, but nevertheless a part of, the story, the 

narrative constructs fictional events through embedding these artefacts within a real, 

historicisable past. Chabon casts actual figures from the era, such as Max Ernst and 

Salvador Dali, in a believable setting: a party thrown by a Surrealist art dealer in 

                                                        
community with the opening of a new comic book store called The Escapist in 

Berkeley in March 2011. Chabon, who lives just around the corner from the store, 

attended its opening night (Knobel). 
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Greenwich Village, towards the end of the 1939 New York World’s Fair that 

famously showcased Dali’s Dream of Venus exhibit. It is, then, also believable that at 

that same party, Joe Kavalier might have crossed their paths, and that a journalist for 

The New Yorker might have written an article mentioning this (232). Fact and fiction 

are presented alongside one other through a similar mode of recollection, or memory 

and imagination, so that the novel reads as a reconstruction of what did happen and a 

speculation about what it might have looked like. In this way, the fiction is facilitated 

by the facts just as much as the presentation of, and memorial to, a real, factual, 

historical point in time is made possible by the fiction. 

In the context of Kavalier & Clay, whose central protagonist is a European 

Jew who escaped from the horrors of the Holocaust and is haunted and shaped by the 

trauma of the loss of his family, a contrived or artificial “act of memory” necessary to 

construct the past in the novel’s textual collection is problematic. As discussed in my 

introduction, Chabon has been criticised for his approach to the Holocaust in this 

novel. His fiction is one that imagines escape (for his character from Prague, and for 

his readers in the act of reading for pleasure), and constructs a story—a version of 

history—based on this. While a number of the aforementioned scholars have written 

of the difficulties in transmitting or recollecting an experience as fracturing as the 

Holocaust (see Hirsch, Whitehead, Berlatsky), Chabon has written extensively on the 

merits, and indeed the inevitability of the kind of reading and writing available to us 

in postmodernity: 

Most of the most-interesting writers of the past seventy-five years or so 

have […] found themselves drawn, inexorably, to the borderlands. 

From Borges to Calvino […] and Cormac McCarthy, writers have 

plied their trade in the spaces between genres, in the no man’s land. 
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[…] they have drawn immense power from and provided considerable 

pleasure for readers through play, through the peculiar commingling of 

mockery and tribute, invocation and analysis, considered rejection and 

passionate embrace, which are the hallmarks of our Trickster literature 

in this time of unending crossroads. (Maps and Legends 25) 

Chabon’s concern in most of his fiction, as well as in his essays and commentary, is 

with reading and writing that imagines an alternative reality, acknowledges the 

margins or borderlands of literary classification, and revels in a position that can 

straddle or transcend fact and fiction, reality and fantasy, playful innocence and 

worldly experience. 

Berger, in particular, criticises Chabon’s endorsement of “escapism” (both in 

writing a fantastical adventure story about a Holocaust survivor, and in the novel’s 

central motif of escape), suggesting that “escapism leads to forgetting” (89). While 

there is a noticeable preoccupation with entertainment and fandom in the novel, to 

criticise Chabon’s escapist tendency is beside the point. Chabon, himself two 

generations removed from his European Jewish heritage, has no direct experience of 

the time in history about which he is writing that he can access or remember. He, and 

probably most of his readers, have only the remaining artefacts and textual traces 

through which to vicariously experience that past time. For Chabon, one of the 

legacies of the Holocaust is rather a lost and absent history, culture, home, and 

language, so that the only act of memory available to him must be one of imaginative 

restoration through fictional collection and remembrance. 

If postmodern memory relies precisely on the impulse to record and collect 

facts, images, and materials, and as such is necessarily archival (Nora 13), then the 

product of this novel’s archival impulse is a self-contained world based in historical 
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fact: the novel memorialises as it imagines, and imagines as it memorialises. That is, 

it tells a fictional story to memorialise actual events—the Holocaust, the passing of an 

age of a certain kind of masculinity—and in doing so, by describing artefacts from 

this time (both real and imagined) it becomes itself a site of memory.  

How, then, does the structure of Kavalier & Clay as a collection and a site of 

memory attempt “the complete conservation of the present as well as the total 

preservation of the past” that Nora sees as the role of memory (13)? Returning to 

Stewart’s notion of how a collection can be understood to construct the past from 

“presently existing pieces” (Stewart 145), in this chapter I have suggested that in 

Kavalier & Clay the “act of memory” that constitutes the relation, or continuous 

identity, among the fictional objects is in fact the imaginative and creative act of 

producing and consequently collecting them. Furthermore, the novel’s mode of 

production and collection, in attempting to materialise history and memory, situates 

Kavalier & Clay on the borderlands that characterise the postmodern—a liminal 

literary space that is both high-cultural and low-, fixed in space and time, while also 

being fluid and transient. 

I have so far explored an oscillation in Chabon’s novel between the historical 

impulse that constitutes the high-cultural, fixed museum-style collection, and the 

emergence of its heroes out of a low-cultural, transient vaudeville tradition. The 

museum collection aims to fix all times together in a minimum space, thereby 

preserving relics of the past. Conversely, the vaudeville tradition represented by the 

circus is characterised precisely by its fluidity and transience, so that it denies the 

possibility of preservation. Nostalgia’s aim is to arrest time in order that the past 

might be preserved or restored. At the same time, nostalgic longing is characterised 

precisely by the fact that a longed-for, idealised past is in fact irretrievable, or may 
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never have existed in the first place. In evoking two opposing exhibitionary sites, the 

novel is grappling with the nostalgic impulse that these sites symbolise as a mode of 

remembrance in the postmodern.  

Through creating itself as a nostalgic monument to memory, Chabon’s novel 

is a response to, and an example of, the postmodern absence of original, genuine, 

unmediated memories. My next chapter takes an in-depth look at select scenes that 

embody the novel’s obsession with nostalgia as a mode of remembrance. An analysis 

of these scenes explores how their settings manipulate space and time so that a 

critique of ascended, omniscient vision, not of the past but of the future, might be read 

within them. 
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Chapter two 

Nostalgia: Enclosed Spaces and Arrested Time 

 

“Yeah. This is the way. I don’t think I would have liked just floating 

over it near as much.” 

Tracy Bacon, Kavalier & Clay (380) 

 

Today we find the miniature located at a place of origin […] and at a 

place of ending […]; and both locations are viewed from a 

transcendent position, a position which is always within the standpoint 

of present lived reality and which thereby always nostalgically 

distances its object. 

Susan Stewart, On Longing (68-69) 

 

Kavalier & Clay deploys spatial motifs not only thematically to reference 

postmodern memory making, as I have suggested in its use of the museum and circus 

paradigm, but also physically in a way that references simultaneous temporalities. 

Nora’s idea that “memory takes root in the concrete, in spaces, gestures, images, and 

objects; [that] history binds itself strictly to temporal continuities, to progressions and 

to relations between things” (9) informs my reading of key moments in Kavalier & 

Clay. In particular, I focus on Sammy and Bacon’s encounter with a miniature model 

city, in which Chabon deploys simultaneous temporalities and evokes nostalgia and 

futurity together in the postmodern moment. 

In chapter one, I discussed in some detail how Kavalier & Clay represents the 

museum and the circus, both literally and symbolically, to collect textual traces, thus 
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creating itself as a postmodern site of memory. I cited Foucault’s essay “Of Other 

Spaces”, in which he suggests that the way a museum collects and organises objects 

enacts the desire to enclose all time in one place (26). In this chapter I expand on this 

point, arguing that the will to enclose all time in a collection such as a museum or 

textual archive operates in the same way as the nostalgic desire to restore an idealised 

past time. 

The desire to enclose and thus arrest time is present in Kavalier & Clay both 

in its form as a collection and in its metafictional mode of narration. In moving 

between historically informed recollection and imaginative creation, the narrative 

self-consciously enacts the nostalgic impulse—similar to that of the museum or 

collection—to enclose and arrest past time, and also to protect that which is enclosed 

from the ravages of time passing outside. Furthermore, Kavalier & Clay contains 

narrative moments during which the characters are repeatedly enclosed in, and 

emerge out of, physical spaces. I discuss key examples of such spatial enclosures in 

detail throughout this chapter, including Sammy and Bacon’s visit to the Perisphere at 

the 1939 New York World’s Fair site, Joe’s escape from Prague with the disguised 

Golem inside a wooden casket, and his figurative live burial in the Antarctic Navy 

base. I focus on these moments to explore how action and time are enclosed and 

arrested, creating a still or tableau-like scene, and stand as monuments to fictional 

moments that have passed. 

In this chapter, I argue that the mode of memory present in the novel is 

nostalgic. My argument relies on three understandings: first, that memory relies on 

textual traces; second, that nostalgia is a form of narrative because the past it seeks is 

chronologically past, idealised, and therefore is a fiction that relies on a sequence of 

events in time; and finally, that collective remembrance and memorialisation of the 
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past relies on monuments (which, in the case of this novel, take the form of an 

imaginary architecture of objects and spaces, as well as the monument created out of 

the epic scale of the narrative itself). In what follows, I use theoretically informed 

close readings to show that a reliance on nostalgic memory, as well as being 

inevitable in the postmodern because it can only exist as simulacra, is responsible for 

creating a series of tableaux throughout the novel that become memorials to what has 

been lost. 

Nostalgia is a melancholy affect, “the unfinished process of grieving” (Butler, 

Psychic 132) based on not knowing what one has lost (Butler, Precarious 22), 

whereas memorialisation relates to the work of mourning which, both individually 

and collectively, relies on knowledge, traces, and identification (Derrida, Spectres 9). 

Kavalier & Clay oscillates between, but also gleefully combines, nostalgia and 

memorialisation in its placement of tableaux—with their “complete filling out of 

‘point of view’” and “generalization of the moment” (Stewart 48)—in transient or 

liminal spaces, thus melding high- and low-brow culture and creating a 

simultaneously real and imaginary site of postmodern memory. 

Stewart approaches nostalgia as a form of narrative—the past it supposes to 

evoke exists only as a story we tell ourselves and each other (23). For Stewart, 

nostalgia is melancholic and, as I have suggested through my discussion of 

Baudrillard’s theory of simulation and simulacra, in the context of Chabon’s novel, it 

is also postmodern in the way it draws attention to the irretrievability of that which 

has come before: 

Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which creates a 

longing that of necessity is inauthentic because it does not take part in 

lived experience. Rather, it remains behind and before that experience. 
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Nostalgia, like any form of narrative, is always ideological: the past it 

seeks has never existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, 

that past continually threatens to reproduce itself as a felt lack. (23, 

emphasis added) 

Kavalier & Clay first creates a lieu de mémoire in its form out of nostalgic desire for 

substantial, authentic experience that “remains behind and before” lived experience 

(Stewart 23). Secondly, it monumentalises the lieu de mémoire by creating tableaux 

that stand out at the novel’s major turning points. The symbolic spaces and 

monuments that the novel imagines offer up the relationship between nostalgia and 

memorialisation in constant tension: the interminable grief and loss present in the 

nostalgic experience of the past as an absence or felt lack on the one hand, and the 

closure made possible through the memorialisation of the past on the other. Over the 

course of the narrative, Kavalier & Clay’s tableau-like moments become textual 

monuments for what has been or is about to be lost: in being part of a postmodern lieu 

de mémoire, the tableaux—as pauses or breaks in action, space, and time—become 

monuments within the larger “site” of the novel. Chabon thus creates an imaginary 

architecture for both characters and readers to inhabit, furnished with symbolic 

moments that are visited and that can be returned to. 

Young argues that public memory and memorialisation of a historical period 

“begins in a culture’s repertoire of forms”—which, in the case of this novel includes 

the form of postmodern narrative that creates an imaginary architecture and 

materialises textual traces—“and eventually finds closure in the public’s response to 

the current world in light of a monumentalized past” (63). That is, the novel, through 

constructing itself as a lieu de mémoire, monumentalises the past it creates through 

narrative, and thereby becomes a fictional site of memory. This imaginary 
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architecture is reflected in the novel’s structure, which mirrors the framing of comics 

(Chute 268-303). These tableau-like moments become postmodern intertexts as they 

act as single pages, often single frames, of a comic. In comics, narrative is expressed 

spatially, rather than temporally—we read time spatially (McCloud 100; Chute and 

DeKoven 769), and all moments—past, present, and future—are present at once on 

the page. There is a similar temporal phenomenon occurring in Kavalier & Clay, 

which I discuss in detail below. 

The novel frames its major turning points in a similar way to a comic, 

progressing the action spatially instead of temporally. For example, the description of 

The Escapist comic’s first pages is woven into the narrative, while Sammy and Joe 

walk through the city—they physically traverse the lieu de memoir, which is a hybrid 

of imaginative creation and (meta)fictional recollection. The following passage is the 

end of the narrativised first pages of The Escapist, in which young Tom Mayflower is 

entrusted with the golden key that will give him the powers of The Escapist. The 

scene begins underground in the basement of the Empire Palace Theatre and then 

moves upwards into the “present” moment above ground where Sammy and Joe are 

walking: 

[Tom] calls Big Al, Omar, and Miss Blossom to gather around him, 

then raises the key high in the air and swears a sacred oath to devote 

himself to secretly fighting the evil forces of the Iron Chain, in 

Germany or wherever they raise their ugly heads, and to working for 

the liberation of all who toil in chains—as The Escapist. The sound of 

their raised voices carries up through the complicated antique 

ductwork of the grand old theatre, rising and echoing through the pipes 

until it emerges through a grate in the sidewalk, where it can be heard 
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clearly by a couple of young men who are walking past, their collars 

raised against the cold October night, dreaming their elaborate dream, 

wishing their wish, teasing their Golem into life. (134) 

Those young men are, of course, Sammy and Joe, and The Escapist—their own 

mythical creation to liberate the Jews of Europe—is their Golem. Chabon’s 

description shows the underground theatre giving way to the street above in a cross-

section of pavement, piping, and theatre, which shows all the action occurring in the 

one space. The perspective pans upwards; however, the moment is a pause in time 

because what happens below occurs simultaneously to what happens above. 

In Kavalier & Clay the repeated desire to arrest time manifests in moments 

where different temporalities converge, and the fiction declares itself as such. These 

moments become tableaux or snapshots, and thus stand out as narrative sites that 

memorialise the passing of the moments they depict. Where the above example has 

the comic page described using the cross-section technique, bleeding into the present 

action of the story as Sammy and Joe walk the streets, thus evoking a subterranean 

space of imaginative creation below the city, an earlier chapter pauses the action to 

construct a snapshot or tableau that monumentalises an otherwise fleeting past 

moment. 

In this earlier example, the narrative focus is on a moment which is being 

nostalgically remembered, and which shifts between a description of the present, a 

memory of the past, and a story about the future. The episode begins on Joe’s first day 

in New York City: Sammy has come up with a plan that combines his own creativity 

and knowledge of comics and the pulps with Joe’s considerable drawing and painting 

skills; riding the wave of Superman’s recent success, the boys pitch an idea for a 

superhero comic to Sammy’s boss at the Empire Novelty Company. The pitch is 
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successful, and the boys are given little more than forty-eight hours to come up with 

their own superman. Over the course of these hours and chapters, the reader is taken 

through the streets of New York in the story’s present, back to 1935 when a thirteen-

year-old Sammy is abandoned by his father, and into that space of metafictional 

retrospect where history and memory combine. Before the present of the story sees 

The Escapist created, before pen ever touches paper, the narrator looks back on those 

events, echoing the first lines of the novel. 

Having discovered that the friends at whose apartment the boys hope to work 

on their comic are not home, Joe makes an elaborate display of swinging, climbing, 

and leaping onto the building’s second-floor fire escape to enter through the window. 

It is October and the sun is shining; Sammy watches him from the street below: 

Over the years, reminiscing for friends or journalists or, still later, the 

reverent editors of fan magazines, Sammy would devise and relate all 

manner of origin stories, fanciful and mundane and often conflicting, 

but it was out of a conjunction of desire, the buried memory of his 

father, and the chance illumination of a row-house window, that The 

Escapist was born. As he watched Joe stand, blazing, on the fire 

escape, Sammy felt an ache in his chest that turned out to be, as so 

often occurs when memory and desire conjoin with a transient effect of 

weather, the pang of creation. (112‒13) 

Joe’s physical prowess, cavalier attitude, and agility are highlighted here as one of the 

objects of Sammy’s desire, which grounds the relation of the postmodern tension 

between the high- and low-brow (the light-footed Kavalier and the weighted-down 

Clay) in the realm of an embodied nostalgia. Furthermore, the passage’s description 

of the convergence here of a yearning of desire, a “pang of creation”, and a memory 
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of loss describes Sammy’s response to this moment in time as related to memory and 

imagination, and is therefore intrinsically nostalgic. 

Hutcheon writes that nostalgia is 

less a description of the entity itself than an attribution of a quality of 

response […] nostalgia is not something you ‘perceive’ in an object; it 

is what you ‘feel’ when two different temporal moments, past and 

present, come together for you and, often, carry considerable 

emotional weight. (“Irony”) 

In encountering the episode that takes place on the building’s fire escape from 

simultaneous temporal positions—the story’s past, the narrator’s present, which is a 

future time, and the moment of reading—we see the nostalgic desire to remember, but 

also to hold on to or retrieve a particular moment in time through creative 

recollection. The tableau-style narration creates a still, framed moment to be returned 

to—lighting effects and all—by which the larger narrative’s past, present, and future 

can be remembered. In other words, it monumentalises and thus memorialises the 

moment that has passed, and all that it stands for, even before it happens. 

Chabon repeatedly describes situations and plot turning points that signal a 

desire to arrest time. In a later scene, Sammy and Bacon, after having shared a kiss on 

the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building, visit the partially demolished site 

of the New York World’s Fair. This scene involves three simultaneous manipulations 

of temporality—a pause in time, a leap back in time to childhood innocence, and a 

leap forward in time to a known future. There is thus the simultaneous presence of a 

time that is “prelapsarian, a genesis where lived and mediated experience are one, 

where authenticity and transcendence are both present and everywhere” (Stewart 23), 
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and a time reliant on the knowingness of postmodern irony, a fall from innocence, and 

a fracturing of the authentic from the copy (Stewart 23). 

The physical space that the characters inhabit in the scene at the World’s 

Fair—a later form of the circus—contains these simultaneous temporalities to evoke 

nostalgic longing. The tableau created by the paused narrative moment plays out a 

number of the novel’s broader and otherwise ubiquitous concerns. Namely, this is the 

presence—a looming spectre—of the future, experienced as a product of an 

imaginative childhood longing. At that time, World’s Fairs were liminal cultural 

phenomena that combined the concerns of the circus with those of the museum in a 

site that was temporarily fixed, but ultimately impermanent and transient (Greenhalgh 

1). As the setting for Sammy and Bacon’s encounter with the miniature, the Fair site 

allows for an analysis of the rich symbolic significance of the spatial and temporal 

simultaneity present in this centrally located and centrally important scene. 

Right when the novel increases pace with the success of Kavalier and Clay’s 

Escapist line of comics, Chabon offers us a moment of respite from the energy of 

artistic creation in a scene that represents the threshold between relative safety, the 

innocence of youth, and creativity on one side, and violence, loss, and the devastation 

of grief on the other. It is thus liminal in that it occurs between the novel’s major acts 

in a hidden, in-between space that is neither entirely present nor absent. This scene 

foregrounds the relationships among transcendence, futurity, and nostalgia as it 

describes Sammy and Bacon’s encounter with a miniature model world that held an 

important place in the cultural consciousness of America, and of New York in 

particular, in 1939 (Appelbaum; Morshed 74). 

The GM pavilion at the 1939 New York World’s Fair housed two futuristic 

cities: miniature scale models designed as companion exhibits to be viewed by 



74 

 

spectators on an elevated conveyor platform, a position that would simulate low aerial 

flight. The Futurama, designed by Norman Bel Geddes, and Democracity, designed 

by Henry Dreyfuss, depicted futuristic American towns constructed around multi-

level superhighways, networks of skyscrapers, perfectly planned parks, and pristine 

suburbs. Spectators to the pavilion entered the globe-like Perisphere structure via 

escalators that carried them to the raised viewing ledges and a conveyor platform, 

whose coordinated lighting, commentary, and carriage system afforded a full view of 

the model utopian city below.  

When Sammy and Bacon encounter the exhibit in 1941 during the Fair’s 

demolition, rather than enter the Perisphere at the level of the raised viewing platform 

they find another way in—a service hatch in the globe’s underside. Sammy and 

Bacon climb up and into the display from beneath, and experience the miniature 

model city from ground level, sitting themselves bodily on top of the tiny streets, 

parks, roads, and buildings. In positioning his protagonists on top of the model, 

Chabon grounds them, anchoring them not in the future as the exhibit would have it, 

but decidedly in the present. 

Significantly, Sammy and Bacon visit the site in 1941 during its demolition: 

the Fair is over and most of its structures have been dismantled and sunk to the 

bottom of the ocean. What remains at the centre of this scene is the miniature model 

city, housed within the Perisphere’s globe-like structure. Outside the exhibit are the 

signs of demolition, destruction, and abandonment: “Now there were only the 

scaffolding and a stack of planks. Some workman had forgotten the tin coffee-cup cap 

of his thermos” (377). This forgotten thermos cap suggests melancholy emptiness and 

benign neglect, as does a “whitewashed wall with its rain stains and patchy skin of 

wet leaves” (377), and “a vista of mud and tarpaulins and blowing newspaper” (376). 
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Inside the exhibit, the “World of Tomorrow” still stands, imbued with utopian 

hopefulness for a future yet to be created. 

Climbing inside the Perisphere, Sammy and Bacon encounter this miniature 

model city. According to Stewart the miniature, “in its tableaulike form, […] is a 

world of arrested time; its stillness emphasizes the activity that is outside its borders” 

(67). The deserted World’s Fair site exists on the border between the arrested time of 

the internal space occupied by the miniature, and the tumultuous, accelerating, 

modern world at war outside the site. Chabon evokes this sense of arrested time 

through the contrast between the demolition site and the miniature city itself. The 

abandoned Fair site thus represents a no man’s land of liminal space and time, 

signifying the destruction of the utopian planner’s version of the future, and the 

moment immediately before America entered the war. 

The Perisphere scene occurs at a turning point in the narrative, during an 

episode entitled “The Golden-Age”. Chabon juxtaposes the experience of his young 

protagonists living as working artists in New York with the upheaval and unrest of the 

world at war outside America in 1941. In this spirit, prior to encountering the 

miniature and the promise it holds to enclose and therefore fix time in its globe-like 

space, Sammy and Bacon share a kiss on the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State 

Building as a storm rolls in over New York City with a view from above that mirrors 

the intended vision of the futuristic city inside the Perisphere. Meanwhile, Joe 

Kavalier prepares for the arrival of his younger brother, whose escape, along with one 

hundred and fifty European Jewish children, he has helped orchestrate. And, finally, 

Sammy, Bacon, Rosa, and Joe go to the cinema to watch the premier of Citizen 

Kane—they are all safe and in love, and the future is full of creative potential. 

However, almost immediately following the narrative’s liminal encounter with the 
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miniature, Joe learns of the death of his brother, and Sammy and Bacon, together with 

a group of homosexual men, are brutalised during a police raid. 

Before any of these tragedies occur, Chabon foreshadows the loss, grief, and 

trauma associated with them by creating this tableau inside the Perisphere. Outside 

the enclosed space of this tableau, however, we are made aware of the presence of the 

past. As Sammy and Bacon enter the deserted Fair grounds, our attention is drawn 

immediately to “the monumental Mutt-and-Jeff structures, the soaring Trylon and its 

rotund chum the Perisphere” (375), icons of the Fair that featured on memorabilia and 

various cultural artefacts throughout the country during the Fair’s two-year run. These 

icons, we are told, however ubiquitous in their heyday, “disappear[ed] as suddenly as 

they had flourished” (375). Despite being memorialised in various Fair souvenirs and 

artefacts, they were never objects of high cultural importance. Instead, they quickly 

became symbols of the early fairs’ transient, relatively fleeting, and populist aesthetic. 

Chabon’s description of the Trylon and Perisphere ties the icons, through their 

physicality, to the similarly populist and fleeting (insofar as “pulp” publications were 

cheap and disposable) aesthetic of comics. In particular, the structures are likened to 

one of the first and longest running newspaper comic strips in America, Mutt and Jeff. 

This classic comic strip depicts the hijinks of tall, lanky Mr Mutt and his sidekick 

Jeff, who is short, round, and bald. The likeness is extended further in the descriptions 

of Sammy and Bacon, “standing side by side […] like a before-and-after 

advertisement for vitamin tonic” (373). This suggests a similar physical disparity 

between the two young men which is extended further as they enter the deserted 

fairground: “Sammy tumbled and dangled and fell” while “Bacon launched, hoisted, 

and dropped himself” (375) over the high fence. These resemblances and physical 

prompts implicate the characters in the sense of ending, pastness, and loss embedded 
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in this scene: if the Trylon and Perisphere, and newspaper comics such as Mutt and 

Jeff, are icons of the past, then so too are Sammy and Bacon. The presence of icons of 

a past era, described in terms of other bygone artefacts, embeds the present narrative 

moment firmly in the past, so that the reader can therefore only experience the present 

moment nostalgically—as something that has passed and is irrevocably lost.  

Bacon’s persistent curiosity leads the boys to a kind of trap-door in the 

Perisphere’s underside through which Bacon pulls Sammy into the pitch darkness of 

the Democracity control room. Here we find another relic of the narrative present: the 

elaborate and sophisticated system of “gears, pulleys, levers, cams, springs, wheels, 

switches, relays, and belts” (378) that controlled the mechanics of the exhibit above. 

Chabon describes this system as “quite literally the dernier cri of the art and ancient 

principles of clockwork machinery in the final ticking moments of the computerless 

world” (378). The French dernier cri, as it is used here, means both trendy and latest 

fashion and, literally translated, final cry. The mechanisms that controlled and 

coordinated the motion, sound, and lighting of automobile giant GM’s technically 

sophisticated display would indeed have been constructed using the latest trends in 

mechanical technology. However, Chabon emphasises that he is applying this term 

“quite literally”, thus gesturing to the built in obsolescence of technology. The nature 

of technology is such that the very moment that heralds its release also marks its death 

knell—it will always already be about to be superseded, if it has not been already, at 

least in the laboratory. Technology, which should be an emblem of futurity, thus 

becomes, like the miniature city, an avatar of nostalgia. Therefore, the mechanism is a 

thing of the past at the same time as being a product of the immediate present. 

In “The Aesthetics of Ascension in Norman Bel Geddes’s Futurama”, Adnan 

Morshed discusses GM’s miniature model city, which was designed to be viewed as if 
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from a low-flying aeroplane, in terms of spectacle and point of view. Specifically, 

Morshed refers to the aerialised mode of witnessing the spectacle of the future as 

arguably the single most important aspect of this exhibit: 

Was Bel Geddes’s utopia construed as a grand aerial epic, legible only 

to a heroic, flying spectator? Two issues are at stake here: on the one 

hand, Bel Geddes’s novel theatrical technique enthralled the 

Futurama’s spectators; on the other, it also suggested an active, 

participatory spectatorship, implicitly manifested in the triumphant 

pronouncement on the souvenir pin: “I have seen the future.” The “I” 

(the spectator of the Futurama) conveys the heroicizing subtext of the 

pronouncement and the phrase as a whole underscores the process of 

seeing, while drawing our attention to the spectacle of the future. In 

other words, how the future was seen had become as appealing as what 

was seen in it. (77) 

If the aerial mode of the intended viewing position was integral to the power and 

immediacy of the Futurama and Democracity exhibits, what is the significance of the 

viewing position gained by Sammy and Bacon, who enter the Perisphere in which the 

display was housed, not from an ascended, aerial position, but from beneath the 

model utopian city? 

Chabon places his characters in a dramatically different viewing position from 

that intended by the display’s designer. By placing the characters in darkness at the 

ground-level position of the model city, the scene represents an inversion of the 

aerialised and heroicised discourses surrounding the Fair and the Futurama and 

Democracity exhibits. Far from evoking a glorious future, as its designer intended, 

Chabon’s representation of the exhibit imagines a very different relationship to 



79 

 

nostalgia and futurity for his characters. This scene’s privileging of groundedness and 

critique of omniscience highlights a relationship to the past that is arrested in time, 

and an image of futurity that is inverted and therefore similarly arrested. 

Towards the end of the previous century, the three hundred foot Centennial 

Tower was installed on Coney Island. Described by architect and theorist Rem 

Koolhaas as “an architectural device that provokes self-consciousness, offering that 

bird’s-eye inspection of a common domain that can trigger a sudden spurt of 

collective energy and ambition”, this structure of amusement and pleasure allowed 

visitors to behold Manhattan through telescopes from that distance (33). Koolhaas 

identifies this mode of viewing as also offering “an additional direction of escape: 

mass ascension” (33). It was therefore in line with this increasingly popular direction 

of movement (and one that would have taken on symbolic weight in the interwar 

period, in particular), that the industrial designer Bel Geddes and his team conceived 

and designed their World’s Fair exhibit.  

Bel Geddes’s “World of Tomorrow” was intended to represent a future, 

utopian American city as it would look in 1960, and the scale model was based on 

photographs taken, and observations made, from the vantage of specially chartered 

flights. Thus, the future is seen from the point of view of the aviator-hero whose 

perspective offers an ascended—and transcendent—view of the world. The power of 

this ascended point of view derives from the desire of a population recovering from 

the Great Depression for utopian imaginings of the future (Morshed 75). Furthermore, 

perspective and point of view, especially when broadened by way of technology, 

speed, and power, increase the possibility of such imaginings.  

A super-powered and ascended point of view relates to another important 

historical figure present in the Fair’s iconography: Superman. One of the original 
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super-powered heroes that emerged in America in the 1930s, Superman embodied and 

represented the new kind of perspective made possible through powered flight. As 

Morshed puts it, 

[in] the interwar culture of envisioning utopias […] the flying man, the 

aviator, and Superman were pop equivalents of a philosophical system 

of future-gazing. The aviator epitomized a type of spectatorship that 

conjured the possibility of imagining an ideal future as well as 

conceptualizing new categories of aesthetic practices. (83) 

Modernist town-planners were likely faced with a similar task to modernist writers 

and artists: “the need to mourn a range of cataclysmic social events, including the 

slaughter of war, modernisation of culture, and the disappearance of God and 

tradition” (Clewell 1). The ascended perspective offered by the GM exhibits, 

therefore, necessarily created a liminal space filled with the potential to do this in 

creative, critical, challenging, and unpredictable ways. 

Bel Geddes’ Futurama offered its viewer the ascended perspective of an 

aviator‒hero beholding the spectacle of the future. Interestingly, the vision of the 

future in this context implies movement through time for those beholding the model 

utopia below— participants visit the future and return to the present with evidence of 

this fact, thus becoming time travellers as well as aviators. Rather than being a tableau 

of the future to be seen from an omniscient viewing position, as Bel Geddes would 

have it, Sammy and Bacon’s encounter with the miniature is a collapsed, enclosed, 

and arrested moment that contains all that they will lose, and becomes a tableau of 

remembrance—a memorial. Without the elevated vantage point from which to view 

and effectively travel to the future, Sammy and Bacon are anchored in the present. 

And by placing his characters, who are signifiers of a past era, physically on top of 
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the model of the future, Chabon is making all time—past, present, and future—

simultaneous. Rather than facilitating travel through time, the encounter with the 

miniature in this narrative moment instead arrests and collapses time. 

The World’s Fair represented hopefulness and limitless possibility for the 

citizens of America in 1939 (Greenhalgh 24). As the GM exhibit indicates, the 1939 

Fair’s theme looked forward to an innocent future, and one characterised by ease and 

technological advancement. In the Golden Age of 1939 America, the kind of 

technology on display in exhibits such as the Futurama and Democracity meant 

simply futurity—the presence of the future in the present moment. The World’s Fair 

thus existed on a threshold of advancement—after the Fair’s close in October 1940, 

Pearl Harbour was bombed at the end of the following year, and news of the Nazi 

death camps and the “final solution” began to reach Britain and the US shortly after. 

Technology now meant gas chambers, crematoriums, and mechanised mass deaths.  

In Chabon’s narration of this nostalgic visit to the partially demolished Fair, 

we are made aware of, and are almost able to hear, the passing of a moment in time—

the dernier cri of a time that is on its way to becoming extinct because of what will 

(but has not yet) come to replace it. In the death knell of a dying art, we also hear the 

ticking time bomb of fully mechanised mass murder, of which Joe’s family is a 

victim. 

Before Sammy and Bacon lay their eyes on the somehow already outdated 

trappings of the World of Tomorrow’s underside, the two men stand for a moment in 

darkness, but “before [Sammy] could begin to feel, or smell, or listen to the darkness, 

to Bacon and to the pounding of his own heart, the lights came on” (378). A fleeting 

moment of darkness is thus interrupted by an automated lighting system that reveals 
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the dated mechanisms that drive the intended simulated flight over the model city of 

the future. 

This effect is repeated when Bacon urges Sammy onwards and upwards, 

through another hatch leading directly into the miniature model of Democracity. At 

the end of their subterranean ascent, they are again confronted by total darkness, 

which is interrupted this time by the flame from Bacon’s cigarette lighter. The 

interplay of darkness and light in this scene—vision and blindness—mimics the 

interplay of the temporal and the spatial. What can be seen gives way to what can be 

felt and heard, just as what is experienced spatially in the present gives way to 

arrested, overlapping time, hanging motionless, as the past, present and future merge 

together in space. 

And so imagination and memory again fuse together as Bacon and Sammy, 

cigarette lighters aflame, position themselves to be level with the miniature buildings: 

Sammy, […] inclining his head slightly, squinted his eyes, trying to 

lose himself in the illusion of the model the way he used to lose 

himself in Futuria, back at his drawing board in Flatbush a million 

years before. He was a twentieth of an inch tall, zipping along an 

oceanic highway in his little antigravity Skyflivver, streaking past the 

silent faces of the aspiring silvery buildings. It was a perfect day in a 

perfect city. A double sunset flickered in the windows and threw 

shadows across the leafy squares of the city. His fingertips were on 

fire. (380) 

The illusion is broken as Sammy drops his lighter. Bacon, extinguishing his own, puts 

Sammy’s burned fingertips into his mouth. And so they stay “for a few seconds, in the 

dark, in the future […] listening to the fabulous clockwork of their hearts and lungs, 
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and loving each other” (380). The darkness and fragmented sense of embodiment here 

speaks of the longing at the centre of nostalgia, a longing that Georg Lukács describes 

is “always turned inwards” (92), which can be so powerful that it destroys form and 

elides articulation, thus proving its “neverendingness” (91). 

However beautiful and touching this scene inside the Perisphere is, Sammy 

and Bacon’s love is not held in suspended animation inside the vitrine-style enclosure 

of the exhibit—their longing renders the moment ultimately formless. While we are 

offered the scene as a tableau by which to memorialise the passing of time, any 

nostalgic desire to enclose all time in that space does not succeed—they emerge, and 

their violent, traumatic future (the weekend raid and Sammy’s rape; their separation; 

Bacon’s death in the war; Sammy’s indictment and public outing) awaits them on the 

other side. 

Continuing to long nostalgically for that which is irretrievable is ultimately 

unsupportable, and we are shown much later in the novel that enclosure representing 

arrested time, without emergence, equates to death. In the novel’s penultimate act, 

“Radioman”, Joe has joined the US Navy and is stationed in Antarctica. Joe “loathed 

it with every fibre of his being as the symbol, the embodiment, the blank unmeaning 

heart of his impotence in this war” (436); he felt this way even before every member 

of his battalion, save for one other man, the pilot Shannenhouse, is killed in a carbon 

monoxide leak. The two men must ride out the winter, but they do so in solitude; Joe 

sleeps in the empty mess hall, Shannenhouse in the aircraft hangar.  

Towards the end of the winter, as light begins to appear on the horizon, Joe, 

who has at least had the sole surviving dog, Oyster, to keep him company, approaches 

the pilot who has grown exclusively solitary and is worse off for it. He has rebuilt 

their plane—their only means of escape from the catacomb they inhabit—and covered 
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it in the tanned hides of seals, and, to Joe’s disappointment more than horror, the 

skins of the seventeen dogs that died on the same night as twenty of their battalion 

men; Joe finally shoots Oyster and adds his hide to the craft. Joe and Shannenhouse 

eventually set out to find the German base on the continent with which Joe has made 

radio contact. Halfway there, Shannenhouse’s appendix explodes, killing him and 

leaving Joe to fly the plane, alone, the rest of the way.  

Here Chabon uses the same motifs of aviation and blindness found in the 

scene inside the Perisphere: as Joe flies alone over the white expanse of Antarctica, in 

an aeroplane covered in the tanned hides of seals and dogs, his point of view might be 

of the aviator-hero, but his perspective is not omniscient: the view below is of blank, 

white, nothingness. Where Sammy and Bacon were anchored in the present through a 

rejection of ascendance and a denial of sight, Joe’s flight can be read as similarly 

subversive of the omniscient, future-gazing privilege of the aviator-hero. If the 

inverted point of view and sensory experience of the miniature inside the Perisphere 

spoke of nostalgia and arrested time, this latter, macabre scene of aviation refers to 

the inevitable, unstoppable grief of trauma and loss. Borne through the air inside the 

stinking hides of animals who had once been his companions, Joe’s ascended, heroic 

American sailor’s point of view does not afford him any insight to the dangerous 

blankness below him—this point of view is revealed not to be omniscient, as there is 

nothing below to see. The blank, white expanse of Antarctic snow and ice is equal to 

blindness in the same way that the total darkness inside the Perisphere at the World’s 

Fair denied sight for Sammy and Bacon. 

What, then, are the implications of this denial of sight and rejection of 

ascension and omniscience for Kavalier & Clay’s celebration of nostalgia and for the 

work of memorialisation? The interplay of sight and blindness evokes once again the 
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creation of an illuminated tableau, as a single moment is paused in time by the 

narrative. Furthermore, the denial and rejection of an omniscient gaze points to the 

novel’s suggestion that groundedness rather than omniscience is necessary for 

mourning, but the characters must move through an enclosing and arrested nostalgic 

space first in order to achieve closure. 

This critique of an ascended, omniscient point of view is present in another of 

the novel’s lost textual traces: a drawing of Houdini suspended in the air after having 

jumped out of a plane. Early on in the text, before Joe leaves his family behind, his 

brother, Thomas, hands him an envelope containing a childish drawing of Harry 

Houdini drinking a cup of tea mid-air, as he plummets from a plane with his 

parachute firmly locked, casually marking time before saving himself. The drawing 

appears in the narrative for the final time after Joe has taken a flight over the bare, 

frozen expanse of Antarctica in the hide-covered plane—a vessel that is far from 

futuristic or utopian. The drawing of Harry Houdini, plummeting parachute-less 

towards the ground, is one of hope and possibility rather than desperation. If Chabon 

is indeed critical of the kind of ascended aviator‒heroic gaze exemplified by the 

Futurama and by flying heroes such as Superman, then the “oblivious” point of view, 

“as if he had all the time in the world before he hit the ground” (468), could be the 

one he is privileging. 

The abandoned drawing is symbolic of Joe severing himself from the losses of 

his past, so that his return to his son will represent not a replacement of Thomas, but 

rather a transformation of the self. I would argue that we are to read the drawing left 

behind as an act of moving towards the closure that Chabon suggests can be found in 

successful mourning. Joe has been pupating in the cocoon of the Navy bunker, and 

has escaped and emerged as a different person. 



86 

 

Joe’s blinded flight after his immurement within the white expanse of 

Antarctica ultimately fulfils his mission in the war—to kill Germans. However, rather 

than liberate him, the blank, white continent represents his annihilation: “[i]n seeking 

revenge, he had allied himself with the Ice, with the interminable white topography, 

with the sawteeth and crevasses of death” (465). Such annihilation by the whiteness 

of the snow and ice can be understood by looking at Moby Dick, which is referenced 

by Kavalier & Clay’s monumental style, and in its nod to the idea of the Great 

American Novel by its own epic proportions as well as Sammy’s perpetually 

unfinished manuscript. It is the vast whiteness of the whale in Moby Dick that fills its 

narrator with a “vague, nameless horror” (Melville 220; ch. 42). Kalpana Seshadri-

Crooks analyses the way Melville “[associates] the horrific and panic-inducing 

qualities of Whiteness with formlessness and annihilation” (57)—an association that 

resonates with Chabon’s novel.  

In Kavalier & Clay the only interruption to the whiteness in this scene is the 

trail of blood, the “steaming red life” (465), as Joe drags the body of the German 

geologist, whom he has just shot, across the ice. Joe sees the interruption of the red 

blood on the white ice as his own betrayal of innocence, at the same time as realising 

that he has himself become like the ice—annihilating and formless (Chabon 465). The 

whiteness in this scene represents infinity and nothingness; however, as I shortly 

show, the future offered to Joe is not one of formless, interminable nothingness, as 

this moment on the ice might suggest.  

In this chapter, I have discussed the way Kavalier & Clay revisits history 

through moments that become memorial tableaux. The repeated emergence from the 

arrested time of enclosed spaces and simultaneous temporalities that creates these 

tableaux speaks of the novel’s critique of nostalgia as a mode of revisiting history in 
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the postmodern. I have suggested that the way the novel deploys certain spatial motifs 

points to a rejection of omniscient vision and instead privileges groundedness—the 

characters must move through an enclosing and arrested nostalgic space if they are to 

achieve closure in mourning. In the following chapter my focus changes. I discuss 

mourning in the postmodern through close readings and engagement with central 

theorists and critics writing on mourning and melancholy in the postmodern to 

suggest that the primary concern of Chabon’s novel is to establish the terms by which 

its male characters can mourn.  

By analysing what is at stake in postmodern representations of mourning, my 

argument now takes up the question of whether this novel strives for consolation and 

closure (arguably conservative outcomes of mourning), or if its dedication to 

postmodern form and subject matter mean that it is necessarily engaged in the 

ongoing, disruptive work of mourning that is possible in the postmodern. Is Chabon 

suggesting a version of postmodern mourning that is open-ended yet goes beyond the 

formlessness of nostalgic melancholy, or does his concern with masculine grief 

relegate the novel to producing a conservative, consolatory version of mourning that 

has achieved closure? 
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Chapter Three 

Masculine Mourning: Closure and Exile 

 

Mourning […] consists always in attempting to ontologize remains, to 

make them present, in the first place by identifying the bodily remains 

and by localizing the dead. (Derrida, Specters of Marx 9) 

 

Derrida’s account of mourning as the desire to know who, and to know where, 

the body is speaks to the nature of mourning in the postmodern: it highlights the 

postmodern desire, discussed in different ways throughout this thesis, to retrieve, 

restore, and materialise traces of the original—that is, to identify the remains and to 

make them present. In my previous chapters, I have described and analysed the way 

in which Kavalier & Clay first creates, collects, and then stages various textual traces 

to materialise sites and moments of memory. In this chapter, I argue that Kavalier & 

Clay attempts to do the work of mourning by revisiting a moment in history for the 

individual characters. Kavalier & Clay’s presentation of textual traces, its creation of 

lieux de mémoire and memorial tableaux, and its mobilisation of spatial motifs, all 

seek to materialise the past. In localising what has been irrevocably lost, mourning 

involves identifying the remains and embodying the loss to make it present. Indeed 

Chabon’s novel attempts, through the materialisation of immaterial artefacts and 

textual traces, to localise in the sense of making physically present and identifying, 

that which is irretrievable. This irretrievability is due both to the fact that the absent 

“remains” are missing and that they may never have existed in the first place. 

As Derrida points out, and as I discuss below, mourning is imbricated with the 

nature of being—an individual and collective experience that is necessarily narrative 
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in that it is relational and depends on the subjective categories of one’s identity and 

memory (Derrida, Spectres 9; Butler, Precarious 23). Butler proposes that one can 

mourn only: 

when one accepts that by the loss one undergoes one will be changed, 

possibly for ever. Perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing to 

undergo a transformation the full result of which one cannot know in 

advance. There is losing, as we know, but there is also the 

transformative effect of loss, and this latter cannot be charted or 

planned. (21) 

The work of mourning must begin with knowledge, or acknowledgement, of the loss 

of something or someone bound to one’s identity. For Butler, “successful” mourning, 

then, involves a metamorphosis of the self, and a movement or transition from one 

state to another, through one’s grief (21). There can be no mourning without a 

willingness to transform, and no transformation without mourning (Butler 21). 

“Successful” mourning, in Butler’s approach, is completed mourning based on 

knowing what one has lost; in contrast if we have an “experience of not knowing 

incited by losing what we cannot fully fathom” (22), mourning will be ongoing and 

interminable. 

Butler’s theory of mourning refers to the narrative nature of grief: “If I lose 

you […] then I not only mourn the loss, but I become inscrutable to myself. Who 

‘am’ I, without you?” (22); and “I tell a story about the relations I choose, only to 

expose […] the way I am gripped and undone by these very relations. My narrative 

falters, as it must” (23). For Butler, mourning is tied inextricably to identity and 

memory, which are also necessarily narrative—they are stories we tell. Mourning, 
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then, is a narrative of relation and identification, and of tension, conflict, and 

destruction along with resolution. 

Behind everything else going on in Chabon’s novel, it is primarily a story 

about men who have lost something and who either succeed or fail in being 

transformed by their losses. The novel’s preoccupation with masculine mourning and 

its postmodern form suggests that it be analysed in terms of Clewell’s discussion of 

the “postmodern mourning novel”—a postmodern novel that deals with loss and 

rejects “aesthetic consolation, and the aim of closure” in mourning (130). Kavalier & 

Clay’s epic structure takes us through the years and the events of lives and history, 

both fictional and factual, to a final point of closure: one man walks off into the 

proverbial sunset, the other man takes his rightful place in the family unit. It is these 

two notably different final moments that illustrate how Kavalier & Clay presents the 

work of mourning, and articulate its representation of mourning in a postmodern 

context. I have discussed so far how remembrance and memorialisation are 

characterised by nostalgia in Chabon’s novel, and here I discuss how Kavalier & Clay 

presents the intersection of a specifically masculine mourning and nostalgia. I 

conclude that Chabon presents nostalgia as inevitable, at the same time as revealing it 

to be an inadequate mode for achieving successful mourning in the postmodern. 

By the final chapters of Kavalier & Clay there is a clear difference in the 

narrative closure given to the homosexual character, Sammy, and the one given to the 

heterosexual character, Joe. Joe’s mourning is completed and contained within the 

space of the novel; Sammy’s grief is cast out, left largely unspoken and 

unrepresented, and his work of mourning is not contained (or, as I argue, containable) 

within the novel’s pages. This chapter will look at the path towards mourning and the 

working through of grief offered to Sammy and to Joe. In my analysis and critique of 
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mourning and masculine sexuality present in Kavalier & Clay, I look also at the kind 

of grief described for the female characters in the novel and suggest what this might 

tell us about Chabon’s approach to gender and sexuality in the postmodern. 

Ultimately, I show how this novel’s preoccupation with masculine grief and loss 

might be read on the one hand as a failure with respect to postmodern literature’s 

potential to offer new possibilities for a contemporary sexual politics, and on the 

other, as a knowing and deliberate critique of the sexism, homophobia, and anti-

Semitism that defined American culture in the 1930s through to the 1950s. 

Sammy’s departure at the end of Kavalier & Clay is presented as a liberation 

from the shackles of closeted life and the responsibility of a marriage maintained for 

the sake of propriety and appearance. However, his departure must also be read as an 

exile—Sammy disappears, his work of mourning having not begun, and the trauma of 

his rape and the loss of Bacon left unwitnessed and unacknowledged. Sammy’s 

departure suggests that there can be no closure for those marginalised groups outside 

of the ideological parameters of Chabon’s novel. Sammy is exiled from the realm of 

heterosexual masculine mourning, closure, the future, and heteronormative 

adulthood—in other words, from everything that gives Kavalier & Clay its ostensibly 

happy ending. His trauma, in the scope of this novel, remains unbearable and 

unrepresentable. 

In what follows, I explore how Kavalier & Clay offers two vastly different 

conclusions for its male characters as it revisits a particular historical moment—Joe’s 

conclusion is one of closure achieved through the transformative effect of successful 

mourning, and Sammy’s is one of unrepresented grief, unknowable loss, and 

interminable mourning. In presenting the inadequacy of nostalgic longing as a mode 

by which successful homosexual mourning might be achieved, Kavalier & Clay is 
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pointing to the closet, but reminding us that, at that moment in history, that closet was 

still firmly closed. 

Clewell’s discussion of the sexual politics of mourning draws on queer theory 

to argue that, even in postmodern culture, mourning the loss of lesbian and gay 

partners, lovers, friends, and acquaintances “has been a particularly fraught 

endeavour, sometimes hidden or complicated by the closet and at other times 

devalued by a predominantly heterosexual culture that fails to acknowledge or accord 

full importance to the loss” (132). To critique approaches to mourning in certain 

postmodern fiction, Clewell cites Butler’s analysis of “gay melancholia,” “a form of 

bereaved depression caused by the cultural silencing of gay male and lesbian grief” 

(Clewell 132). By “gay melancholia”, Butler refers to the process whereby 

homosexuals who have lost a loved one are condemned to pathological melancholy in 

the absence of socially and culturally supported rituals to legitimately mourn the loss 

of a homosexual partner, and instead turn their grief and hostility inwards (Psychic 

148). 

Contemporary understandings of mourning and melancholia largely rely on 

the original definitions provided by Freud in “Mourning and Melancholia”, and 

indeed these are themes that are central preoccupations of Chabon’s novel. 

Furthermore, Freud’s work is referenced a number of times in Kavalier & Clay, 

suggesting Freud’s influence on Chabon: in the lost letter that Joe’s mother, a 

neuroscientist, writes which refers to the title of her work Reinterpretation of Dreams 

(322-23), referencing Freud’s 1899 essay “The Interpretation of Dreams”; and in the 

title of Rosa’s father’s lecture series on surrealist art, “The Superego, the Ego and the 

Holy Ghost” (491). In his practice, Freud saw mourning as “the reaction to the loss of 

a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, 
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such as one’s country, liberty, and ideal, and so on” (243). Where mourning is 

considered a “normal affect”, Freud defined melancholia as a “pathological” disorder. 

The outcomes of grief and mourning that are present in Kavalier & Clay are linked to 

the underlying sexual politics of the novel. That is, the work of mourning undertaken 

by Joe is presented as just such a “normal affect”, and is ultimately awarded the 

possibility of closure. Sammy’s grief as the result of unspeakable homosexual losses 

is pathologised and condemned to be suffered as “gay melancholia”. In Chabon’s 

masculine, postmodern mourning novel, then, we might understand mourning in 

terms of both Clewell’s and Butler’s theories informed by Freud—as either being 

completed, consolable, and successful or inarticulate, open-ended, and interminable.  

Clewell rejects such conceptions of “successful mourning” as mourning that 

achieves closure, and instead argues for a revised understanding of postmodern 

mourning that might rely on open-endedness for its success or power. However, 

Chabon’s novel, when read against Clewell’s theory, does not perform what she sees 

as the emancipatory potential of postmodern queer narratives of mourning to disrupt 

the pathological assignation of melancholy when homosexual grief is unfinished and 

interminable. Within the pages of the novel, Sammy as the melancholic gay man does 

not achieve closure in mourning (and indeed, it is implied he never will), and this 

unfinished work is presented as an exile as much as a liberation. 

Clewell summarises Freud’s approach to the affective work of mourning in 

“Mourning and Melancholia” (1917), as well as his adjusted take on mourning in The 

Ego and the Id (1923). Originally, for Freud, the work of mourning relied on 

recollection and simulation of the lost object of love after “a period of obsessive 

recollection during which the mourner magically resuscitates the existence of the lost 

object in the space of the psyche” (Clewell 11‒12). Later, Freud saw successful 
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mourning in the transformation of one’s identity (Clewell 12). In both cases, there is 

an end in sight for the work of mourning—either simulation of the lost object, which 

depends on knowing and acknowledging what was lost until closure is achieved, or 

transformation of the self, again to a point of change as a result of the work of 

mourning. 

In Kavalier & Clay, Joe is able to transform and mourn what he has lost, 

whereas Sammy is seemingly stuck in an ineffective loop of “obsessive recollection” 

over the loss of his father/lover/childhood, “replacing an actual absence with an 

imaginary presence” (Clewell 11‒12) in the form of Tommy and the comic book 

sidekicks he creates. Joe’s mourning is of the later, revised definition of Freudian 

mourning which involves transformation and identification, whereas Sammy’s grief is 

aligned with the pathology of melancholia in that his losses are unknowable and 

unspeakable, as evidenced in his unspoken desire and unacknowledged trauma 

counterpoised to Joe’s silence seemingly speaking for him. According to a Freudian 

designation, Sammy’s is indeed not the work of mourning, but rather of melancholy: 

In mourning […] the inhibition and loss of interest are fully accounted 

for by the work of mourning in which the ego is absorbed […] In 

melancholia, the unknown loss […] of the melancholic seems puzzling 

to us because we cannot see what it is that is absorbing him so entirely. 

(Freud 245‒46) 

Sammy’s losses are unknowable because they are homosexual losses—

unrepresentable in the scope of the historical era in which the novel is set: 1930s‒50s 

America. 

Sammy’s unrealisable and unspeakable desire is for a father/son/brother/lover; 

however, these relationships are ultimately denied to him with his exile in the 
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narrative’s final pages. His ongoing grief and failure to be transformed through 

completed mourning illuminates the annihilating formlessness of longing. Lukács 

writes: 

Longing makes a link between those who are unlike one another, but at 

the same time it destroys every hope of their becoming one; becoming 

one is coming home, and true longing has never had a home. Longing 

constructs its lost fatherland out of vivid dreams dreamed in ultimate 

exile, and the content of longing is the search for ways that could lead 

to that lost home. (92) 

As a nostalgic novel, and a postmodern lieu de mémoire, this novel is made up of just 

such a search and a dream to restore a lost, irretrievable time and place of origin. 

The approaches which I draw upon in my analysis of select passages from 

each of the critics explore the notion of consolation and closure, or interminability 

and inexplicability in grief and mourning. Kavalier & Clay fits into this dialogue in its 

revisitation of a historical era characterised by conservatism, and in its presentation of 

masculine loss and grief at that time. If, as Derrida suggests, mourning is about the 

embodiment, identification, and localisation of remains, then this text can be 

understood as similarly ontologising in its postmodern revisiting of history through 

embodying that history in the characters and their individual narratives. 

 

Formless longing, witnessed grief 

Following the episode in Antarctica, and after a period of many years spent 

addicted to morphine and travelling aimlessly, Joe eventually returns to New York 

City and encloses himself again for a time in the Empire State Building. However, the 

pull of achieving closure in his grief, which the existence of his son suggests is 
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possible for him, gives him no choice but to emerge again. I read one particular scene, 

in which Joe, dressed in Bacon’s old Escapist costume, leaps from the top of the 

Empire State Building in front of an audience that represent his various losses, as 

significant to understanding how the novel codes Joe’s work of mourning as an 

outward, witnessed, and completed display. Furthermore, this version of mourning 

when read against that offered to and enacted by Sammy plays out the novel’s 

underlying sexual politics. 

The scene I refer to is set up because of a letter that Tommy writes to the New 

York Herald-Tribune, supposedly from The Escapist himself, declaring his plan to 

jump from the top of the Empire State Building the following day. Joe has made 

contact with Tommy, identifying himself as “cousin Joe”, but swearing Tommy to 

secrecy. He teaches the boy magic tricks, and coaches him to skip school and lie to 

his parents so that they might spend some days together in Joe’s office in the city. 

Tommy, seeming to sense that cousin Joe needs help liberating himself and emerging 

from the “limbo” space he inhabits on the seventy-second floor of the Empire State 

Building (neither fully ascended nor grounded but partway up/down), writes the letter, 

and Joe takes up the challenge to enact the threatened leap. On the designated day, the 

police and building security are on alert. Despite this, some tourists have been 

admitted to the eighty-sixth floor—a group of orphans, their teacher, and a priest. 

Significantly, the orphans and their “padre” (529), Father Martin, are present to 

witness Joe’s elaborate emergence from his exile and back to his family. 

Watching Joe atop the parapet, the orphans stand symbolically for Joe’s 

brother Thomas, and the group of orphans who drowned with him on the ship that 

was to rescue them from Nazi-occupied Europe. Chabon makes this explicit in the use 

of a metaphor of submergence in the ocean: “There was something stunned in the 
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faces of the children, blinking and tentative. The slow, dull, dark submarine of the 

lives in which they were the human cargo had abruptly surfaced” (530). Next, Sammy 

and Tommy arrive, along with Tommy’s grandfather, Siggy Saks, to see Joe dressed 

as Bacon-as-Escapist; the cast of witnesses representing all possible 

father/son/brother/lover relationships is thus complete. Joe exclaims, “And you will 

see […] a man can fly!”, and then, leaping, does not in fact fly, but falls flat on the 

ledge below.  

This scene is, more than anything else, a childish enactment of desperation to 

be seen, and for Joe’s pain to be witnessed. It effectively achieves Joe’s emergence 

into the present and “real” world of the narrative by gathering symbols for all that has 

been lost and putting them on the elevated stage, “on the tallest rooftop in the city” 

(536), and having Joe, in his leap and fall, perform his work of mourning for them. 

His brother and their shared childhood are present in his collusion with Thomas’s 

namesake, Tommy, and the orphans whom he tried to rescue but who instead were 

killed. The “padre” and Rosa’s father represent Joe’s own lost father, and, finally, the 

Escapist costume stands not only for their creation of the character, but also for 

Bacon, whom Sammy pressed to leave without him, and who was later killed in the 

war. That Joe, not Sammy, is the one to evoke Bacon and materialise his absence 

draws attention to the privileging of this outward heteronormative mourning practice 

over the inward-turned grief of Sammy’s homosexual loss.  

When prompted to acknowledge his grief over losing Bacon, Sammy claims 

that Bacon’s costume does not hold any particular meaning for him despite having 

kept it all those years (540). This illustrates Sammy’s unrepresented grief because, in 

this, only Joe can bring Bacon and what his departure and death must have meant to 

Sammy into the present. Sammy’s significant moment of being witnessed in his grief 



98 

 

and loss is infinitely less positive and directed towards resolution than Joe’s—rather 

than being outed to a cast of characters who stand as symbols for his losses so that he 

might memorialise them, Sammy is outed publicly and dangerously by a Senate 

enquiry. In real-life 1950s America, Dr Frederic Wertham’s book, The Seduction of 

the Innocent, garnered interest across the country, and a Senate subcommittee was 

established to try those whom Wertham and the US government of the time thought to 

be the main producers of corrupting material (Hajdu 150). It is onto this historical 

moment that Chabon sets his fiction, placing Sammy and the sidekicks he has created 

over the years into the hearings. Ultimately, the truth of Sammy’s homosexuality is 

not named explicitly in this context; it is only implied and vaguely threatened.  

Joe’s performance atop the Empire State Building again mobilises the novel’s 

central spatial motif of ascent and groundedness. The view of New York from such a 

vantage point is of a miniature model city below, all cardboard cut-out tenements and 

uniform city blocks—earlier, Sammy and Bacon looked out from the same height to 

watch a storm rolling in, and Sammy and Joe walked the city’s streets, their footsteps 

beating out a path that saw them create The Escapist. For de Certeau, the individual 

“must disentangle himself from the murky intertwining daily behaviors [below] and 

make himself alien to them” (93). De Certeau’s picture of the city below made 

possible by the alienating remove of a view from atop the skyscraper thus becomes a 

fiction and turns the city into a readable text, and all who look at the city in this way 

into readers (de Certeau 92). Although he was writing about the World Trade Centre, 

de Certeau’s take on the city and practices of everyday life can similarly be applied to 

a view from atop the Empire State Building. He asks, “[i]s the immense texturology 

spread out before one’s eyes anything more than a representation, an optical artifact?” 

(92). He concludes that the “panorama‒city” is a visual simulacrum, “in short a 
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picture”, and so ascended vision is possible only through the oblivion or 

misunderstanding that takes place outside of and above daily behaviours and practices 

(de Certeau 93). In having Sammy and Bacon, and later Joe and the cast of witnesses 

to his grief, view the city from above, Chabon refers to this novel as a self-declared 

omniscient fiction. 

In a scene that supposes to play out a blend of hopefulness, optimism, and 

nostalgia, but that in fact foreshadows a future that will remain ungrievable and 

misunderstood, Chabon describes the state of the city in early 1941, before the 

bombing of Pearl Harbour: 

The rest of the world was busy feeding itself, country by country, to 

the furnace, but while the city’s newspapers and newsreels at the 

Trans-Lux were filled with ill portents, defeats, atrocities, and alarms, 

the general mentality of the New Yorker was not one of siege, panic, 

or grim resignation to fate but rather the toe-wiggling, tea-sipping 

contentment of a woman curled on a sofa, reading in front of a fire 

with cold rain rattling against the windows. (340) 

This description of a collective sense of comfort and safety is offered at the beginning 

of the scene in which Sammy and Bacon watch a storm on the horizon and have their 

first kiss on the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building—the same stage as 

Joe’s public, witnessed emergence. 

Sammy is volunteering for the war effort as a plane spotter, and Bacon stops by 

to pay him a visit. The two men look out over New York City, gazing at the city’s 

grid in miniature below them and as it stretches out towards the Hudson River. Their 

point of view in this scene foreshadows their later visit to the Perisphere, where they 

encounter another miniature city. An elevated position that miniaturises the world 
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below, according to Stewart, evokes “a place of origin” and “a place of ending” in 

that this kind of viewing position “is always within the standpoint of present lived 

reality and which thereby always nostalgically distances its object” (68-9). In the 

context of Sammy and Bacon’s encounter with the miniaturised city here below them, 

and the miniature model city later, Stewart’s comments allow these two characters, 

and Sammy in particular, to be read as intrinsically nostalgic subjects in their 

interactions with the world below and around them—their homosexual desire and 

their relationship with one another contains the sense of ending, a physical remove 

from which they must watch the present but from which they are excluded. 

As Sammy watches for planes in the night sky and Bacon does his best to 

distract him, a lightning storm is building, the air is electric, and Bacon kisses Sammy 

on the mouth. However, within this romantically charged scene is the knowledge of it 

being temporary for Sammy and Bacon (and men like them) specifically, despite 

Chabon’s suggestion that all New Yorkers were in for a shocked awakening in a few 

short months. The literal and figurative storm clouds rolling in are ominous and pre-

emptive: they refer not only to the war outside the US, but also to Sammy and 

Bacon’s fate. 

This first romantic encounter between Sammy and Bacon atop the Empire State 

Building supposes to play out the “toe-wiggling, tea-sipping contentment” of all 

Americans before the war which Chabon suggests is characteristic of those under the 

impression that they are living in a Golden Age (340). However, what is being played 

out here is not the feeling of impenetrable safety and warmth of those who feel such a 

contentment, but rather a foreshadowing of Sammy and Bacon’s trauma. In 

highlighting the obviously ominous future charging towards Sammy and Bacon on the 

night they watch a storm from atop the Empire State Building, I draw attention to the 
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fact that Sammy’s desire as well as his trauma is left unspoken, and is therefore 

unrepresented, unwitnessed, and denied closure: 

[t]he April night on which Sammy felt most aware of the luster of his 

existence—the moment when, for the first time in his life, he was fully 

conscious of his own happiness—was a night that he would never 

discuss with anyone at all. (340) 

Sammy’s silence here, and later his disavowal of both his homosexual desire and his 

grief over the loss of Bacon, presents a central dilemma of the novel—how to revisit 

this past moment in history authentically, while still representing the possibility of a 

future for those marginalised characters from that time. 

Sammy and Bacon watching the storm roll in over the city refers to the 

unbearable and unspeakable losses that will not be overcome or mourned in or by the 

novel: Sammy’s near arrest and rape, Bacon’s departure, and later his death in the 

war. Significantly, the raid on a beach house where Sammy, Bacon, and a group of 

homosexual men are threatened and brutalised by police, occurs on 6 December 

1941—the day immediately before the Japanese strike on Pearl Harbour. The textual 

traces of the catastrophic day at the beach house take the form of diary entries made 

by members of the party that weekend, reading simply, “DISASTER” and “The 

police were called” (409). What is relevant about these traces is their brevity and 

absence of any details about the actual disastrous events and fallout—even privately, 

in their own diaries it would seem, the homosexual men have not acknowledged, 

represented, or made public their trauma. By their chronological proximity, the novel 

connects the events that took place at the beach house, and the bombing of Pearl 

Harbour, which instigated official US involvement in World War II. One of the events 

is, however, memorialised and mourned by a population, whereas the other (and 
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everything that it suggests is wrong with a culture that made laws to condone it) is left 

unacknowledged, ungrievable, and unmourned. 

Given the heterosexual marriage-plot ending of the novel on the one hand, and 

its suggestion of the possibility of acceptable alternative versions of masculine 

sexuality on the other, Sammy’s eventual exile and his unrepresentable grief point 

decidedly to a deep conflict in Kavalier & Clay between lamentation and celebration. 

Sammy, whose default position throughout the novel is one of nostalgic longing (for 

his absent father, for the finished World’s Fair, for a cavalier masculinity that he 

himself does not possess), attempts to fulfil his own frustrated boyhood dream for a 

present father by marrying Rosa and raising Tommy. In doing so, however, he is 

condemned to yearn continually for his own unlived life and unfulfilled homosexual 

desire. His position is a hopeless one: he is stranded on the borderlands between 

finished and interminable mourning. There is a deep-seated nostalgia in Chabon’s 

depiction of Sammy’s self-immurement that is as ambivalent about its subject 

(namely the heterosexual marriage-plot ending and restoration of the patriarchal 

family unit) as it is invested in it. 

This ambivalence is obvious in the fact that Joe’s grief is expressed outwardly, 

while Sammy’s is unspoken and largely inexplicable. When Joe returns to Sammy, 

Tommy, and Rosa, he attempts to acknowledge Sammy’s love for Bacon, and the 

trauma of his loss, but, as I mentioned earlier, he is dismissed: of Bacon’s old 

Escapist costume that Joe had stolen from a trunk in his office, Sammy says, “It 

doesn’t mean anything special to me” (540). Sammy’s grief and his interminable 

work of mourning is confusing, mysterious, and, in fact, appalling to Joe, who began 

his own transformative work of mourning in the little hut in Antarctica where he left 

Thomas’s drawing. Upon his return, he attempts to understand what Sammy has done: 
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It was only now that Joe understood the sacrifice Sammy had made, 

not just for Joe’s or for Rosa’s or for Tommy’s sake, but for his own: 

not a merely gallant gesture but a deliberate and conscious act of self-

immurement. Joe was appalled. (581)  

The unspoken nature of Sammy’s desire and grief, and his seemingly inexplicable 

solution to both, are counterpoised by Joe’s ability to be understood without even 

needing to speak. He and Sammy debrief upon his return: 

“You were frustrated,” Sammy said. “You wanted to get your hands on 

some real Germans.” 

Joe didn’t say anything for so long that he could feel his silence 

beginning to speak to Sammy. 

“Huh,” he said finally. 

“You killed Germans?” 

“One,” Joe said. “It was an accident.…It made me feel like the worst 

man in the world.” (590) 

Where Sammy dismisses the loss he has suffered, Joe confronts his own. In this way, 

‘self-immurement’ is presented as the opposite to escapism in this postmodern 

mourning novel—Sammy is destined to a state of perpetual melancholy, while Joe is 

awarded a place in 1960s suburban hetero-patriarchal future. Chabon is signalling the 

inevitability of both escapism and self-immurement if nostalgia is the only mode by 

which men can mourn in postmodernity. 
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Mothers, Daughters, Sisters, Lovers 

If Kavalier & Clay is concerned with interrogating masculine mourning in 

postmodernity, how are we to read the women characters in the novel? Chabon’s 

almost exclusive focus on masculine grief is, for the most part, unapologetic.5 

Kavalier & Clay has only four female characters who play significant roles in the 

narrative—Joe’s girlfriend, Rosa Saks, Sammy’s mother, Ethel Klayman, Joe’s 

mother, Anna Kavalier, and Joe and Sammy’s comic book character, Luna Moth. The 

roles that each woman fulfils are defined in relation to the story’s men, and change 

depending on the men’s work of mourning.  

The clearest example of this is Rosa who, throughout the narrative, takes on 

every role of “woman” in relation to the men: she is Joe’s lover, Sammy’s wife (and, 

in their presumably chaste marriage, also a kind of cousin or sister to him), Thomas’s 

sister-in-law, Tommy’s mother, and Siggy Saks’s daughter. In marrying Sammy and 

taking the name Clay, Rosa ceased to be a daughter, and her father’s presence to help 

chastise Tommy at Joe’s Empire State Building leap also suggests that she was 

superseded by Tommy as the “child” of her father when she herself became a mother. 

Even before she was a wife or mother, Rosa was preparing to become the sister to 

Thomas whom she and Joe believed to be en route to the States. As the narrative 

crescendos towards the moment of fracture when Thomas dies, Joe attempts suicide 

and then enlists in the Navy, and Sammy is raped and then says goodbye to Bacon 

                                                        
5 Chabon has written elsewhere of what he sees as his own limitations in creating fully 

formed, well-drawn female characters (Manhood 225), and has indeed apparently 

overcome that limitation in his most recent novel, Telegraph Avenue, whose storyline 

of midwives working in contemporary Berkeley is that novel’s saving grace. 
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forever, Rosa has ceased to be Joe’s lover, has not yet fully become a mother, and has 

been denied the role of sister. At this point in the narrative, Rosa is stranded on the 

borderlands of each of these relationships and of her own desire and grief. 

Ultimately, it is only by Rosa again becoming Joe’s lover and Tommy’s 

mother that the novel can offer closure for Joe, release for Sammy, and a future for 

Tommy. Rosa as the vessel for the possibility of Joe’s future again highlights 

Chabon’s central dilemma in Kavalier & Clay: whether it is possible to rewrite and 

celebrate the empowerment of traditionally marginalised figures, or if reproducing the 

ideology of a historical era characterised by sexism and inequality for women and gay 

men is inevitable. That is, is Rosa as the lover and mother an empowered, active agent 

for futurity, or does this position in fact deny her a future of her own in favour of that 

of the male characters? 

The roles of mother, daughter, sister, and lover are conflated in Rosa as the 

sole sustained female presence throughout the novel. Through the novel’s description 

of Joe’s illustration of the character Luna Moth, Rosa is connected with Joe’s mother, 

Anna, and with the unborn sister to Joe and Thomas that she miscarried years before 

the war. Luna Moth is, first, Joe’s attempt to capture his attraction to Rosa and to 

represent and relieve the sexual fantasies and frustrations of America’s comic book-

reading male youth. However, she embodies not only the lover, but also the mother 

and sister—Joe’s original ticket on the train out of Prague, away from his family, and 

towards salvation and survival, cost the family “precisely what Josef’s mother had 

been able to raise from the pawning of an emerald brooch” (19), a gift to Anna from 

her husband on their 10th anniversary, shortly before which she had miscarried in her 

fourth month of pregnancy. As the gravity of his departure from his family—both a 

liberating escape and a self-imprisoning abandonment—dawns on him, “the image of 
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this unborn sibling—it would have been a sister—arose in Josef’s mind, a curl of 

glinting vapour, and fixed him with a reproachful emerald gaze” (19). In a description 

that harks back to this imagined spectre of a lost sister and the reality of maternal 

sacrifice, Joe’s pencil-line moth-woman, her “eyes flashing”, imagines a garment that 

is “iridescent green” as her wings bloom “green as leaves […] each jewelled with a 

staring blind eye” (273). The sister, represented by the emerald brooch, is sacrificed 

for Joe’s future and Luna Moth refers as much to his lost sister and mother as she 

does to his lover—Luna Moth is also Rosa of Joe’s hard-won present and his future, 

whose room, on the night they met, was littered with the velvet wings of moths (253). 

She is thus at once the avatar of the sacrificed sister, the lost mother, and ultimately, 

as a symbol of desire for comic-book-reading boys and men, the eternal lover. 

But as with Sammy’s disavowed homosexual desire, women’s desire in 

Kavalier & Clay is similarly denied and their grief left unrepresented. Ellen G. 

Friedman points out that, in postmodernity, “male texts look backward over their 

shoulders, [while] female texts look forward, often beyond culture, beyond patriarchy, 

into the unknown, the outlawed” (Friedman 165). In revisiting an era that is 

characterised by sexism and inequality, by way of a deliberately postmodern work 

Chabon is enacting this interplay of gendered nostalgia and future-gazing articulated 

here by Friedman. His novel can be read as an interrogation of how we might imagine 

the future, especially if mourning in postmodernity tends to be characterised by 

nostalgic longing for an idealised and irretrievable or inaccessible past. If women in 

postmodernity have no idealised past to look to or evoke nostalgically, is there a 

productive, future-oriented way to read the women in Chabon’s pervasively and self-

consciously nostalgic novel? 
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This novel is unequivocally a “male text” in Friedman’s terms for its 

relegation of women to supporting roles as well as for the way it looks backwards 

over its shoulder to a historical point in time and era of literature and art that, for the 

most part, likewise excluded women. However, in its commitment to revisiting a 

history that includes the sexism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism of that time, 

Chabon’s novel does represent an attempt to look differently at this past. In its self-

conscious deployment of nostalgia to mourn the past, Kavalier & Clay draws 

attention to this as inadequate, if, as Friedman would have it, we are ever to “look 

forward, often beyond culture, beyond patriarchy, into the unknown” (165). 

 By the novel’s conclusion, Rosa is the last woman standing in Joe and 

Sammy’s lives, and her position within the safe nostalgic space of the 

heteropatriarchal household with Joe at the head does, in one way, represent an 

attempt to look forward beyond the family model that she and Tommy have known 

until then. When Tommy asks, referring to Sammy, “‘what about Dad?’” (628), Rosa 

tells him that they are “going to have to see about that” (628). However, even this 

particular turn of phrase does not suggest Rosa has conscious agency over the 

outcome here, and indeed she has already been taken out of the roles of wife and 

sister by the actions of Joe and Sammy—Sammy leaves the marriage assuming Rosa 

and Joe will again become lovers; Joe abandons Rosa when they hear of Thomas’s 

death, which denies her own grief over the loss her future brother-in-law whom she 

had already accepted as her family. Even in the eyes of her son, she has begun to take 

on the role of the lover: Tommy finds a picture of a young Rosa and Joe in Joe’s 

comic book crates, looking “absurdly skinny and young and so stereotypically in love 

that it was obvious even to Tommy, an eleven-year-old boy who had never before in 

his life looked at any two people and had the conscious thought: Those two people are 
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in love” (627). With Joe restored as the father at the head of the family, Rosa has been 

relieved of her status as sole biological parent and thus has also ceased to be 

exclusively the mother. Again, in this, Chabon seems unable to rescue his story from 

its conservative ending: for the narrative, and for the men’s work of mourning that 

defines it, to achieve closure and to have the possibility of a future Rosa must take on 

the alternating procreative roles of lover and mother. As we see with the creation of 

Luna Moth, the sister and the daughter cannot continue to exist if Joe is to look 

beyond a nostalgically remembered past and towards the future. 

 

The politics of mourning 

Chabon’s interrogation of a nostalgic revisiting of history hinges on a critique 

of the kind of history that excludes the stories and lives of women and homosexual 

men. He deals tenderly with Sammy’s sexual awakening and represents the desire for 

it to have had a different future by enclosing it safely in the liminal scene at the 

almost-demolished World’s Fair. However, with all liminal spaces or moments, this 

one is always in the process of simultaneously being already over and having already 

begun. This is similarly the case for Rosa, whose pregnancy is left unspoken and 

unrepresented as the narrative abandons her story in favour of Joe’s grief-stricken 

nostalgic enclosure in Antarctica. Her artistic potential is denied legitimate fulfilment 

in her first career as a food illustrator at Life magazine where her covert surrealist 

additions to the images remain hidden, and as a comic book artist she is, according to 

Sammy, “the second-best illustrator of women in the business (he had to give the nod 

to Bob Powell)” (475).—as a woman in this novel Rosa is always already a symbol of 

physiological procreation embodied in her role as lover and mother. All that Chabon 

can do for Sammy is to represent his desire for things to have been different. Rosa is 
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absorbed into the heteropatriarchal familial system and ensures its continuation. 

Regardless of an awareness of the unequal and exclusionary power dynamics at play 

in the 1950s US gender regime, the novel cannot help but celebrate the idea of 

successful and productive heterosexual masculine mourning—put simply, Joe and 

Tommy achieve closure but Rosa and Sammy do not. 

Before he sets off just before the novel’s conclusion, Sammy reflects on his 

perceived failures to fulfil his own expectations of himself as a father, and Chabon 

delivers what is arguably the driving point of the narrative: 

Sammy wondered if the indifference that he had attributed to his own 

father was, after all, not the peculiar trait of one man but a universal 

characteristic of fathers. Maybe the “youthful wards” that he routinely 

assigned to his heroes […] represented the expression not of a flaw in 

his nature but of a deeper and more universal wish […] Dr. Fredric 

Wertham was an idiot; it was obvious that Batman was not intended, 

consciously or unconsciously, to play Robin’s corrupter: he was meant 

to stand in for his father, and by extension for the absent, indifferent, 

vanishing fathers of the comic-book-reading boys of America. 

(Chabon 631) 

Sammy’s realisation comes as he watches the boy whom he has raised for the past 

thirteen years—the same age that Sammy himself was when his own father left—

sleep immediately before he (Sammy) intends to leave so that Joe, the biological and 

therefore “real” or “authentic” father, can step into his role. Joe had buried himself 

alive in the city, but because of his status as Tommy’s biological father, he could be 

liberated. The same default liberation is apparently not on offer to Sammy, who must 

remain silent/silenced by a time, moment, culture, and legal system that handed him 
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the key, to extend Chabon’s metaphor, not just to his liberation, but also to his own 

imprisonment. Whether it is intentional or not, a conservative politics emerges here in 

the way these two versions of fatherhood play out. The status of biological 

(heterosexual) father is privileged over the gay man’s adequacy as a father. 

The nature of this novel’s dilemma around the roles of nostalgia and futurity 

in mourning becomes most clear in these final rousing descriptions of fatherhood. As 

he recalls the most intimate moments of the enacted father/son relationship with 

Tommy, the narrative again puts Sammy forward as the figure of nostalgia—his 

yearning for some inarticulate thing, always just out of reach, is also what gives the 

book’s final chapter its affective power. However, if Joe and Tommy achieve closure 

through Joe’s return to the family, which enacts completed, successful mourning by 

the novel’s end, Sammy’s departure might be read as only the first step in his work of 

mourning. If “wrenching trauma out of the realm of the inarticulate and nudging it 

towards expression is a first step in the healing process” (Versluys 995), then by 

leaving and heading west to a life that will articulate and express what he has hitherto 

been repressing, Sammy might have taken that step. Might have—we never find out. 

That he is on his way to heal through mourning is one optimistic reading; another is 

that his trauma will remain inarticulate and unrepresentable, and that is why the novel 

ends here. 

While he suggests, with Sammy’s exile, that nostalgia prevents closure in 

mourning, Chabon does offer an alternative and productive place for the enclosed, 

arrested, and simultaneous temporality of nostalgic space within the postmodern site 

of memory of the novel. Namely, the narrative locates a “safe” nostalgic space within 

the restored, hetero-patriarchal family home in the form of a cubby-house that 

Tommy builds in play out of Joe’s comic book crates in the garage. The description of 
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Tommy’s construction explicitly refers to Joe’s earlier enclosure as, crawling inside, 

he “pay[s] unconscious tribute, in his igloo of solitude, to the ice tunnels in which his 

father had once come to grief” (625). However, rather than representing death through 

enclosed, arrested time, it is a nostalgic space that is itself enclosed safely within the 

family home. 

As Tommy works on his “Bug’s Nest” secret lair, he comes across a crate that 

is older and looks different to the others—it contains a number of souvenirs of 

Sammy, Joe and Rosa’s past, including the first edition of The Escapist comic, Joe’s 

drawing of the Golem on his first day in New York trying to come up with a 

“Superman”, Sammy’s scrapbook of clippings from his father’s circus career, and a 

signed photograph of Bacon. Joe and Rosa join Tommy inside his nest, and they look 

through the collection of relics from their past together. They are contained in this 

enclosed space of temporarily arrested time, which, like the Perisphere, evokes and 

contains the past, present and future together in one space. They revisit the past 

through the collection of souvenirs and Joe’s story about his own past and his lost 

brother for whom Tommy was named. The present moment is experienced through 

their bodily encounter with one another (Joe holds Tommy’s hand and Rosa strokes 

his hair), and their new future together is finally discussed. This productive, 

(pro)creative setting of nostalgic space within the family home prevents it from 

projecting an ominous and destructive futurity as it did at the abandoned World’s 

Fair, or a life-threateningly dangerous present as it did in the Antarctic bunker. 

Instead, Chabon finds a place for nostalgia in the postmodern mourning novel—the 

heteropatriarchal family home. 

Chabon presents nostalgia as inevitable, at the same time as revealing it to be 

an inadequate mode of mourning in the postmodern. Nostalgia—the presence of the 
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past—on its own will result in perpetual melancholy, but futurity—the presence of the 

future—is aligned with the work of productive, successful mourning, but only for the 

heterosexual, male character. In the postmodern mourning novel there is an inevitable 

melding of nostalgia and futurity; however, I read the scene inside the safely 

contained nostalgic family nest as suggesting that there might only be the possibility 

of futurity for those characters aligned with the hegemonic culture, and hence able to 

achieve closure in mourning. 

In the vastly different versions of narrative closure offered to Sammy, Joe, and 

Rosa as Kavalier & Clay revisits history and the work of mourning for these 

characters, the novel draws attention to the failures of history to imagine a legitimate 

and desirable future for those individuals and groups who exist outside of the 

dominance culture. As soon as he assumes his role at the head of the hetero-

patriarchal household, Joe is able to move beyond his grief and achieve 

transformation and closure in his mourning. However, he, Tommy, and Rosa are also 

allowed a space to indulge in nostalgia for their shared past. Significantly, Sammy is 

excluded from this safe nostalgic space, just as he is excluded from the procreative 

family unit and the future beyond mourning. Sammy’s exile and interminable, 

unrepresentable grief can be read as a failure and as a critique of a history that has 

typically excluded homosexual stories and lives. 

 

  



113 

 

Conclusion 

“The infinite horizons of past and future” 

 

[Nostalgia is] a moment of reaching out, the moment itself reaches out 

toward the infinite horizons of past and future; an immanent moment 

always yearning to transcend itself in its rich horizons of melancholy, 

menace, sentiment, dream. Nostalgia is a suffering of illusion, a 

searching for what cannot be found.  

(Daniels, Hidden 378) 

 

Nostalgia, mourning, and masculinity are the central preoccupations of 

Michael Chabon’s postmodern homage to Golden Age comics, The Amazing 

Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. In particular, nostalgia is presented as the primary 

mode of remembrance as the characters, and the novel itself, long to revisit a past 

moment in history. However, as well as celebrating nostalgia’s evocative sense of 

affective yearning, the novel also offers a critique of interminable longing for that 

which has passed. It ultimately reveals nostalgia, represented by enclosure and 

submergence, to be an inadequate method for the novel’s male characters to work 

through loss and to achieve closure in mourning. This inadequacy is responsible for 

Kavalier & Clay’s ultimately conservative ending, which can also be read as an 

implicit critique of the exclusion of marginalised stories and lives from dominant 

accounts of history.  

Kavalier & Clay mobilises nostalgia to revisit history through its postmodern 

form. As a postmodern text, it is also a work of historiographic metafiction, referring 

to real, historicisable moments while revealing, through postmodern devices such as 
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intertextuality and irony, its own status as a work of self-reflexive fiction. 

Furthermore, it can be defined also as a “postmodern mourning novel” in its 

commitment to evoking the losses of the past—both those of the narrative and of 

history from the contemporary moment of its publication—so that it might 

memorialise and effectively mourn what has been lost. 

Chabon’s novel is a clear example of postmodern form, but it also reflects 

contemporary approaches to the changing status of postmodernism discussed around 

and since the turn of the millennium by scholars and critics. Rather than fitting into 

earlier, 1980s understandings of the postmodern where irony defined the form 

(Hungerford 414, Jameson Cultural Turn 8), Kavalier & Clay reflects a turn towards 

sincerity in its affective commitment not only to nostalgia, but also to the productive 

and consolatory potential of transformative processes of grief and mourning. 

The nostalgia that is present throughout Kavalier & Clay can be understood as 

a melancholic revisitation of history. In psychoanalysis, the melancholic cannot see 

nor consciously perceive what has been lost (Freud 254), while Stewart defines 

nostalgia as “hostile to history and its invisible origins, and yet longing for an 

impossibly pure context of lived experience at a place of origin” (23). The nostalgic 

desires authentic, original experience—Chabon’s novel seems to acknowledge that, in 

the postmodern age of replicas and simulacra, we can no longer access original 

memories because everything in postmodernity is mediated by influence and 

reference. Kavalier & Clay therefore aims to create its own sites, moments, and 

objects of memories so that, in reading the text, we have something for which to feel 

nostalgic. 

 Kavalier & Clay establishes itself as a memorial to history by constructing a 

fictional collection of textual traces, both real and imaginary. Memory making and 
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nostalgic longing combine to create a narrative that attempts, via nostalgia, to 

memorialise the very real losses of its history. One of the central ways it does this is 

through mobilising the postmodern blurring of the boundary between high and low 

culture, represented by the novel’s recurrent textual motifs of the museum and the 

circus. Where the museum attempts the preservation of culturally significant relics, 

suspending them in time and space in the collection, the circus refers to the spatial 

and temporal transience of impermanent, populist culture.  

The museum and the circus as cultural sites are symbolic of Kavalier & Clay’s 

postmodern form. They are also symbolic of the way the novel deploys nostalgia as a 

mode of memory. The museum—represented by the novel’s structure as a collection 

of artefacts—and the circus—represented by the vaudeville practices that Joe and 

Sammy idealised in their youth—narrate the postmodern paradigm of the melding of 

high- and popular-culture. Furthermore, the museum symbolises a sense of 

spatiotemporal fixity and the circus a sense of transience, so that their presence in the 

narrative alludes to the nostalgic desire to arrest and thereby restore all time in one 

place, and also to the fleetingness and irrevocability of certain relics or sites of the 

past (such as Joe’s family home in Prague).  

The novel’s commitment to a melding of high and low culture is played out in 

both form and content. The presence in the narrative of vaudeville and the circus 

represents a loss of stability through the loss of family for Sammy and Joe. The 

transient nature of vaudeville sites opens up and creates a literal space for a site of 

memory as the collected artefacts that structure the novel become the material means 

to memorialise the real and fictionalised losses of history. The fiction is embedded 

within the historical context, which evokes the time before the Second World War, 

and the narrative makes reference to and thereby materialises lost artefacts of that 
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time. Chabon’s novel thus becomes a lieu de mémoire —a site of memory—which is 

monumentalised by the existence of objects and moments that stand out at major 

narrative turning points. Kavalier & Clay revisits history through such moments as 

the central scene inside the Perisphere that become what I refer to as memorial 

tableaux—they are pauses of the action in time and space that stand as monuments to 

what has been lost. 

Like Sammy and Bacon at the World’s Fair, throughout the novel Joe is also 

repeatedly enclosed, submerged, or buried—an enactment of the nostalgic impulse to 

enclose and thus arrest time. What is fascinating about how these scenes of enclosure 

and eventual emergence play out is that the limited point of view offered by these 

kinds of enclosed positions are privileged over spaces and perspectives that imply 

omniscience through ascendance or flight. And after all, the Escapist cannot fly but he 

can liberate himself and others from chains, locks, ropes, coffins, dungeons, or jail 

cells. By locating its characters in physical spaces that enclose, arrest, and thus restore 

time, the novel engages in a specifically nostalgic form of remembrance. By having 

Joe, and also Sammy to a lesser extent, emerge out of these enclosing spaces, the 

novel implies metamorphosis or transformation, thus granting them the possibility for 

closure in mourning.  

Importantly, these scenes involve an acknowledgment of the precarious and 

unsupportable nature of nostalgic longing, in favour of the transformative effects of 

successful mourning—the characters do not stay buried, submerged, or enclosed. If 

they did, this would equate to death. There is a sense, then, that enclosing time in a 

minimum of space—continuing to nostalgically long for an irretrievable time and 

place—is ultimately not the answer to restore that which has been authentically lost. 

The memorial potential of the novel’s affective yearning is instead located in the 
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working through of loss, and the emergence out of a space that seeks to arrest time. 

The symbolic spaces and moments that the novel imagines represents the 

relationship between nostalgia and memorialisation as one of constant tension: the 

interminable grief and loss present in the nostalgic experience of the past as an 

absence or felt lack on the one hand, and the closure made possible through the 

memorialisation of the past on the other. Accordingly, in its representation of absence, 

loss, grief, and mourning, Kavalier & Clay depicts two very different versions of 

narrative closure for Joe and Sammy. Joe returns to his son and Rosa, and his 

mourning is contained within the family unit by the end of the novel. In contrast 

Sammy’s grief is cast out, left largely unspoken and unrepresented, and his work of 

mourning is not contained within the novel’s pages. 

Whether the work of mourning relies on recollection and simulation of the lost 

object of love, as it did for Freud in “Mourning and Melancholia”, or on the 

transformation of the self that Butler argues we must undergo when we acknowledge 

what we have lost, in both cases, there is an end in sight for the work of mourning. In 

Kavalier & Clay, Joe’s mourning involves the identification of what he has lost 

(family, home, innocence), and transformation of his identity (which begins with his 

emergence in Antarctica and is completed with his restoration in the family unit). 

However, Sammy’s grief is aligned with the pathology of melancholia in that his 

homosexual desire, as well as his loss, is unrepresentable in the historical era in which 

the novel is set. Sammy’s disavowal of Bacon, his silence about the night of their first 

kiss, and the trauma of his rape are set against Joe’s public displays of grief as he 

fights Germans on the street, his witnessed emergence atop the Empire State Building 

that brings him back to his family, and moments when his silence begins to speak for 
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him. According to a Freudian designation, Sammy’s is indeed not the work of 

mourning, but rather of melancholy—interminable, inarticulate, and uncontainable. 

Similarly, the novel’s women are denied closure in or articulation of their grief 

and their desire. They are conflated into a single feminine presence in Rosa who 

stands at various points throughout the narrative as a daughter, sister, mother, and 

lover. In releating Rosa to the roles of mother and lover in order that Joe might 

achieve closure in his mourning and Sammy release from the burden of the 

heteropatriarchal family, the novel makes her an image of the future. A generous 

critique of Kavalier & Clay’s feminine presence might suggest that Rosa’s 

(pro)creative potential in the novel calls attention to the kind of future-gazing that 

Friedman suggests is possible for female texts in postmodernism, to “look forward, 

often beyond culture, beyond patriarchy, into the unknown, the outlawed” (165). 

However, Kavalier & Clay’s women are largely denied power, substance, or agency 

by the novel, which is evidenced in the fact that Rosa must cease to be daughter, wife, 

or sister, or even an artist in her own right, and instead stand as lover to Joe and 

mother to Tommy for Joe’s work of mourning to succeed and for Tommy’s future to 

find purchase. 

Given the heterosexual marriage-plot ending of the novel on the one hand, and 

its suggestion of the possibility of acceptable alternative versions of masculine 

intimacy by way of Sammy’s homosexual awakening on the other, Sammy’s eventual 

exile and his unrepresentable grief does point to a deep conflict in Kavalier & Clay. 

The novel’s preoccupation with, even celebration of, masculine grief and loss can be 

read as a failure to live up to postmodern literature’s potential to offer new 

possibilities for a contemporary sexual politics—that is, one that offers legitimate 

alternatives for women and for homosexual men. At the same time, in its historicity, 
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there is a sense of lamentation embedded in the novel’s knowing and deliberate 

critique of the sexism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism that defined American culture 

in the 1930s through to the 1950s. 

Kavalier & Clay looks back to its immediate narrative past through a 

pervasive nostalgia, and forwards to a fraught narrative future. Just as the object of 

desire for the nostalgic is irretrievable, so too is access to original, unmediated 

experience in postmodernity. In this way, certain examples of postmodern American 

literature are largely nostalgic in that their origins are embedded and referential, able 

to be accessed only by simulation. As a postmodern novel, Kavalier & Clay 

represents an interrogation of the role of history and memory in memorialising the 

losses that resulted from the fracturing events of the Second World War and the 

Jewish Holocaust. Because of this shattering event, and the resulting cultural 

fragmentation of postmodernity, Chabon’s novel must create fictional memories that 

are deliberately ‘post’-modern in order to nostalgically long for and mourn the absent, 

lost, or irretrievable memories of that time before.  

In the vastly different versions of narrative closure offered to Sammy, Joe, and 

Rosa as Kavalier & Clay revisits history and the work of mourning for these 

characters, the novel draws attention to the failures of history to imagine a legitimate 

and desirable future for those outside of its dominant ideological parameters. As soon 

as he assumes his role at the head of the hetero-patriarchal household, Joe is able to 

move beyond his grief and achieve transformation and closure in his mourning. 

However, he, Tommy and Rosa are also allowed a space to indulge in nostalgia for 

their shared past. Significantly, Sammy is excluded from this safe nostalgic space, just 

as he is excluded from the procreative family unit and the possibility of a future 

beyond mourning.  
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Sammy’s exile and interminable, unrepresentable grief can be read as both a 

failure of postmodern imagination and as a critique of a history that has excluded 

homosexual stories and lives. As he sets out for LA and his future, Sammy does not 

transcend his nostalgic yearning for some inexplicable feeling of a certain version of 

childhood that his absent father represented for him. Instead, Sammy’s departure 

remains nostalgic as he “reaches out toward the infinite horizons of past and 

future…searching for what cannot be found” (Daniels 378). 
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