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What Are the Novels of the
Anthropocene? American
Fiction in Geological Time
Kate Marshall*

Do we have to be human forever? Consciousness is exhausted.
Back now to inorganic matter. This is what we want. We want to be
stones in a field.

Don DeLillo, Point Omega

At this point in the twenty-first century, it has become difficult
to take up the topic of temporality in contemporary fiction without
reference to the geological concept of the Anthropocene. This term,
used reflexively to name our present geological epoch as one of our
own making, is infiltrating the self-periodizing gestures of both
novels and their critical apparatus in ways that are, like the epoch’s
traces themselves, becoming more visible. What’s captured by the
concept is now well-known: for humanists, by way of Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s argument in “The Climate of History,” that in the
Anthropocene human history and geological history have become
one; for social theorists, by way of Bruno Latour’s claim that the
Anthropocene is the most important concept since modernity; and of
course, for geologists, by way of the still-active debates among strat-
igraphers over the naming of our present geological epoch.1 The
Anthropocene, more simply, is a way of marking time, or suggesting
that there is a form of temporality that can be understood as a media-
tion of the surface of the globe by the human species.

Contemporary US fiction seems quite clearly to be responding
to the pressures of the larger anthropocenic imagination by staging its
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own temporality within increasing time scales and geologies.
A growing body of literary fiction published in this decade under-
stands itself within epochal, geologic time and includes that form of
time within its larger formal operations. On the one hand, this could
be seen as a continuing consolidation of the genre identified by
Jonathan Levin, for example, in the Cambridge History of the
American Novel (2011) as “postnatural writing” or “contemporary
ecofiction” (1134). This turn toward epochal time also points at the
way that contemporary fiction participates in the larger set of scalar
moves within art and theory that Mark McGurl has named “the new
cultural geology.” The novels I discuss in this essay form one set of
what can be understood as an emerging body of US fiction located
firmly within the strata and sediment of the Anthropocene. They
include Rachel Kushner’s The Flamethrowers (2013) and Ken
Kalfus’s Equilateral from the same year, along with Don DeLillo’s
Point Omega (2010), all of which reflexively stage the production of
art on Pleistocene desert sands, a gesture whose geological urgency
is repeated on the ruined asphalt of Colson Whitehead’s postapoca-
lyptic novel Zone One (2011), the text that will occasion the latter
focus of this essay. This gesture in turn suggests an epochal shift in
these novels’ self-positioning as temporal artifacts of their genre as
they become novels of the Anthropocene, the powerful if paradoxical
ascendant concept for defining the geologic contemporary, its forms
of art in the present tense, and its geologically inscribed histories of
the future. Put in other words, part of the self-described contempora-
neity of these novels lies in their status as new novels of a newly
self-aware geological epoch.

1. Desert Sands

To instance this particularly geological self-awareness, consider
Reno, the young protagonist of Kushner’s künstlerroman The
Flamethrowers, a character who has all of the attachment to geogra-
phy that her name implies. She’s said to be “influenced by Land Art”
having studied Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970) at a large
public university in the west in the early 1970s (6). Reno is a charac-
ter who likes to write on the earth: unlike the minimalism practiced
by her famous artist boyfriend, her art involves representation and ab-
straction, leaving traces in sand, snow, or salt, which become legible
markers of the fast movement of bodies through space and then cap-
turing images of those markers. Ski racing, for Reno, is “drawing
in time,” and she makes an X on a frozen pond with cross-country
skis and photographs it, draws doughnuts on a snowy meadow with a
truck and photographs them, and journeys to the Bonneville salt flats
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in Utah to participate in the land-speed trials on a motorcycle, her
drawing instrument, and photograph the traces of her ride (9). Reno
hopes to do what she refers to “something in the landscape relating to
speed and movement” (108) but finds her photographs not “at all
spectacular,” calling these images “the detritus of an experience, am-
biguous marks in the white expanse of the salt flats” (138). The only
trace that seems to satisfy her is the female land-speed record she
subsequently sets and holds for the year 1976.

The Bonneville Salt Flats in Northern Utah, much like the salt
pans of Death Valley, are thought to be geological traces themselves,
remnants of the Pleistocene epoch’s large glacial lakes. What Reno
enacts by etching traces of her presence into the strange remainders
of that earlier epoch is one of the central fantasies of the anthropo-
cenic imagination: the desire to write on the geological record. It is
not merely through the location of the artistic gesture, then, that the
novel challenges the other forms of historical time it engages, includ-
ing the late 1970s global worlds of art and anarchy. It also positions
itself within a different kind of historical time, one that I am calling
the Anthropocene’s reflexive phase. To provide more context for this
claim, the Anthropocene refers, albeit still informally, to the activity
of humans resulting in changes to the geological record and is con-
ceptually rearranging the temporal figures of critical discourse, ac-
cording to such scholars as Latour and Chakrabarty, among others.
The stratigraphy community still debates whether to name the most
current form of accumulating sediment on the planet something that
is specifically and irretrievably human, a decision expected from the
International Commission on Stratigraphy in 2016. Until then, we are
living in the “most recent” epoch, or the Holocene.

It is usually thought that the fossil fuel consumption of steam
power at the end of the eighteenth century, and its resultant contribu-
tion of carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere, initiated the
geological epoch denoted by the Anthropocene, thus tying the narra-
tive of the Anthropocene to narratives of modernity. This becomes a
way of thinking about two sides to the desires encoded in the concep-
tual apparatus of the Anthropocene: the first side being a kind of ulti-
mate egocentrism or anthropocentrism that attends any kind of
geohistory that would allow the human to change the surface and
structure of the planet in a legible way; the second side being what
could seem like a radically non-anthropocentric fantasy of extinction,
for the achievement of the legible anthropocenic layer not only
implies a posthuman future archeologist, but also contains the
popular dream of “the world without us” somehow able to overgrow
the ruins of a tarnished modernity. Before I take up this latter sce-
nario shortly, I turn to the question of who might that future
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archeologist be, an identity with interesting implications for the con-
struction of narrative sentience and perspective in these texts.

Ken Kalfus’s Equilateral also folds in the act of writing on
Pleistocene sands in a simultaneously self-knowing and frustrating
gesture toward its own temporal structures. Set in the last decade of
the nineteenth century, the novel often laboriously mimics the
project of its protagonist, a scientist who, motivated by the presumed
discovery of canals on Mars and its guarantee of intelligent life, is su-
pervising a massive-scale excavation of an equilateral triangle in a
remote corner of the Egyptian desert. The point of such excavations
goes something like this:

In a series of computations confirmed by the world’s leading
astronomers, Thayer has determined that in daytime the desert’s
perfect black triangle cast upon the white sands, incontrovert-
ible proof of terrestrial intelligence, will be visible to indige-
nous observers equipped with telescopes on the planet Mars.
Their attention will be seized. Then sometime before dawn on
June 17, 1894, at the moment of Earth’s most favorable posi-
tion in the Martian sky, the petroleum pooled in the trenches on
each side of the Equilateral will be ignited simultaneously,
launching a Flare from the Earth’s darkened limb that across
millions of miles of empty space will petition for man’s mem-
bership in the fraternity of planetary civilizations. (14)

The triangle thus envisioned by Thayer and excavated by an expend-
able colonial workforce will provide proof of intelligence because of
its inability to exist in a natural landscape. During the project,
Pleistocene fossils (identified as from extinct species) and other rem-
nants interrupt the digging and must be removed from the ideal form
under construction, and compromise is a constant worry. We learn
that “If the figure is forced to conform to the Egyptian landscape, the
astronomers of Mars will be placed in the same difficult position as
their colleagues on Earth: unable to convince parochial skeptics that
the markings on the distant planetary surface are the work of sentient
beings” (35). Thayer is trying to create the ideal reading conditions—
and though we know this is a project that must fail—what remains in-
teresting is how the project scales the novel’s concerns. In creating
what the narrator calls “a figure some thinking mind has carved and
burned into the surface of the terraqueous third planet,” Thayer liter-
alizes the inscriptive project of the Anthropocene, rendering the
fantasy of collective geologic agency in the individual (171). As we
might predict, this project can only result in a madness that picks
away at the coherence of his narrative control.
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It is a very specific form of madness, one that has been building
throughout the novel and that has escalated via the process of consen-
sus driving the recognition of Thayer’s theories by a global scientific
community. Simply put: although Thayer is suffering from a progres-
sive blindness that produces hallucinations, and although sometimes
what he sees and reports from the Martian surface is seen without
open eyes, the moment that he sees evidence of intelligent life, others
are able to “see” it too, which is confirmed through the global tele-
graph network. Thayer scoffs at the limited visual abilities of other
astronomers who simply are not as good at seeing as he is, because
they refuse to confirm his findings and are then ostracized from the
scientific community and, more importantly, cut off from its resources.
When this pseudoscientist, who has not only constructed the world
but fully believes in his constructions, teaches others to see the evi-
dence of Martian intelligence, he says, “Look well . . . . Look hard.
Everything worth seeing lies at the edge of visibility” (13).

In some ways, Thayer reframes what Zygmunt Bauman has de-
scribed as the nineteenth-century image of science, which, “went
beyond the aim of reaching consensus” (13). Ironically enough, it is
revealed that while being able to see things at the edge of visibility,
or to see things that are not there, may lead to the pseudo insights that
ultimately consume Thayer, the bigger problem is what has been
hiding in plain sight. Toward the end of the novel, after Thayer’s
blind visions have produced subsequently verified proof that the
Martians have seen the equilateral and are sending an envoy toward
Earth, the scientific staff expresses shock that the consortium funding
the project shifts its resources from the production of abstract geo-
metrical shapes to the construction of a customs house. When the sci-
entist appears to be uninvited to the welcome party, Thayer’s
assistant, Miss Keaton, finds herself reduced to a “small point,”
shrunk before the vast expanse of the equilateral, “within the barren
enormousness of the Western Desert, under the immense dish of the
ceramic sky. She recognizes now that the purposes of the Concession
have been visible all the time” (196).

This realization also raises the question of who the observers of
that triangle are imagined to be and whether their imagination has
formal consequences. Kalfus’s implied Martians show that, through
fiction, the concept of the Anthropocene gathers several intersecting
strands of the increasingly prominent “nonhuman turn” in critical
theory, even as it allows for a more substantial inclusion of media, lit-
erature, and communication within these debates.

In addition to obliquely participating in these experiments,
DeLillo’s Point Omega also follows Equilateral by thematizing them
in an artist-manqué figure. The novel observes, by way of an aspiring
documentary filmmaker, the reluctant war-policy architect Richard
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Elster after he has entered a much more abstract phase than even per-
mitted by his earlier career. Isolated in the Anza-Borrego desert of
southern California, Elster asks a question that feels quite familiar in
the terrain (or as the terrain) of nonhuman theory: “Do we have to be
human forever?” he asks, “Consciousness is exhausted. Back now to
inorganic matter. This is what we want. We want to be stones in a
field” (53). Appropriately enough, the novel was initially criticized
because the characters seemingly succeeded in their desires to
become more like rocks than people. It’s a familiar criticism for late
DeLillo, but one that takes on some additional interest in the small
but ponderous text that places itself squarely within the realm of slow
time—framed with the viewing of Psycho on a 24-hour loop, you
feel Elster’s sense of “time falling away”: “‘That’s what I feel here,’
he said. ‘Time becoming slowly older. Enormously old. Not day by
day. This is deep time, epochal time. Our lives receding into the long
past. That’s what’s out there. The Pleistocene desert, the rule of
extinction’” (72). Elster’s reference to the Pleistocene sands in partic-
ular is significant because of the effect of the periodizing self-
reference that it provides. The novel is one whose narrative contracts,
in part suggesting the idea encapsulated in the title, of a movement
toward an omega point of maximum complexity and consciousness
that is simultaneously a negation. Becoming rock and the dedifferen-
tiation of the human from other matter in narrative terms becomes the
aggressive anthropomophism of that matter. And it also makes a his-
torical point, one that shows something of the specificity of the US
flavor of Anthropocene fiction.

Elster’s extinction fantasy of becoming rock is also a form of
historical absolution and simultaneously the core of his military
philosophy:

‘I talked to them one day about war.’ He says. ‘Iraq is a whisper,
I told them. These nuclear flirtations we’ve been having with this
or that government. Little whispers,’ he said. ‘I’m telling you,
this will change. Something’s coming. But isn’t this what we
want? Isn’t this the burden of consciousness? We’re all played
out. Matter wants to lose its self-consciousness. We’re the mind
and heart that matter has become. Time to close it all down. This
is what drives us now.’ (50)

In a recent New York Times article titled “Learning How to Die in the
Anthropocene,” literary scholar and Iraqi war veteran Roy Scranton
likens the version of the end of the world he saw in 2003 to the immi-
nent effects of anthropocenic geological inscription. His experience
of both, he says, require him to learn how to die, except in the
Anthropocene this acquired knowledge must be gathered not by
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individuals but on the level of the species, what he calls “adapting,
with mortal humility, to our new reality.” This kind of death,
however, or this kind of learning, may be mortal but is anything but
humble. For the geological mediations achieved by death in the
Anthropocene constitute a wild counterpunch to the presumed indif-
ference of a material stratum by redefining the geological layer left
behind by the departed species as constituted itself by that species
and its detritus. The linkage of death to the accumulation of human
matter on the planet’s surface remains a kind of insistence on species
agency that, when rendered within the narrative project, has the
capacity to become a rampant if frustrated desire for ubiquitous
consciousness.

These scenes merely stage these questions, scenes in which
genre and geohistory collide, or what McGurl pointedly calls the new
“desert of the real” (383). The desert sand of each of these novels
becomes a location through which both duplicate and frustrate the
temporal project of the forms of fiction they inhabit. The omega
point, the equilateral, and the lines in the salt pans all abstractly
engage with the fantasies of the Anthropocene that stubbornly push
back against the desires that the concept encodes. While it is only
one form of temporality that these contemporary texts activate, it can
be a useful one for understanding such texts as participating in the
questions of time and genre animating many forms of critical study
of contemporary fiction.

2. Histories of the Future

The category of the contemporary, as well as the genre forms of
its periodization, has been redescribed in several recent critical
debates, perhaps suggesting a need to reconsider such descriptions in
light of geological forms of periodization as well, especially given
the reflexive drives so prevalent in the discourses of the
Anthropocene. The novels I have been discussing fall broadly into
the category of realist literary production, the history of which has
been of great importance to the questions sparking critical discus-
sions about the genre forms of contemporary literature. These
novels’ engagements with geological time, and more specifically the
reflexively human time of the Anthropocene, recast some of these
genre questions—questions tied to the reflexive self-understanding of
genre itself—in perspectival experiments and novel fictional worlds.
More than any other recent study, Fredric Jameson’s Antinomies of
Realism (2013) collocates the reflexive temporal gestures found in
the novels of the Anthropocene within realist fiction. This can be
seen most clearly in his discussion of “The Historical Novel Today”

The category of the
contemporary, as well as
the genre forms of its
periodization, has been
redescribed in several
recent critical debates,
perhaps suggesting a
need to reconsider such
descriptions in light of
geological forms of
periodization as well,
especially given the
reflexive drives so
prevalent in the
discourses of the
Anthropocene.
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and more specifically in the account of David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas
(2004) as instancing the possibility of the contemporary historical
novel, insofar as it dwells on history as the history of mediation, even
as it is a historical novel that contains a postapocalyptic future within
the narrative of history itself. “For better or worse,” Jameson con-
cludes his study of realism in our more recent time, “our history, our
historical past and our historical novels, must now include our histor-
ical futures as well” (313).

There are two primary methods, or rather mediations, operative
in Whitehead’s Zone One that provide a novelistic answer to some of
the questions raised by Jameson’s characterization of contemporary
historical fiction as the “new form of the historical novel defined by
its relation to future fully as much as to past” (305). The first is the
generic self-identification both within the realist tradition and as a
challenge to it. The second, which I’ll be developing in more detail
toward the end of this essay, is the alternative form of historical peri-
odization it proposes—tied to geology and geological time. Like the
other novels I have been discussing, Zone One includes among its
generic rewritings an alternative to the ecological narrative set
instead within a vision of the only recently available conceptual
apparatus of the Anthropocene.

The fate of realism in the popular press does seem to be under
threat, but perhaps only by cooptation, such as in its more conserva-
tive and limited definitions so strongly policed by Jonathan Franzen.2

A richer narrative of contemporary realism, however, is emerging in
scholarship devoted to what Jed Esty, Colleen Lye, and Joe Cleary
have recently articulated as “peripheral realisms,” or in Ramón
Saldívar’s discussion of “speculative realism” as a newly dominant,
hybrid literary form. Zadie Smith’s “Two Paths for the Novel” ac-
counts for the potential for contemporary formal and philosophical
experimentation from within the realist tradition’s more recent incar-
nations. In this well-known essay, Smith argues for something other
than a complacent lyrical realism as the most promising path for
Anglophone fiction. She focuses on Tom McCarthy’s Remainder
(2005) and how it reasserts what’s interesting about realism through
its more avant-garde (in her view) act of taking it apart and turning
it inside out. Smith, whose own most recent novel occasioned
just months ago a Salon article declaring yet again that “Realism is
[d]ead,” allows the supposedly dead genre to get up and move about
a bit more than she perhaps admits in the essay, especially in her
focus on located challenges to realism in what she calls “voice, or
where this ‘I’ is coming from, this mysterious third person,” which
can result in either the “spirals of interiority” found in writers like
David Foster Wallace or in the “emptying out of interiority” she sees
in Remainder (12).
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The perspectival experiments Smith pinpoints as a challenge to
the lyrical realist novel cascade throughout Zone One, which also
appears as a kind of coda to Saldívar’s recent description of the
“second elevation” of the novel form. Saldívar puts Whitehead’s
larger body of work in the following realist context:

Focusing on the topic of race and narrative theory in relation to
what I am calling “speculative realism” to characterize the nar-
rative features of this aesthetic allows me to explain why it is
the case that twenty-first century US ethnic writers have initiat-
ed a new stage in the history of the novel. Taking my cue from
Walter Scott’s generic mix of history and romance to invent the
genre of the historical romance from out of the global turmoil
occasioned by Napoleonic world war, I propose the term
“speculative realism” as a way of getting at the revisions of
realism and fantasy into speculative forms that are seeming to
shape the invention of new narrative modes in contemporary
fiction. (3)

Saldívar is describing a generic hybridity, one that nevertheless is
located in classic narrative forms. He thinks of this form of contem-
porary fiction in the language of remediation: while “speculative
realism” is a hybrid amalgam of the likes of realism or metafiction
and genre forms like science fiction, graphic narrative, or fantasy,
“the operative term,” he says, “is realism” (13). And Saldívar’s new
genre heroes do seem both particularly contemporary and speculative
alike; keeping company in 2013’s science fiction issue of The
New Yorker are Whitehead, Junot Díaz, and Jennifer Egan, who rede-
fine genre fiction itself when placed next to the cluster of authors also
included, such as Ursula K. LeGuin, China Miéville, Ray Bradbury,
and Margaret Atwood.

Zone One provides a particularly interesting take on the future
of realism through a combination of genre hybridity and point-of-
view experiments that lodge it reflexively in geological time, de-
manding the kind of analysis appropriate to the geological turn the
humanities, and with dramatic consequences for literary history. To
summarize briefly: Zone One is a recent example of critical and cul-
tural theory’s great cliché, the zombie novel. It represents, as one re-
viewer put it, “an indication that this cultural meme has reached
either maturity or senescence” (Latham). The cliché ultimately
allows Zone One to define itself through differentiation from a dead/
undead form. A novel of the aftermath of the zombie apocalypse,
Zone One follows one survivor’s long weekend as a volunteer
member of a civilian clean-up corps attempting to secure a walled-off
area of lower Manhattan from the undead. Whitehead’s text partakes
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of the genre play and interiority jokes that the particular form of the
zombie allows. Although critical discussion of the novel is limited as
yet, readers have already observed that, although it may be motivated
by the zombie contagion and its subsequent rearranging of structures
of sociality, Zone One isn’t much of a zombie novel. For one, it lacks
the structures of suspense characteristic of the genre, filling its pages
primarily with elaborate flashbacks occasioned by the present-day
postapocalyptic reconstruction efforts and attached as it is to the
primary focalizer and antihero, a character known only by his nick-
name, Mark Spitz. Instead of plot structures and narrative time, as
Soren Forsberg has argued, Zone One treats its source material with
care, even lovingly, but only lovingly in “the way you might treat an
involuntary organ donor” (134). Much of the novel is devoted
instead to remembrances of late modern bureaucracy and capitalist
detritus, suggesting that the catastrophe, in Rob Latham’s words,
“is merely the logical outcome of a system predicated on turning
human beings into things.” Yet this zombie novel manqué is consid-
ered “spectacular” as an example of the “speculative realism” Saldivar
describes and even more strikingly was declared “the greatest
American novel of the twenty-first century” by Andrew Hoberek in
2012 (406). Critics are repeatedly drawn to identify two key traits of
the novel, first the aforementioned ambivalence about the genre,
itself zombified throughout the text; secondly, the novel’s elliptical
treatment of the protagonist’s race for its protagonist is revealed to be
black only at the end. These occasion for Forsberg an opportunity to
comment on the coincident publication in 2011 of Zone One and
Kenneth Warren’s critique of uses of the supernatural in African-
American writing in What Was African American Literature?,
reading Whitehead’s novel as an “inadvertent” response (138).

I would argue that there’s another aspect of the novel’s interest
in the more nonhuman world that may provide a different kind of
access to these questions and that lies in the zombie apocalypse’s
analog in geology and geohistory in the novel, for Zone One also de-
constructs the genres of ecofiction or “cli-fi” that pose climate catas-
trophe as the greatest threat to species survival. Throughout, the
relationship of a zombie apocalypse to an ecological apocalypse is
an ever-present joke, as if the survivors are constantly wondering
whether the plague was in fact the work of a planetary immune
system. Imagining the reminiscing over a birthday party of one of his
companions—the memory itself “a dispatch from the extinguished
world”—Mark Spitz wonders whether by merely aging his compan-
ion had “summoned the plague,” whether, “as she cut into the first
slice of cake at her final, perfect birthday party, history had come to
an end” (47).
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In the postapocalyptic world, the remaining inhabitants often
notice the change in weather patterns following the rapid diminish-
ment of the human population, and they watch while “snow” (and
there’s much more of it now) “piled swiftly on the deadened earth”
(155). This comes as a refreshingly banal shock, for as they observe
later, “That other, less flamboyant, more deliberate ruination altering
the planet’s climate had been under way for more than a hundred
years, squeezing milder winders into the Northeast” (240). Instead,
in the novel’s world, “the first winter of the plague was how they
used to do it in the good old days: early, unmerciful, endless” (240).
Here Zone One locates itself precisely within the parameters of the
Anthropocene epoch, or rather its end, nostalgically acknowledging a
kind of human geological agency dominant for over a century. And
even that end of an epoch is ironically challenged within the zone
that the characters move. Pointing to a biohazard bin overflowing
with body bags still attached to the twice-dead zombie corpses about
to be incinerated in the postapocalyptic reconstruction program, a
visiting bureaucrat worries, “we should really recycle those” (236).
To which a disposal worker protected from zombie effluvia by an
opaque hazmat mask (or in other words, the ultimate deadpan) replies,
“it’s terrible,” and follows up with, you know, “the environment,” in
case she might be mistaken for referring to the parade of zombies lining
up against the zone’s fortifications (236). As one of the novel’s funniest
satirical moments, it has already become apparent that the efforts to
recivilize New York will fail, so “the environment” certainly is a thing
to be regretted. (It’s worth mentioning here that there’s no such thing as
a spoiler in end-of-the-world narratives, which rarely end well, or as
Spitz puts it, “the plague had a knack for narrative closure” [160]).

By entertaining its parallel narratives—the global layer of human
residue and the gesture toward what that might look like after an ex-
tinction scenario—Zone One positions itself within a different kind of
historical time, what I have been calling the Anthropocene’s reflexive
phase. In this sense, Whitehead’s novel examines the consequences
for narrative form of the naming, near-naming, or self-naming of the
Anthropocene as our current epoch of geological time. An aspect of
this debate that matters to the novel is the degree to which it requires
thinking proleptically, or registering a future point of view in which
the material stratum of the human is no longer that which is the most
recent. This is a future point of view that by its very constitution must
be nonhuman, or at least postterrestrial. I have been pointing to a
range of contemporary fiction that considers the paradoxes of think-
ing about geological time through narrative experiments with non-
human points of view. These novels—unlike many of their generic
neighbors in science fiction—enter the reflexive abyss of the
Anthropocene by locating forms of sentience within the material
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stratum under production. In other words, the novels I am discussing
embed their experiments in nonhman viewpoints within the most
human of geological formations rather than in speculative alternative
geologies. They can be understood as novels of a geological epoch
that has become self-aware.

But what do the mediations of the Anthropocene look like,
beyond the projected geological stratum unearthed by future archae-
ologists? Amidst its exploration of the conditions preparing that pos-
sible future, Zone One provides a fascinating answer. One of the
novel’s most extended flashbacks is a doubly-narrated one. In these
episodes, we don’t just have the third-person limited access to Mark
Spitz’s memory that has characterized most of the novel’s narration,
but, over the course of several episodes, Mark instead recounts his
flashback as a nested narrative addressed to his companions. Rather
than housing this narration within dialogue, however, the narrative
voice maintains its third-person distance. Mark provides a third-
person narration of his own experience from within the third-person
narrative frame of the novel.

The episode in question concerns Mark’s deployment prior to
the novel’s present action on a Connecticut highway, clearing the
road of abandoned cars so that a path to New York might be made
possible. He works with a character called the Quiet Storm, who
insists that her crew not just clear the vehicles off the road, but that
they do so in a very specific, if bizarre, order. “[Q]uite particular
about how she liked her vehicles arranged on the asphalt,” the Quiet
Storm “followed to a different mandate.” We also learn (and remem-
ber that the following is told within a frame in which Mark Spitz
himself is telling the story aloud) that “Mark Spitz noticed that the
Quiet Storm favored patterns divisible by five, and grouped them by
general size and occasionally by color, sometimes even towing a car
for miles to fulfill her conception. . . . It wasn’t until later that he
saw the truth of it” (173).

This extended freeway narrative points to both the layer of
human waste formed by automobiles as well as questions of genre.
The novel knowingly provides an image befitting the favored media
of the zombie genre:

In the cinema of end-times, the roads feeding the evacuated city
are often clear, and the routes out of town clotted with para-
lyzed vehicles. Whether government supercomputers have cal-
culated beyond all doubt that the meteor will decimate
downtown or the genetically engineered killer cockroaches are
taking over the city, the inbound lanes are unimpeded. It makes
for a stark visual image, the crazy hero returning to the doomed
metropolis to save his kid or gal or to hunt down the encrypted
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computer file that might—just might!—reverse disaster,
driving a hundred miles an hour into the hexed zip codes when
all the other citizens are vamoosing, wide-eyed in terror,
mouths decorated with flecks of white foam. (168)

The contemporary iconography we might think of here would be
either the graphic novel of the now popular The Walking Dead series
—which features an iconic image of an Atlanta highway occupied by
detritus, abandoned vehicles, and a protagonist on horseback navigat-
ing the mess—or even more so its televisual rendering, for the title
sequence of AMC’s The Walking Dead takes this image and makes
the distinction between the highway’s outbound traffic and inbound
emptiness much clearer. But the vacant traffic jam is not the full story
here.

Long after this first mention of the Quiet Storm’s approach to
highway maintenance, Mark Spitz demands that a dying comrade
hold off becoming a zombie until he can hear the end of the story,
“the clandestine heart of the Quiet Storm’s maneuvers” (228). The
secret is something “he finally saw from above” when he leaves the
highway crew on a helicopter bound for Zone One and involves
the Quiet Storm’s own ability to experiment with point of view:

While the other wreckers, indeed all the other survivors, could
only perceive the wasteland on its edge, the Quiet Storm was in
the sky, inventing her alphabet and making declarations in a
row of five green hatchbacks parked perpendicular to the merid-
ian, in a sequence of black and white luxury sedans arranged
nose to nose two miles down the road, in a burst of ten mini-
vans in glinting enamel tilted at an acute angle half a mile
farther north. The grammar lurked in the numbers and colors,
the meaning encoded in the spaces between the vehicular sylla-
bles, half a mile, quarter mile. . . . Ten sport-utility vehicles ar-
ranged one-eighth of a mile apart east-west were the fins of an
eel slipping through silty depths, or the fletching on an arrow
aimed at—what? What readers? Then his chopper was over a
midsize city in botched Connecticut, beyond the margins of her
manuscript . . . . (289)

This highway-as-manuscript envisions a new alphabet, grammar, and
significantly, readership of the Anthropocene, or, as Mark later puts
it, “she wrote her way into the future” (290). The Quiet Storm finds
an appropriate scale to write for a kind of geological time that is
more indifferent to the finite time in which her body is embedded,
leaving a final message for a viewpoint into which she can only
project herself. In this way, she forms a kind of narrative analog for
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Mark Spitz, for from the opening pages of Zone One, this antihero
and narrative focalizer suffers, among other things, from what
Michel de Certeau calls the “lust to be a viewpoint” (92). He empha-
sizes his ocular desires by arranging the urban topography of his past
and present through vantages provided by skyscrapers. Before the
apocalypse hits, we learn of a younger Mark who would act as a
“sentry” at the windows of his uncle’s New York high rise, watching
“monster movies” and projecting their lessons on to the urban land-
scape (7). This youthful Mark had all of the untranslated advantages
of vertical development, rendered in the complex hieroglyphics of an
urban grid viewed from above: “The building was a totem sheathed
in blue metal, a changeling in the nest of old walk ups. The zoning
commission had tucked the bribes into their coats, and now there he
was, floating over the tapering island. There was a message there, if
he could teach himself the language” (7). This is a language whose
learning then forms the project of the novel’s movement. When the
memory of this network of encoded messages shifts back to the
novel’s present, it involves the bodily memory of obtaining the ele-
vated viewpoint: “He dropped his pack, switched off the torch in
his helmet, and pushed his forehead to the glass as if he were at
his uncle’s rearranging the architecture into a message” (9). In
the passage between past and present, Mark has learned that the
“language” he perceives must underlie the arrangement of urban
space is indeed one that can be accessed, but that he must assume an
active role in constructing it.

If Mark Spitz begins the novel with an intuition that the ruins of
an anthropocentric world contain messages, the Quiet Storm’s
highway notations confirm the intuition. His narrative closes with a
gesture upward, to the postskyscraper viewpoint imagined beyond
human time: “Mark Spitz saw her mosaic, in its immense tonnage,
outlasting all of Buffalo’s schemes, the operations under way and the
ones yet to be articulated. What readership did she address? Gods
and aliens, anyone who looks down at the right time, from the right
perspective” (290).

What readership indeed? The Quiet Storm’s message for gods
and aliens inscribed on the geological layer of the Anthropocene is
not one that can be read, as Mark points out. Rather, he says, “all we
can do right now is pay witness” (290). The Quiet Storm’s choice of
an intended audience, into which both Mark Spitz and any novel
readers are interpellated, also demonstrates one way that through
fiction, the concept of the Anthropocene gathers several intersecting
strands of the increasingly prominent nonhuman turn in critical
theory, and allows for a more substantial inclusion of media, litera-
ture, and communication within these debates. Zone One dramatizes
a relationship to a US literary imagination that characterizes both the
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fiction of the current century and a cadre of thinkers devoted to what
in the broadest terms can be called the nonhuman. These theorists of
the nonhuman, working under headings including speculative realism,
object-oriented ontology, or the new materialisms, have a tendency
to draw on both contemporary speculative fictions and long history
of US fictional forms.

Consider that the kind of messages and mediations that the
novels of the Anthropocene propose, their large-object media and
alien readers, cast questions of exteriority, genre, history, and species-
being together in a powerful new mode appropriate to this odd
moment of reflexively human geological time. In Zone One, Mark
Spitz brings together the highway messages of the Quiet Storm and
the human avatars of the walking dead toward the end of the novel as
he watches the city become overrun: “The dead streamed past the
building like characters on an electronic ticker in Times Square, ab-
stractions as impenetrable as the Quiet Storm’s vehicles” (306). What
he ultimately sees as an “inhuman scroll” or a message from the “am-
bassadors of nil” (307) is a radically ambivalent encoding of the
Anthropocene as a temporal and medial horizon of contemporary US
fiction.

Notes

1. For recent engagements with the Anthropocene in literary history, see American
Literature’s 2012 “ecocriticism” issue (84.2) edited by Monique Allewaert and
Michael Ziser, or the 2014 “Writing the Anthropocene” issue of the minnesota
review (83) edited by Tobias Boes and I.

2. Franzen, Jonathan. “Perchance to Dream: In the Age of Images a Reason to
Write Novels.” Harpers (April 1996): 35–54. Print.
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