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Telling Stories That Never End: 
Valeria Luiselli, the Refugee Crisis at the US- Mexico 
Border, and the Big, Ambitious Archival Novel

valentina montero román

Mexican- born author Valeria Luiselli has published two projects focused on the 
twenty-first-centurychildren’srefugeecrisis.Thefirst,abook-lengthessayenti-
tled Tell Me How It Ends: An Essay in 40 Questions, came out in 2017, and the 
second,afour-hundred-pagenovelcalledLost Children Archive, was published in 
2019. In interviews, Luiselli reveals that Tell Me How It Ends was supposed to be 
an addendum to Lost Children Archive, but she found herself unable to complete 
thenoveluntilshepublishedtheessayonitsown.Theessayform,shesays,was
amoreadequate“kindofvesselthroughwhichtoexpress[her]politicalrage”
(Berwick 2017). Despite this description, Tell Me contains an explanation for why 
Luiselli(2017:96 – 97)mighthavefelttheneedtoreturntothenovel:

Whilethestory[oftherefugeecrisis]continues,theonlythingtodoistellitover
andoveragainasitdevelops,bifurcates,knotsarounditself.Anditmustbetold,
becausebeforeanythingcanbeunderstood,ithastobenarratedmanytimes,in
manydifferentwordsandfrommanydifferentangles,bymanydifferentminds.

Lost Children isanotherangle,adifferentnarration.Itisalsoa“big,ambitious
novel,”onethatmobilizesmaximalistandencyclopedicnarrativetendenciesto
confrontthechallengeoftellingtheknotty,bifurcating,ongoingstoryoftheUS-
Mexico border crisis.

Scholarshiphassuggestedthatoneofthestrengthsofencyclopedicfiction,
onebranchofthebig,ambitiousnovel(BAN),isthatituseslengthandcomplex-
ity tomimic “the nature of the encyclopedic enterprise itself — the audacious
projectofencompassingall thatcanbeknownwithin thecoversofabookor
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books” (Clark 1992: 95). To evoke the encyclopedic is to pursue a project of
“tentacularambition...topindownanentirewrithingculture”(Wood2001).In
thisessay,IsuggestthatLuiselli’snoveloffersusanopportunitytoconsiderthe
archivalasanalternativeorganizationalprinciplefortheBAN,onethatoffers
adifferenthistoriographyandanalternativeepistemologicalorientationforthe
genre.Afocusonthearchivalinsteadoftheencyclopedicshiftsattentionfrom
a pursuit of totality (and the inevitable limitations of such a project) to an explo-
rationof thefragmentedandrecursiveprocessesofconstructingpersonaland
historical memory. In this essay, I contend that Luiselli references the archive, 
insteadoftheencyclopedia,torepresentthepervasiveproblemscreatedbyUS
racialconstruction — thesubtleandnotsosubtleviolencesthatresonateacross
time and space.1Morespecifically,Iarguethatthenovelevokesthearchiveinits
fragmentation,recombinantandrecursiveorganization,andnarrativemultiplic-
ityasawaytodemonstratethecomplexityandirreducibilityoftherefugeecrisis
andtheconstructionsofLatinxdifferencethatdevelopalongsideit.2

ThereferencetothearchiveinLost Children Archive reflectsthenovel’sthe-
matic focus on the nature of documentation as well as its formal experimentation. 
Ostensiblythestoryofafamilyonan“American”roadtrip,thenovel describes 
a journey in which the characters explore the intersections of the histories of the 
Apache — pushed westward by Anglo-American settler colonialism — and the
migrationsofthechildrenofthetwenty-first-centuryUS-Mexicobordercrisis.
Eachofthefamilymembersonthetrip — anunnamedwoman,herhusband,and
theirtwochildren,afive-year-oldgirlandaten-year-oldboy — pursuesacuration
project,collectingmaterialsinasetofbankersboxeshousedinthetrunkofthe
car.Thenovelrecountsthedifferentdocumentationaltechniquesthefamilyuses
tocompiletheir“archives”anddescribeshowtheytelldistinctstoriesaboutthe
materials theycollect.Theproliferationofmaterials referenced in theirboxes

1.MarcoCodebó(2007:14)positionsarchival/dossierfictionasaformthatreflectsthe“inter-
active,relationalnarrativesofthedigitalera.”Inthisessay,Iofferanotherwayofanalyzingarchival
fictionbyconsideringthegenreinthecontextoffeministandcriticalracetheory.

2.ThetermsLatinx and people of color refer to unstable constructions of identity that are com-
plexandsometimescontradictory.Havingsaidthat,throughoutthisessay,IusethetermLatinx when 
referringtoacommunityofpeoplewhoareofLatinAmericanheritage.IalsouseitwhenIwrite
aboutthewaysLatinidadisconstructedintheUnitedStates.Forexample,inthissentence,Iusethe
term“Latinxdifference”tosignalauniqueformofracialconstructionthatLatinAmericanpeople
confrontintheUnitedStates.Iusethephrase“womenandpeopleofcolor”predominantlywhenI
discussorrespondtoscholarshipthatgroupsauthorsfromhistoricallymarginalizedcommunities
togetherinordertoexplaintheirrarityinthehistoryoftheBAN.
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and stories is mirrored at the level of form. Lost Children is an eclectic collection 
ofnarrativeperspectiveseachofwhichprovidesadifferentapproachtotelling
astoryabout“lostchildren.”Besidestheboxedmaterialsthatappearwithinthe
text,therearetwofirst-personcharacter-narrators,athird-personnarratorina
novel- within- the- novel called Lost Children Elegies, and a series of citations, 
epigraphs,andallusionsthatproduceanetworkofmultimedialintertextswith
theirowndocumentationalauthority.Comprisingfragmented,episodicchunks
ofnarrationinterspersedwithnonnumberedpagesdetailingthecontentsofthe
boxes,thenovelevokesthearchiveinitslayeredorganizationandmyriadnar-
rative documents.

Lost Childrencreatesafeelingofcapaciousnessanddensitythroughtech-
niquesoftenassociatedwiththeBAN,buttheimpactofthosetechniquesisdif-
ferent.Indebtedtoahistoryoffeministthoughtinwhichmasteryandsynthetic
totalityarenotthegoal,KarlaHolloway(2017:774)pointsoutthat“thesearchfor
wholenessisrepresentativeofthecriticalstrategiesofWesterncultures.Itrepre-
sentsasensibilitythatprivilegestherecoveryofanindividual(andindependent)
textoveritsfragmentedtexturaldimensions.”Luiselli’snovelmobilizesmaxi-
malisttoolstorepresenttheunendingprojectofaccountingforthesystemsof
marginalizationthatplayoutindiscussionsoftheLatinAmericanrefugeecrisis.
AnalyzingBANnarrativestrategieslikepolyphony,fragmentation,andcentrip-
etal connectivity in the context of feminist, postcolonial, and critical race theory 
demonstrates that these techniques are the provenance of women and people of 
color at least as much as they are the domain of the white men often associated 
withtheform.Thedifferenceisinrecognizingthatambitioncanmeanattentive-
nessto“fragmentedtexturaldimensions”insteadofmasteryandsynthetictotal-
ity.ThearchivalorganizationofLost Childrenconnectsthebig,ambitiousnovel
to theories of archival recovery, maximalism, and historical revision developed 
infeministandcriticalracetheory — fromSaidiyaHartman’scriticalfabulation
toBharatiMukherjee’smaximalist immigrantnovel.Following theseconnec-
tionsdemonstratesanalternativehistoryof thegenre — one that reachesback
nottoCharlesDickensbuttoGeorgeEliotandMaríaAmparoRuizdeBurton
andnottoJamesJoycebuttoJovitaGonzález,VirginiaWoolf,andZoraNeale 
Hurston.

Insection1ofthisessay,Irerouteconceptualizationsofthe“ambition”of
BAN’sthroughafeministandcriticalracereadingoftheformthatrefusesto
reducemultiplicity inapursuitof“mastery.” Insection2, IanalyzeLuiselli’s
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thematic focus on archival curation as ameans for exploring the relationship
betweenracializationandarchivalprecarity,and insection3, Iargue that the
novel’sformalevocationofthearchiveisatoolforconfrontingthechallengesof
tellingaknotty,unendingstoryofracializedremovals.Thefinalsectionofthe
essayisananalysisthatdemonstrateshowtwospecificaspectsofLuiselli’sbig,
ambitiousarchivalnovelcultivateanaccountoftherefugeecrisisthathasacom-
plex,discordant,recombinantstructurethatresistssynthesisorsimplification.

1. On Ambition: Systems and Universal Truths

Encyclopedic,maximalist,mega,andsystemsnovelsareallsometimesdiscussed
undertheumbrellaofthe“big,ambitiousnovel,”butunderstandingwhatquali-
fiesasaBANisacomplicatedtask.WhenJamesWood(2000)coinedtheterm
todescribeagenreofcontemporaryfiction,hedidsobydrawingparallels to
theworkofCharlesDickens,whoselongnovelshecharacterizedashavingthe
“ambitiontodescribeallofsocietyonitsdifferent levels.”Scholarswhohave
soughttoexplainwhatisambitiousaboutencyclopedic,maximalist,mega,and
systemsnovelsoftensimilarlydefineambitioninrelationtoscale.StefanoErco-
lino(2012:243),forexample,arguesthatthelengthofBANsisaresultof“their
ambitiontorealizesynthetic-totalizingrepresentationsoftheworld.”Similarly,
inhishistoryoftheBAN,MarkGreif(2009:29)contendsthattheambitionof
1970smega-novelscanbeseeninthefactthattheir“ceaselessnessofnarration
and proliferation of characters and plots revealed the domination of individual 
humanlivesby‘systems’withirresistible,superhumanlogics:warinanageof
technological rationality inGravity’s Rainbow ormoney in an age offinance
capital in JR.”Greifclarifiesthat

“big,ambitious”booksarebig,notmerelyasamatterofpages,butasafeeling
ofspread,multifariousness,oropen-endedness.Theyfeelstuffed,overfull,or
total;theyfeellongerthantheirstraightforwardstorywouldrequire,andbigger
thanotherbooksofsimilarlengthorcomplexityofplot.Thebooksseemtohave
anaspirationtodepictastateofAmericanorglobalsocietythatgoesbeyondthe
microcosmofasinglefamilyortheallegorizationofasingle“problem”within
theAmericanscene.(27)

BANsencouragereaderstosee,andpossiblyconfront,thevariousnationaland
globalsystemsinwhichtheyareimbricated.Whatisambitiousaboutthemisthat
theyusetheirsizeto“understandandrepresenthugeculturalrealities”andreflect
“onsomeofthemostpressingquestionsofourtime”(Ercolino2014:5,10).
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Althoughtheseaccountsshareanunderstandingofthevalueofsizeinthe
BAN,therearedifferencesinhowtheyarticulateahistoryoftheform.While
Wood ties it toDickens,Ercolino (2014: 26) suggests that the encyclopedism
ofmaximalistnovelsis“rootedintheoriginsandat theheartofmodernity,a
genre thatbegins itscoursewithFlaubert’sBouvard et Pécuchet [and]passes
throughmodernismand James Joyce’sUlysses.”ForGreif (2009), thehistory
of theBANbeginswith twonovels from the 1950s,RalphEllison’s Invisible 
ManandSaulBellow’sThe Adventures of Augie March.Thesevariedhistori-
calcontextsemergeasdisparatepointsofviewbecausetheyattendtodifferent
qualitiesoftheBAN.Dickens’sflatcharactersimmersedinawebofconnections
speaktoWood’sconceptualizationof“paranoid,”hystericalrealism;thetotal-
izing effects of Joyce’s representation ofDublin correspond towhatErcolino
(2014:26)describesastheBAN’sencyclopedismanddiegeticexuberance;and
the “interminabilityof narration” and “unendingprofligacy” (Greif 2009:24)
ofEllisonandBellowareGreif’sprecursorstotheBANas“perpetual-motion
machine”(Wood2000).

Regardlessofthehistorytheydescribe,eachoftheseaccountsimpliesthat
there are very few women and people of color who have produced these kinds 
ofbig, ambitiousnovels.Despite the fact thatGreif (2009:28,27)beginshis
analysis with novels that explore “race and the escape from history in Invisible 
Man, and race and upward mobility in Augie March,”hesuggeststhattheBAN
“passes back out of the hands of black and Jewish writers (and never passes into 
the hands of women writers), to be restored to practitioners who are white Prot-
estantmen(Pynchon,Gaddis).”Greifdoesnotexplicitlyprovidealogicforwhy
this happens, but Ercolino (2014), who seeks to explain his analysis of a fairly 
homogenoussetofmaximalistauthors,reachesbacktotheworkofTomLeClair
(1989) to explain the dearth of women and people of color in its history.

LeClair’smonograph,publishedin1989,arguesthatsystemsnovelsaretexts
that“master — comprehend,represent,andcritique — theworld,fortheworld,as
systemstheoristsrecognize,islargelycomposedofhugesystemsofinformation,
both ideological and institutional, that exert power over individuals and their
groups”(14).Hecontendsthatwomenandpeopleofcolorarerarelyincludedin
thishistorybecausetheyhavebeen“deprivedoffullparticipationinAmerican
life”andhavesubsequentlybeenunabletoaccessthe“whitemale’sluxuryof
examiningthewholeofAmericanormultinationalculturefromwithin,fromthe
perspectiveoffullmembership”(29).Althoughhesaysheteachesauthorslike
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LeslieMarmonSilkoandIshmaelReedasnoveliststhatcancritiqueadominant
culture and propose an alternative, he does not believe they produce texts that 
“masterthepowersystemsofAmericaasthoroughlyorprofoundlyasthebooks”
he studies as systems novels (30).

LeClairsuggeststhatwomenandpeopleofcolordonotfitintohisdefinition
ofmastery“ataformalorstylisticlevel,”becausetheywritefroman“outsider’s
view”thatisonly“valuabletoherorhisgroup”(30).Inhisview,novelsbyhis-
toricallymarginalizedauthorsareunabletodowhatsystemsnovelsdo:“tosolicit
andtransformthereader’sinterests,toshifthisorherattentionfromthepersonal
andlocaltothecommunalandglobal”(3).UsingAliceWalkerasanexample,
hearguesthatthoughThe Color Purplemaybemore“culturallysignificantto
blackwomenreaders,”ThomasPynchon’sGravity’s Rainbow “masters a set of 
globalconditionsthatThe Color Purple does not address, conditions and systems 
in which all readers — blackorwhite,femaleormale,oldoryoung — areimbri-
cated”(3;emphasisadded).LaterhecontendssomethingsimilaraboutToniMor-
rison,assertingthat“Morrisondoesnotexaminehowherpeoplesharewithall 
peoplesubjugationbyvariouskindsofnationalandtransnationalpowersystems”
(30;emphasisadded).Inbothoftheseexamples,therationaleforwhythewriting
of Black women authors should not be considered in his analysis of mastery is 
that their work does not speak to systems that all readers experience. 

LeClair’sargumentsdemonstratethepervasiveideathatwritingbywomen
andpeopleofcolorisnicheandthusunabletoaddressissuesthatimpactaglobal
ornationalcommunity.Thoughhismonographisnowoveraquartercenturyold,
hisargumentsstillcirculateindiscussionsofthehistoryoftheBAN.Evenas
lateas2014,StefanoErcolino’s(2014:10)analysisofmaximalistnovelscontends
that thoughLeClair’s argument “canbedebated . . . it is probably true.”The
logicemployedbyErcolinoandLeClairimpliesthatthereasonforthescarcity
ofBAN’sbywomenandpeopleofcoloristhathistoricallymarginalizedpeople
havenotproducednovelsthatseekto“understandandrepresenthugecultural
realities”(LeClair1989:31).ClaimslikeLeClair’ssuggestthattowritefroma
position of whiteness is to write from a position that is neutral and thus more 
readily “concernedwith exerting influenceover the culture as awhole rather
thanwithfindinganicheintheliterarycanon”(18).Suchlinesofargumentation
alsodonotconsidersystemsofracialandgenderoppressionasapartofthelarge
culturalwholesthatareofinteresttoBANs.Whenworkbywomenorpeopleof
colorisincludedinthehistoryofthegenre,itisoftenpositionedasanexception,
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atoken,or,asisthecaseforWood(2000),aconvenientfocalizerforacritiqueof
thegenreasawhole.Inthisessay,though,Iarguethatifambitionistheability
to“comprehend,represent,andcritiquethe...hugesystemsofinformation,both
ideologicalandinstitutional,thatexertpoweroverindividualsandtheirgroups,”
then there are indisputably women and people of color who have used narrative 
ambitiously, particularly in their attempts to comprehend, represent, and critique 
racism,sexism,andcolonialism — systemsthatbothengenderthecapitalistand
“technologicalrationality”oftenmarkedastheappropriatefodderofBANsand
that impact allpeopleacrossrace,gender,ability,nationality,andsexuality.

2. On Archives: Who Gets Documented

In thissection, IanalyzeLuiselli’s thematic interest in thearchive inorder to
explain theambitionofher formalexperimentationwithBANnarrative tech-
niques.ThetitleofLost Childrenmarksitasan“archive”butwithinthecon-
text of the novel themeaningof thatword is just as abstruse as itwaswhen
JacquesDerrida(1995:90)suggestedthat“nothingislessclear...thantheword
‘archive.’ ”MarleneManoff(2004:10)pointsoutthatanarchivecanbeallof“the
contents of museums, libraries, and archives and thus the entire extant historical 
record,”oritcanbe“asmallsubsetof...material,typicallyadiscretecollection
ofrelated...documents.”Inthenovel,themostprominentdiscussionofarchives
surroundsthesevenbankersboxesthefamilyhasbroughtwiththemontheirtrip
fromNewYorkCitytoEchoCanyoninArizona’sChiricahuaMountains.Four
oftheboxesbelongtothehusband,whoisworkingonasoundscapeprojecthe
describesas“aninventoryofechoes”centeredon“theghostsofGeronimoand
theApaches” (Luiselli2019:21).Oneboxbelongs to thewomannarratorand
containsthematerialsforasoundprojectfocusedontherefugeecrisis,aproject
shebeginsafterworkingwithaMixtecawomannamedManuelawhoislooking
forhertwodaughters.3Theremainingtwoboxesareforeachofthechildrento
fillastheytravelacrossthecountry.Thecharacterscollectphotographs,maps,
postcards,soundrecordings,andnotesaswellas journalsandbooks,and the
womannarratorexplicitlycallstheboxesanarchive,thoughshenotesthatitmay
be“optimistictocall[their]collectedmessanarchive”(42).Thetitular“archive”

3.Manuela’sdaughtersweredeniedasylumanddisappearedwhilebeingtransferredfroma
detention center.
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4.Thereis,ofcourse,amuchmoreexpansivegenealogyofauthorsthatcouldbementioned
here,butIhaveprovidedafewmeaningfulexamples.Hurstondedicatedherlifetoproducingfiction,
anthropology,andfolklorethatunderminedeugenicsscienceandcomplicatedwell-troddenracist
andsexiststereotypes.FolklorescholarJovitaGonzálezproducedfictionandnonfictionthatrevised
TexashistoryasanAngloinvasionoftheborderlands.VirginiaWoolfwroteaboutwomen’smisrep-
resentationacrossgenres.“Woman,”shewrote,“isallbutabsentfromhistory,”theproductofnot
havingthematerialconditionstoproduceherownstoriesandhistories:“Inreallifeshecouldhardly
read,couldscarcelyspell,andwasthepropertyofherhusband”(Woolf1929:43).Inrecentyears,
authorsfromJuliaAlvarez,HelenaMariaViramontes,andAnaCastillotoDahlmaLlanos-Figueroa
andCarmenMariaMachadohavebuiltfromthishistory,usingliteraturetocorrectdominanthistori-
calnarrativesandrevisenationalandculturalmythologies.

of Lost Children could be the materials collected by the family, but it could also 
bethesumofthevariousdocumentationsdevelopedthroughoutthetext.AsI
pointedoutatthebeginningofthisessay,thenovelitselfisa“smallsubsetof
materials,”arepositoryofdocumentsthatdrawsattentiontothesilencesandeli-
sions of historical memory.

Theproliferatingarchive(s)ofLost Childrenhighlightthemyopiaofdomi-
nanthistoriographyinwaysthatintersectwitharchivalscholarship.TheInterna-
tionalCouncilonArchivesdefinesarchivesasspacesthat“constitutethememory
ofnationsandofsocieties,shapetheiridentity,and[serveasthe]cornerstoneof
theinformationsociety”(quotedinLazo2010:36).AsRodrigoLazoexplains,
archives are “inextricable from the establishment of nation-states” (36).They
reflectthewaypowerdictateshistoricalmemory.Moreover,asDerrida’s(1995:
4)oft-citedfootnotesuggests,“Thereisnopoliticalpowerwithoutcontrolofthe
archive, ifnotmemory.Effectivedemocratizationcanalwaysbemeasuredby
this essential criterion: the participation in and access to the archive, its constitu-
tion,anditsinterpretation.”Inbothformandcontent,Luiselli’snovelconsiders
this connection between archival construction, historical memory, and political 
power.

Longbeforewehadtheoreticalframeworksforthecorrespondencebetween
democratization and archival inclusion,women and people of color sought to
correcttheirelisionandmisrepresentationinthenationalimaginary.Inbothfic-
tionandnonfiction,womenacrossracialandethnicdifferenceworkedtoaddress
archivalmyopiathroughstorytelling.Inthenineteenthandtwentiethcenturies,
forexample,authorsasdiverseasMaríaAmparoRuizdeBurton,GeorgeEliot,
ZoraNealeHurston,EllaDeloria,VirginiaWoolf,EdithEaton,DorothyRichard-
son,andJovitaGonzálezwrotefictionthatunsettledtheconstructionofcultural
and historical memory about their various communities.4 They experimented
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with stream of consciousness and free indirect discourse, with historical fic-
tion,theshortstory,andtheautofictionalessayinwaysthatpushedbackagainst
histories that sought to exclude them. Indeed,manyof the narrative qualities
associatedwith theBAN — ambition, fragmentation, recursivity, interminable
narration,andpolyphony — canbeseenintheirwork.

Lost Children undoubtedlydeservestobeconsideredaspartofagenealogy
oftextsthatamelioratetheunheardaccountsofhistoricallymarginalizedcom-
munities,butitisalsoanovelthatusesanevocationofthearchivetohighlight
theconditionsthroughwhichstoriesarerepressedorerasedinthefirstplace.In
thewomannarrator’saccount(whichtakesuproughlythefirsthalfofthenovel),
thepersonalarchiveofthefamilybecomesaspaceforconsideringthepower-
baseddistortionsofdominantarchivesandnotionsofbelonging.Herreflections
onthephotographs,maps,postcards,soundrecordings,journals,andbooksof
theircollectioncreateafoundationforimaginingtheutilityofaproliferationof
documentary techniquesandarchivalconstructions,anexigency towhich the
archival form of the novel responds.

Analyzing how the archive functions thematically in Lost Children is a 
usefulwayforunderstandingthesignificanceofthenovel’sarchivalform.The
woman’s researchhighlights how the racializationofLatinxpeople results in
their“removal”both fromnotionsofcitizenshipand fromhistoricalarchives.
Describing one article that says Latinx refugees are from “mostly poor and
violenttowns,”shearguesthatthesubtextofthischaracterizationisthatrefu-
geechildrencomefroma“barbaricreality”andare“mostprobably,notwhite”
(Luiselli2019:50).Similarly,afterencounteringapiecethatdescribesa“Biblical
Plague”of“illegalaliens”carryingdiseaseintothecountry,thewomancontends
thatthearticle’sportrayalsupportsa“convenientnarrative”thatLatinxpeople
area“barbaricperipherywhosechaosandbrownnessthreatencivilizedwhite
peace”(124).“Onlysuchanarrative,”shesays,“canjustifydecadesofdirtywar,
interventionist policies, and the overall delusion of moral and cultural superiority 
oftheworld’seconomicandmilitarypowers”(124).

Forthewomannarrator,mediacoveragethatracializesLatinxrefugeescon-
tributestoanationalnarrativethatdictateswhobelongsinthiscountryandwhose
storiesareincludedinthearchiveof“American”history.Throughoutthenovel,
sheoutlinesarelationshipbetweenracialized“removals”andarchivalmargin-
alization.Forexample,herboxcontainsaloosenotethatpositseuphemismsas
ameansfordistortinghistoricalrecordsandobscuringhistoriesofoppression:
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5.Molina(2014:5)pointsoutthatalthoughracializedgroupsexperienceracismanddiscrimi-
nation inways that “are varied and canpivot along lines of citizenship, class, language, gender,
andsexuality,”racialscriptsdemonstratethat“societyispredisposed(consciouslyornot)toutilize
historicalexperienceandstereotypesofpastgroupstodefineandcircumscribetheplaceandroleof
futuremembersofU.S.society”(16).Arelationalanalysisattendstothewaysracismconnectspeople
acrossdisparategroupsdespitetheirdifferentexperiencesofthatsystemofoppression.Luiselli’s
womannarratorhighlightsthewaysrelationalracismhasshapedtheUS-Mexicobordercrisis,but
thatdoesnotmeanthatweshouldunderstandthatprocessaserasingorminimizingthedistinctand
oftenunevenconsequencesofrelationalracismintheUnitedStates.

Euphemisms hide, erase, coat.
Euphemismsleadustotoleratetheunacceptable.And,eventually,toforget.
AgainstaEuphemism,remembrance.Inordertonotrepeat.Remember

termsandmeanings.Theirabsurddisjointedness.
Term:Our Peculiar Institution.Meaning:slavery(Epitomeofall

euphemisms.)
Term:Removal.Meaning:expulsionanddispossessionofpeoplefromtheir

lands. . . .
Term:Relocation.Meaning:confiningpeopleinreservations.
Term:Reservation.Meaning:awasteland,asentencetoperpetualpoverty.
Term:Removal.Meaning:expulsionofpeopleseekingrefuge.
Term:Undocumented.Meaning:peoplewhowillberemoved.(Luiselli

2019:255 – 56)

Theeuphemismslistedheresuggestthatbeingremovedfromnotionsofbelong-
ingandcitizenshipalsomeansgeographicalrelocationandelisionfromthehis-
toricalarchive.Thenotemarkseuphemismsasapartofaprocessofmarginaliza-
tionthatNataliaMolina(2018)calls“relationalracism”:amobilizationof“racial
scripts”thatmarkpeopleas“other”throughrecurrentnarrativesofdifference.
Racialscriptsdesignatecertaincommunitiesaslessintelligent,disease-ridden,
andmoreprone toviolenceandhypersexuality inorder toargueagainst their
suffrage, citizenship, andhumanity.Thewoman’s note draws attention to the
fact that those ideas are “built into institutional structures and practices that form 
society’s‘scaffolding,’likelawsandpolicies”(Molina2018:103)inwaysthatare
theneuphemisticallyeffaced inhistorical record.Euphemisms reflect amobi-
lization of racial scripts that results in geographical relocation, removal from
narrativesofbelonging,anddisappearancefromthearchiveofnationalhistory.5

The connection between racialized removal and documentational elision
beginsonthefirstpagesofthenovelandhighlightsthewaythenovelpositsthe
needforrecursiveattentiontoarchivalabsences.Thetextopenswithapairof
epigraphs:

Anarchivepresupposesanarchivist,ahandthatcollectsandclassifies.
 — ArletteFarge
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6.Itisalsoareflectionofherworriesabouthowtocreateanethicalandmeaningfulaccountof
therefugeecrisis.Althoughshesaysthat“avaluablearchiveoftherefugeecrisiswouldneedtobe
composed,fundamentally,ofaseriesoftestimoniesororalhistoriesthatregistertheirownvoices
tellingtheirstories,”thewomannarratordecidesthatshedoesnotthinkitisrighttoturnthelivesof
childrefugees“intomaterialformediaconsumption”(Luiselli2019:96).

To leave is to die a little.
To arrive is never to arrive.
 — Migrantprayer(Luiselli2019:3)

Framingthesectiontitled“Relocations,”theseexcerptsserveasaprovocation
to consider the relocations and elisions of archival construction as resonant with 
thedeportationsanddisappearancesofmigrantsand refugees.Luiselli’sexci-
sionoftwolinesfromthemigrant’sprayereffacesthemorereligiousmeaning
oftheaggregatetextinwhichmigrationisframedasamovementtowardGod.
Thedecontextualizedfragmentsuggestsalessupliftingunderstandingofwhat
itmeanstorelocate:forrefugees,movementfromoneplacetoanotherentails
leavingapreviouslifewithonlyatenuousunderstandingofwhatitwillmean
toarriveintheUnitedStates.Asthewomannarratordescribesit,arefugeeis

someonewhohasalreadyarrivedsomewhere,inaforeignland,butmustwaitfor
anindefinitetimebeforeactually,fullyhavingarrived.Refugeeswaitindetention
centers,shelters,orcamps;infederalcustodyandunderthegazeofarmedoffi-
cials.Theywaitinlonglinesforlunch,forabedtosleepin,waitwiththeirhands
raisedtoaskiftheycanusethebathroom....Theywaitforvisas,documents,
permission.(Luiselli2019:47 – 48)

Andsometimestheyneverfullyarrive.Theybecomedotsonthemortalitymaps
thatthewomancollectsinherbox,arrivingintheUnitedStates“officially”only
when they have died.

Thewomanchoosestoshiftherattentiontorefugeeswhonever“arrive”as
a response to her concerns about archival precarity.6Infocusingon“thechildren
whoaremissing,thosewhosevoicescannolongerbeheardbecausetheyare,
possiblyforever,lost”(Luiselli2019:146),thewoman’sresearchexploreswhat
RodrigoLazo (2010:37 – 38)might characterize asmigrant archives, archives
that“resideinobscurityandarealwaysattheedgeofannihilation,”containing
texts“thathavenotbeenwrittenintotheofficialspacesofarchivization,even
though theyweave in andout of the buildings that house documents.”Work-
ing to account for peoplewhose lives only become visible in the documents
thatrecordtheirdisappearancesanddeathsmeansmakingvisiblethefactthat
thosedocumentsare“littlemorethanaregisterof[their]encounterwithpower,”
accountsthatprovideonly“ameagersketchof[their]existence”(Hartman2008: 
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7.Inheressay,“VenusinTwoActs,”Hartman(2008)describeshowthearchiveofAtlantic
slaveryrepresentsVenus.Shecontendsthatthough“sheisfoundeverywhereintheAtlanticworld”
(1)noone“rememberedhernameorrecordedthethingsshesaid,orobservedthatsherefusedto
sayanythingatall”(2).Hartmanreflectsonpoweranddocumentationbyparaphrasingideasfrom
Foucault’sessay“LivesofInfamousMen.”Foucault(2003:284)focusesontextsfromtheseventeenth
andeighteenthcenturies,butHartmanbuildsfromhisargumentthatarchivefragments“surviveonly
fromtheclashwithapowerthatwishedonlytoannihilatethemoratleasttoobliteratethem.”Though
Foucaultisdiscussingaparticularhistoricalmomentandformofdocumentation,Hartman’swork
highlightstheutilityofunderstandingthatthelivesattachedtoarchivaldocuments“cannolonger
beseparatedoutfromthedeclamations,thetacticalbiases,theobligatoryliesthatpowergamesand
powerrelationspresuppose”(Foucault2003:282).

2).7ItmeanstellingwhatSaidiyaHartmancalls“impossiblestories” — storiesthat
pursuethe“impossiblegoal[of]redressingtheviolencethatproducednumbers,
ciphers,andfragmentsofdiscourse”inthedominantarchiveby“embody[ing]
lifeinwordsandatthesametimerespect[ing]whatwecannotknow”(2).

Thefirsthalfof Lost Childrenfollowsthewomannarrator’sanxiousrumi-
nations about how to create a process of remembrance that calls attention to the 
expulsion, dispossession, and violence that euphemisms and removals conceal. 
In the end, though,we never get an answer about the shape her final project
takes.Instead,herrecursiveattentiontothebankersboxarchivesandthenovel’s
transitiontoanewcharacternarratorindicatethetext’scommitmenttorevision,
recombination,and repetitionascrucial tools fornarrating impossible stories.
Inthesecondhalfofthenovel,theboytakesnarrativecontrol,offeringanother
accountoftheeventsoftheroadtripandhighlightingthefactthatthewoman’s
metadiscursivereflectionsonarchivalcurationframethenovel’sformalexperi-
mentation with documentational accretion. In the next section of this essay, I out-
linethewaysthenovel’sarchivalformamplifiestheprocessesofremembrance
the woman narrator pursues so that, in both content and structure, the text insists 
ontheimportanceofcontinuingtonotewhenandwherepowerproduceserasure.

3. On Form: How to Tell Impossible Stories

Asthewomannarratorworkstotellastoryaboutrefugeeswhoneverfullyarrive,
eitherinthearchiveorintheUnitedStates,herconcernsaboutthebestwayto
createasoundprojectarethemeansthroughwhichthenovelarticulatesarchival
curationasitscentralformalinnovation.Thearchiveisrepeatedlymarkedasa
sourceofinspiration,aspacecomprisinglayereddocumentsthatenablemyriad
interpretations even as they produce inevitable elisions and a proliferation of 
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8.Archives,asCodebó(2007:9)pointsout,arecollectionsofmaterialsthatallowresearchers
to“determinetheirownpathofinquiry.”

9.Becausethewomannarratorandherhusbandarebothworkingonsoundprojects,thenovel’s
explorationofthearchiveoftenuseslanguageandconceptualtoolsfromsoundstudies.Forexample,
thewomannarratorsuggeststhatgapsandfragmentationinarchivesmightbeunderstoodas“sound
rubble,noise,anddebris”(29).Youcanseemoreofhowsoundshapesthewomannarrator’sconcep-
tualizationofthearchiveinsomeofthequotesrecordedinsection3ofthisessay.Thoughthereisno
roomtoexpandhere,thisaspectofthenovelwouldbenefitfromanalysisinthecontextoftheories
of sound and the archive.

echoes.Unlikea“properstory,”which,asLuiselli’swomannarratorunderstands
it,musthave“abeginning,amiddle,andanend,”anarchiveisarepositorythat
housesinformationthatcanbereorganizedandshuffledintodifferentarrange-
ments.Ithasadifferenttemporalitybecauseitcanbeaddedtoandreorganized
in ways that can alter salient themes and information.8

Lost Children’sdiscussionsoftheutilityofarchivalcurationplayoutinthe
novel’s organization.While “shuffling around” in the boxes in the back of the 
car,thewomannarratorthinksthat“bytryingtolistentoallthesoundstrapped
inthearchive,[she]mightfindawayintotheexactstory[she]needstodocument,
theexactformitneeds”(Luiselli2019:42).9Shebelievesthatin“readingothers’
words,inhabitingtheirmindsforawhile,”shemightfindanentrypointintoher
ownsoundproject(57).Siftingthroughthearchive,though,alsohighlightsforher
“whatanyothermindmightdowiththesamecollectionofbitsandscraps,now
temporarilyarchivedinagivenorderinthoseboxes.Howmanypossiblecombi-
nationsofallthosedocumentswerethere?Andwhatcompletelydifferentstories
wouldbetoldbytheirvaryingpermutations,shufflings,andreorderings?”(57).The
novelenactsitsownshufflingandreorderingbyprovidingmultipleaccountsofthe
bankersboxmaterials.Thewomannarratorprovidesonestoryaboutthetripand
documents, and the boy contributes another. Moreover, the novel depicts the con-
tentsoftheboxesinnonnarrativespace,allowingforunnarrateddetailstocirculate
inconversationwiththeaccountsgivenbythecharacternarratorsandauthorizing
alternative explanations of the projects and materials the characters discuss.

ThefragmentedconstructionofLost Children allows for the possibility of 
imagininganarchivalfictionwhosecontentscanbeaddedtoandreorganized.
The novel comprises fourmain parts (“Family Soundscape,” “Reenactment,”
“Apacheria,”and“LostChildrenArchive”)thatareeachacombinationoffrag-
mented,episodicchunksofnarrationinterspersedwithnonnumberedpagesthat
depict the contents of the bankers boxes.Thefirst part of the novel, “Family
Soundscape,”forexample,breaksdowninthefollowingway:
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10.Hartman’sworkishelpfulinthinkingaboutthisstrategy.Shesuggeststhatnarrativesthat
address inadequate archives aim “not to give voice...butrathertoimaginewhatcannotbeverified,

Relocations
Box I
Routes and Roots
Box II
Undocumented
Box III
Missing
Box IV
Removals

“Relocations,”which is about thirtypages long,has twenty-oneepisodic seg-
mentswithsubheadingslike“Inventory,”“Itemization,”“JointFiling,”“Founda-
tionalMyths,”“MotherTongues,”“Time,”“Teeth,”and“TongueTies.”Thisseg-
mentationcontinuesthroughoutthenovel,creatinganabundanceofnarrativeand
nonnarrativedocumentsthatcanbeimaginedas“acollectionofbitsandscraps”
only“temporarilyarchivedinagivenorder.”Thesensethatareorganizationof
the pieces could provide a different permutation of the story is substantiated when 
subheadingsandcitationsrecirculate indifferentnarrativeaccounts,deployed
indifferentsequencesandcontainingseeminglyunrelateddetails.“Time”and
“Teeth”fromthewoman’saccount,forexample,become“Time&Teeth”inthe
boy’s.

Thenovel’sformrefusestoproposeastablestorywithabeginning,middle,
andend.AsLuiselli(2017:97)notesinTell Me How It Ends, the story of refu-
geechildrenisonethatneedstoberetold“overandoveragainasitdevelops,
bifurcates,knotsarounditself”;itisastoryaboutongoingsystemicoppression
that should be consistently revisited and revised from different perspectives 
and indifferentmediums tocombathistorical amnesia.As thewomannarra-
tordescribesit,documentation — theprocessofaccounting“forsomething,an
object,ourlives,orastory”through“thelensofacamera,onpaper,orwitha
soundrecordingdevice” — is“onlyawayofcontributingonemorelayer,some-
thinglikesoot,toallthethingsalreadysedimentedinacollectiveunderstanding
oftheworld”(Luiselli2019:55).Inthiscontext,thenovel’sarchivalformcanbe
imaginedasamethodforcontributingtoanaccretionofmeaningthatdevelops
throughrecursiveattention — throughrelocationsandshufflings.

The sedimentationof stories availablewithin this archival novel, though,
doesnotaimto“givevoice”tothosewhoareabsentinthearchive;theprolifera-
tionofnarrativeperspectiveshighlightsinsteadofminimizestheabsentstories

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/genre/article-pdf/54/2/167/1383307/167rom
an.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



 TELLINGSTORIESTHATNEVEREND 181

ofrefugees.10Throughoutherwork, thewomannarratorcomestobelievethat
theonlywaytotellastoryoftherefugeeswhonever“arrive”istolookforthe
reverberations,echoes,andresonancesthattheirabsencescreate.Reflectingon
theresearchanthropologistStevenFelddidontheBosaviofPapuaNewGuinea,
thewomannotesthatechoescanbeunderstoodas“gonereverberations,”which
are “an absence turned into presence; and, at the same time . . . a presence that 
[makes]anabsenceaudible”(Luiselli2019:98).Shecomestounderstandthat
sheandherhusbandareworkingonsimilarprojects,creatingan“inventoryof
echoes”thatare“notacollectionofsoundsthathavebeenlost — suchathing
wouldinfactbeimpossible — butratheroneofsoundsthatwerepresentinthe
timeofrecordingandthat,whenwelistentothem,remindusoftheonesthatare
lost”(141).Thewomannarrator’sresearchhighlightsthemissingnarrativesofthe
refugeesbycollectingmaterialrecordsthataccountfortheirabsence.

Luiselli’sfocusonarchivalcurationasameansfortellingastoryaboutthe
refugeecrisiscanbepositionedproductivelyalongsidescholarshipinpostcolo-
nial,feminist,andcriticalracetheorythathasthoughtextensivelyabouthow
tonavigatethehole-riddledhistoriesofmarginalizedgroups.Inherinfluential
work onBlack intimate life in the early twentieth century, SaidiyaHartman
(2020)articulatesthechallengeshistoriansfaceinnavigatingflawedarchives.
Shecontendsthat“everyhistorianofthemultitude,thedispossessed,thesub-
altern,andtheenslavedisforcedtograpplewiththepowerandauthorityofthe
archive and the limits it sets on what can be known, whose perspective matters, 
andwhoisendowedwiththegravityandauthorityofhistoricalactor”(Hart-
man2020:xiii).Hartman’s(2008:12)methodforinterveninginthisspaceisa
practiceofcriticalfabulationthatcan“saywhatresistsbeingsaid”andcreate
“ahistoryofanunrecoverablepast,...anarrativeofwhatmighthavebeenor
couldhavebeen...writtenwithandagainstthearchive.”Althoughnarration
cannever“exceedthelimitsofthesayabledictatedbythearchive,”aprocessof
criticalfabulationdemonstratesthatdocumentationthatrelegatesmarginalized
peopletodotsandblurbscanbe“elaborate[d],augment[ed],[and]transpose[d]”
(Hartman 2020: xiv).

WhileLuiselli’sbig,ambitiousarchivalnovel isnotwhatHartmanwould

arealmofexperiencewhichissituatedbetweentwozonesofdeath—socialandcorporealdeath—and
toreckonwiththeprecariousliveswhicharevisibleonlyinthemomentoftheirdisappearance.”This
workrequires“listeningfortheunsaid,translatingmisconstruedwords,andrefashioningdisfigured
lives”(Hartman2008:12).
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describe as critical fabulation, Lost Childrenisananalogousattemptatusingnar-
rativeexperimentationtotellanimpossiblestory.Layeringdifferentdocumen-
tationtechniquesanddispersingthematicthreadsthroughmultiplecontrolling
“archivists,”thenovelsuggeststhatthelimitationsofarchivalcurationmandate
recursivityasastrategyfornarratinganongoingstory.Thisapproachsimulta-
neouslyhighlightsandamelioratesarchivalprecarity.Moreover,itdemonstrates
how the echoes and reverberations of a recursive and referential narrative form 
canbemademeaningfulasspacesofremembrance.

ThearchivalformLuisellideploystocreateaknotty,recursiveprocessof
remembranceresonateswithdiscussionsofmemoryandthearchiveinChicana
feminist studies. IndiscussingtheabsenceofChicanafeministgenealogies,May-
lei Blackwell (2011: 11) points out that “exclusionary historical narratives do not 
merely represent historical realities but help to produce those realities by enforc-
ing the boundaries of legitimate politicalmemory and the subjectivities they
authorize.”Blackwell’sdelineationof the fact thatdominantarchivesproduce
thehistoricalmarginalizationthattheyrecordhighlightstheconstructednessof
memory. Documentation does not just record what was or is there, it also creates 
structuresforknowingthatwhichwaspreviouslyunknownandprovidesframe-
worksforwhatcanbeimaginedandproduced.Becauseofthis,counterhistories
and the pursuit ofwhat she describes as “retrofittedmemory” can offer new
horizonsofpossibility(Blackwell2011:11).

In Lost Children, the process of remembrance the woman narrator dis-
cussesisattunedtotheproductivetension“betweendocumentandfabrication,”
between a lived experience of the past and the documents that create their own 
memories (Luiselli 2019: 42). Echoes and reverberations are not a direct account 
of lived experience, but they provide what the woman narrator calls “borrowed 
memories”thatcanpreventhistoricalamnesia.Shedescribesonewaytoimagine
a translation of story to shared, communal memory when she decides to read the 
experimental novel Lost Children Elegiesaloud,notingthatmovingfrom“the
inklinesofthepage”tothesoundofspokenwordsculminatesinaconversionof
“impressions,images,futureborrowedmemories”(144).Later,theboydescribes
another version of the impact of documentation when he narrates his experience 
photographingaplaneofdeportedrefugeechildreninthisway:“AsItuckedthe
picturebackinbetweensomepagestowardtheendofthebook,Irealizedsome-
thingimportant,whichisthis:thateverythingthathappenedafterItookthepic-
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turewasalsoinsideit,eventhoughnoonecouldseeit,exceptmewhenIlooked
atit,andmaybealsoyou,inthefuture,whenyoulookatit,evenifyoudidn’t
evenseetheoriginalmomentwithyourowneyes”(200).Thesystemsofremem-
brancethatLuiselliandBlackwelldescribehighlighttheconstructednatureof
personalandhistoricalmemoryinwaysthatallowdocumentslikephotographs,
historicalaccounts,andnovelstofunctionastoolsforalteringnotjustthewaywe
viewthepastbutthewaywecanexperiencethepresentandimaginethefuture.
Theactofdocumentingerasure,silence,andreverberationdoesnotsimplyinsert
marginalizedpeopleintohistoriesfromwhichtheyhavebeeneffaced;instead,
moving“withinthegaps,interstices,silences,andcrevicesoftheunevennarra-
tivesofdomination”generatespossibilities“forfracturingdominantnarratives
andcreatingspacesfornewhistoricalsubjectstoemerge”(Blackwell2011:2 – 3).

Likecriticalfabulations,retrofittedandborrowedmemorieshighlight“the
mechanicsoferasureinhistoricalwriting”and“undermine,insteadofreplicate,
the power relations and regimes of truth that hold thesemechanics in place”
(Blackwell2011:3,4).Buttellingastorythathighlightsthosesystemsofpower
meansattendingtothelimitationsoftraditionalnarrativeforms.AsEmmaPérez
(1999:xiv)pointsout,“Thesystemsofthoughtwhichhavepatternedoursocial
and political institutions, our universities, our archives, and our homes predispose 
ustoapredictablebeginning,middle,andendtountoldstories.”Theonlyway
tounderminethestructuresofthoughtinherentindominanthistoriography — 
 the onlyway to embracewhat Pérez calls the “decolonial imaginary” — is to
moveawayfromthatstoryform.Inthiscontext,Luiselli’suseofBANstrate-
gies that focus on “thatwhich is different, fragmented, imagined, non-linear,
non-teleological”(Pérez1999:xiv)doesnotdemonstrateanencyclopedicgoalof
makingvisiblethe“illusorybasisof‘totalknowledge’ ”(Herman2010:137)or
the“evermorevoluminousandunmanageable,information”ofourcontemporary
moment(Letzler2012:8).Instead,theknotty,bifurcatingformofLuiselli’sBAN
highlightsthesystemsofpowerthatdecidewhoseknowledgeandstoriesmatter
intheongoingaccretionofnationalandhistoricalmemory.Luiselli’smobiliza-
tionofBANtechniquesdemonstrateswhatBlackwell(2011:11)callsaprocess
of“re-membering”andwhatLuiselli’s(2019:174)womannarratordescribesas
“re-cognizing,”asystemofremembrancethathighlightsalternativehistoriesand
thedecolonialimaginariesthattheymightallow.
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4. On Genre: The Affordances of Archival Fiction

Lost Children raises the issues of exclusion noted in archival discourse while also 
demonstratinghowthegapsandsilencesofarchivescangenerateechoesand
resonancesthatmightserveasavaluableaccountofthecomplexityoftherefugee
crisisanditsdocumentation.Inthissection,Iexploretheaffordancesofthebig,
ambitiousarchivalnovel,developing,inparticular,twomeaningfulcontextsfor
theform:immigrantmaximalismandarchivefever.

Immigrant Maximalism

AsImentionedearlier,Lost Children is a novel that contains varied narrative 
perspectivesandforms.Thetexthastwofirst-personcharacternarrators,athird-
personnarratorinanexperimentalnovel-within-the-novel,imagesofdocumented
materials,songtranscripts,andnumerousreferencesandcitations.Incollecting
thesedisparatetexts,thearchiveofthenovelcomplicatesanysingularaccount
whilealsoquerying thevaluesand limitationsofdifferentmediums,perspec-
tives,andgenres(soundvs.imagevs.text,third-personvs.first-personnarration,
etc.). Ina readingofBANs likeErcolino’s (2012:247), thepolyphonyofLost 
Childrenmightbeunderstoodasatoolforplacing“everytypeofindividual,or
individualizinginstance,inasubordinateposition”inwaysthatevokeLeClair’s
(1989:14)conceptualizationofaworldinwhichsystems“exertpoweroverindi-
vidualsandtheirgroups.”Butinsteadofa“hierarchicallyhorizontal”organiza-
tionthat“demonstratesthatitisnotthesingleindividual,orthesinglestory,that
matters...butratheracollectiveofcharactersandapluralityofstories”(Erco-
lino 2012: 246), the polyphony of Lost Children suggeststheimportanceofeach
distinctindividualstory,especiallythosethataredestroyedorsilenced.Although
Lost Children contains an abundance of narrative perspectives, the archival form 
doesnotcreateatotalizingrepresentationinwhicheveryoneisdominatedina
horizontalmanner. Instead, thenovel’sorganization suggests amorenuanced
representation of systemic oppression, a response that is best understood in rela-
tionshiptolong-standingfeministtheorizationsofmultiplicityandmaximalism.

In1988,BharatiMukherjeearguedthatminimalismwasa techniquethat
was“designedtokeepoutanyonewithtoomuchstorytotell”(28).Shewanted
immigrantnovelists toembracemaximalismso theycouldfill theworldwith
charactersthatwere“burstingwithstories,toomanytobegintelling”andchar-
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acterswho had “lived through centuries of history in a single lifetime” (28).
Mukherjeesuggeststhatmaximalismoffersimmigrantauthorsthespaceneces-
sarytorepresentanendlessproliferationofnarrativesthatspeakto“thebiggest
storiesinrecentAmericanhistory”(28).

InthecontextofMukherjee’sconceptualizationofmaximalism,thehyper-
trophyofatextlikeLuiselli’sspeakstotheimportanceofwhatphilosopherMaria
Lugones(2010:755)describesasthemaintenanceof“multiplicityat thepoint
of reduction — not inmaintainingahybrid ‘product,’whichhides thecolonial 
difference — inthetenseworkingsofmorethanonelogic,nottobesynthesized
buttranscended.”Narrativeproliferationmaintainsamultiplicitynottorepresent
asynthetictotalitybuttohighlightvariegatedstoriesandlogics.Maximalistmul-
tiplicitycanthusbeunderstoodintermsofChelaSandoval’s(1991:14)articu-
lationofoppositionalconsciousness,adenialof“anyoneideologyasthefinal
answer,”arepresentationaltechniquethat“posit[s]atacticalsubjectivitywiththe
capacitytorecenterdependinguponthekindsofoppressiontobeconfronted.” 
Inthiscontext,narrativeprofusionbecomesameansfornavigatingtheendlessly
mutable systems of racial construction that maintain oppressive hierarchies.

IntheworkofanauthorlikeLuiselli,multiplicityandfragmentationdonot
createa“neutraldiegeticorganization”(Ercolino2012:246),andtheydonotsug-
gestthatallstorieshavethesameweightwithinthecontextofthenovel.Oneof
thebenefitsofaheterogeneous,proliferating,hypertrophicarchiveisthatitsug-
geststhatdepicting“bigculturalrealities”thatimpact“everyone”doesnotmean
thateveryone’sstoryisthesameunderanygivensystemiclogicorevenunder
anygivenidentitycategory.Lost Childrenhighlightsadistinctionbetweenthe
womannarrator — whoisdocumented,raciallyambiguous,andapartoftheintel-
lectualclass — andtheLatinxpeoplewhoaremostvulnerabletotheimmigration
policiesoftheUnitedStates — peoplewhoareracializedbecauseoftheir“bar-
baric”origins,skincolor,languageproficiency,class,oreducationalbackground.
ThenoveltellsusthatthewomanwasborninMexico(Luiselli2019:129)and
thathergrandmotherwasHñähñu(16),herfatherwasaMexicandiplomat,and
hermotherwasapartofaguerillamovementinsouthernMexico(173),butwe
donotgetanaccountofherrelationshiptotheimmigrationsystemoftheUnited
Statesotherthanthatsheandherhusbandareabletoshowborderpatrolsub-
stantiatingdocumentation.Whilethetextnotesherexperiencesofracialization
inmomentswhereresponsestoheraccentandtoherplaceofbirthfallinarange
betweenuncomfortableandthreatening,thosemomentsofdiscomfortandfear
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aremademeaningfulthroughtheiralignmentanddivergencefromtheaccounts
shegivesofthemigrantcrisisanditshistoricalconnectiontootherformsofracial
violence.11 Lost Children demonstrates that the construction of racial difference 
(throughtheexplicationofthecategoryof“Latino/a/x”)canresultinboththe
socialcensureandracialprofilingthatthefamilyexperiencesandthedisappear-
ances, deportations, and deaths that the woman documents in her work. However, 
italsosignalstheincommensurabilityofthoseexperiences.

ThefragmentationandpolyphonyofLuiselli’simmigrantmaximalistnovel
makes visible the varied ways racial construction impacts people across differ-
ence instead of suggesting that all individuals experience being subsumed in
globalandnationalsystemsinhorizontallyimpactfulways.Formally,thisplays
outinthewaynarrativespaceisallocatedthroughoutthetext.Thedocuments
thataretheonlyrecordsofrefugeearrivalarehole-riddledmapsandnarrative
fragments,whilethestoriescollectedbythewomanandboynarrator — thetexts
thatproduceechoes andhighlight refugee absence — are circulated, read, and
cited repeatedly. That is, even though the archival form of the novel amends
dominant,Angloconstructionsofhistorythatrelegaterefugeestothemargins,
the novel still represents the power distinctions that dictate who can and cannot 
createandmaintainarchives.Thereisnoreductionoftheunevendistributions
ofpower(andthusnarrativespace)thatcorrespondtoracializednotionsofciti-
zenshipandbelonging.InLost Children,theproliferationofaccounts — itsfrag-
mentation and recursivity, its pursuit of myriad stories about lost children, and its 
inclusionofheterogeneousnarratorsanddocumentations — createsanimmigrant
maximalistarchivalnovelthatdoesnotassertaunifiedexperienceofracializa-
tionintheUnitedStatesorinthepursuitofcitizenship.12

11.Thewomansays,forexample,that“inatowncalledLoco,”shegetsaskedaboutheraccent
andplaceofbirth,andwhensheanswerstheresponseis“justcold,deadsilence,asif[she’s]con-
fessedasin”(Luiselli2019:129).Shealsodescribesnervousnesswhenpresentingpassportstothe
borderpatrol(129)andfearwhenthefamilyfleesaman’shouseintheborderlands(132).However,
theseincidentsareheldintensionwithherdescriptionoftheexperiencesofcommunitiesofIndig-
enousandAfro-IndigenousLatinxpeople.Ataprotestthewomannarratorattends,themajorityof
peoplewhohavehadfamilydisappearduringICEraidsareAfro-IndigenousGarifunafromHondu-
ras(115).Likewise,thewomannarrator’sworkwithManuela,aMixtecawoman,isorganizedaround
tryingtofindherdaughters.Attheendofthenovel,welearnthattheyaredead(349).Somereviewers
havecritiquedthewaysthetextmarkssimilaritiesbetweenthewomannarrator’schildrenandManu-
ela’s,but,althoughthenoveldoesexplorethisconnection,Ithinkthereisvalueinananalysisthat
acknowledgesthewaysthearchivalformandthematicfocusofthenovelmakevisiblethedistinctions
between the two families as well as their connections. 

12.Itseemsimportanttonotethatthenovel’sfocusonechoesmeansthatitdoesnotcenter
narrativesbyBlackorIndigenouspeople,evenwhenthatmightbeexpected(aswiththehusband’s

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/genre/article-pdf/54/2/167/1383307/167rom
an.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



 TELLINGSTORIESTHATNEVEREND 187

Not Paranoid or Hysterical, but Feverish

Oneoftheunifyingfeaturesattributedtobig,ambitiousnovelsisthattheyhavea
totalizingaimorathematicarcthatresultsincentripetalconnectivity.AsWood
describesitinhisdiscussionofwhathecallsthehystericalrealismoftheBAN,
“Thedifferentstoriesallintertwine,anddoubleandtripleonthemselves.Char-
actersareforeverseeingconnectionsandlinksandplots,andparanoidparallels.”
ForWood(2000),“Thereissomethingessentiallyparanoidaboutthebeliefthat
everythingisconnectedtoeverythingelse”in“anendlessweb.”Ercolino(2014:
250)elaboratesonWood’sargument,suggestingthattheparanoidconcernsof
maximalistnovelsare“oftenaquestionofhypotheticalthreats”thatare“impos-
sibletodemonstrateandattimesabsolutelyimplausibleorridiculous.”

Toreadtheaccretionoflayerednarrativearcsanddocumentationalmethods
in Lost Children withintheparadigmofparanoidconnectivitywouldbeamis-
takebecauseitwouldminimizethenovel’sdepictionoftherecurrentpatterns
identifiableinhistoriesofracialviolenceandrefugeecrises.Theconnections,
links,andplotsofthisnovelarenotimplausibleorridiculous.So,insteadofa
paranoidimagination,Iwouldliketoproposethatthisnoveldepictsafeverish
one,overwhelmedandinundatedbytheprojectofrememberingandrecounting
thehistoriesoferasureandviolencethatconnecttothestoryofchildrefugees.
Thewebsofconnectioninthisnovelevokehowitfeelstonavigateanarchiveofthe
storiesandhistories,documentationsandmaps,ghostsandephemera thatdictate
humanityandcitizenshipaswellas presenceandarrival intheUnitedStates.

Luiselli’snovelhasacitationaldensityandpalimpsest-likeorganizationthat
mirrorsandexpands,atthelevelofnarrativeform,thewomannarrator’sexperi-
enceof researchandarchivalcuration.Thewomandescribesherarchiveasa
“documentallabyrinthof[her]ownmaking”thatculminatesin“longsleepless
nightsreadingaboutarchivefevers,aboutrebuildingmemoryindiasporicnarra-
tives,aboutbeinglostin‘theashes’ofthearchive”(Luiselli2019:23).Thefrenzy
shefeelsasshenegotiatestheurgencyofherpursuitalongsideitsenormityis
palpableinthepacingofpassageslikethefollowingoneinwhichshedescribes
her process:

echo inventory about Geronimo that is never transcribed within the novel and seems to only rarely 
involveinteractionwithApacheorIndigenouscommunities).Thetextdoesobliquelysuggestanti-
Indigeneity—thehusbanddescribesGeronimoassomeonewho“wasMexicanbynationalitybut
hatedMexicans...[because]Mexicansoldiershadkilledhisthreechildren,hismother,andhiswife”
(Luiselli2019:45)—butitdoesnotsubstantivelyengagewiththoseissues.
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Iporedoverreportsandarticlesaboutchildrefugeesandtriedtogatherinfor-
mationonwhatwashappeningbeyondtheNewYorkimmigrationcourt,atthe
border,indetentioncentersandshelters.Igotintouchwithlawyers,attended
conferencesoftheNewYorkCityBarAssociation,hadprivatemeetingswith
non-profitworkersandcommunityorganizers.Icollectedloosenotes,scraps,
cutouts,quotescopieddownoncards,letters,maps,photographs,listsofwords,
clippings,tape-recordedtestimonies.(23)

Theresultofthisresearchisthecurationofherbankersbox,acollectionof“well-
filteredmaterial”thatshehopeswillhelpher“understandhowtodocumentthe
children’scrisisattheborder”(24).Shedescribesthecontentsoftheboxearly
on,saying,

Ihadafewphotos,somelegalpapers,intakequestionnairesusedforcourt
screenings,mapsofmigrantdeathsinthesoutherndeserts,andafolderwithdoz-
ensof“MigrantMortalityReports”printedfromonlinesearchenginesthatlocate
themissing,whichlistedbodiesfoundinthosedeserts,thepossiblecauseof
death,andtheirexactlocation.Attheverytopofthebox,IplacedafewbooksI’d
readandthoughtwouldhelpmethinkaboutthewholeprojectfromacertainnar-
rative distance: The Gates of Paradise,byJerseyAndrzejewski;The Children’s 
Crusade,byMarcelSchwob,Belladonna,byDašaDrndić;Le Goût de l’archive, 
byArletteFarge;andalittleredbookIhadn’treadyet,calledElegies for Lost 
Children,byEllaCamposanto.(24)

The photos and papers referenced reappear later in the novel when they are
recorded in theunnumberedpages that transpose thematerial contentsof the
woman’sbox,BoxV.Theimagesandtranscriptionsincludedintheunnumbered
sectiontaketheearlierreferencesandexpandonthem.Forexample,whenthe
womannarratesthecontentsofherbox,shenotesthatthereisafolderofmigrant
mortalityreports.Butwhentheboxisdocumentedasapartofthelargerarchival
novel, the reports are transcribed, and the reader can see the information listed 
ineachdocument.BoxValsocontains thephotographsand loosenotesboth
character narrators reference and produce.

Themultipleaccountsofthewoman’sarchiveloopbacktoothersections
of the text and contribute to the accumulative velocity and palimpsestic experi-
enceofthenovel.Forexample,oneoftheauthorslistedinherarchiveisArlette
Farge,whoisquotedintheopeningepigraphIcitedabove:“Anarchivepresup-
posesanarchivist,ahandthatcollectsandclassifies.”Evenmaterialsthatare
notexplicitlyreferentialproduceechoesandreverberationsthroughalayering
ofthenovel’sthematiccurations.Threeofthebooksreferencedareallusionsto
experimentaltextsaboutchildrenondangerousjourneysormemoryandhistori-
cal violence (The Gates of Paradise, by JerseyAndrzejewski;The Children’s 
Crusade,byMarcelSchwob;Belladonna,byDašaDrndić),andthefinalnovel,
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Lost Children Elegies,isaworkofexperimentalfictionattributedtoafictional-
izedauthornamedEllaCamposantobutactuallywrittenbyLuiselli.Elegies is 
astorylooselybasedonamythologizedchildren’scrusadeinEuropein1212
thatisreimaginedinto“anot-so-distantfutureinaregionthatcanpossiblybe
mappedbacktoNorthAfrica,theMiddleEast,andsouthernEurope,ortoCen-
tralandNorthAmerica”(Luiselli2019:139).Inafootnoteattheendofthenovel,
Luiselli tells the reader that “The Elegies are composed by means of a series of 
allusionstoliteraryworksthatareaboutvoyaging,journeying,migrating,etc.,”
(manyofwhichareincludedinthefamily’sbankersboxes)likeHomer’sOdys-
sey, The Children’s CrusadebyMarcelSchwob,Pedro Páramo by Juan Rulfo, 
and Heart of DarknessbyJosephConrad.Elegiesisthus,itself,“arepurpos[ing]
andrecombin[ation]”ofrhythmiccadences,imagery,lexicon,and“wordsand
wordpairings”whoseeffectistoconnectjourneyingtoadescentintotheunder-
world (380).13

ThecitationsIoutlinedherearejustasmallportionofthoseincludedinthe
novel.Therearesixmorebankersboxestranscribed;epigraphsthatciteauthors
likeGloriaAnzaldúa andNatalieDiaz aswell as JamesFenton andVirginia
Woolf; folders that contain citations of scholars like Brent Hayes Edwards, Marisa 
Fuentes,ArjunAppadurai,andFrancesDolan;andnarrativeaccountsofevents
thatreferenceauthorslikeWilliamGolding,RalphEllison,andJackKerouac,
photographerslikeSallyMann,EmmetGowin,LarryClark,andNanGoldin,
andsongsfromKendrickLamar,AndrewJacksonJihad,andLaurieAnderson.
Onecould,ofcourse,readwithoutchasingthecitations,butregardlessofwhether
you choose to follow any of the references, the book immerses you in narrative 
patternsandlayersthataredifficulttoignore.Keepingtrackoftheconnections
andresonanceswithinthetextisanoverwhelmingtask,onethatcanproducea
readingandresearchexperiencethatmimicsthewomannarrator’s.Atonepoint,
shedescribesheremotionalresponsetoherworkonthetrip,saying,“AllIseein

13.Thisdescriptionisanexpansionandechoofthewomannarrator’sdescriptionofElegies 
earlier in the novel:

Thebookiswritteninaseriesofnumberedfragments,sixteenintotal;eachfragmentiscalled
an“elegy,”andeachelegyispartlycomposedusingaseriesofquotes.Throughoutthebook,
thesequotesareborrowedfromdifferentwriters.Theyareeither“freely translated”by the
authoror“recombined”tothepointthatsomearenottraceablebacktotheiroriginalversions.
InthisfirstEnglishedition(publishedin2014),thetranslatorhasdecidedtotranslateallbor-
rowed quotes directly from the author’s Italian and not from the original sources. (Luiselli
2019:142–43)
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hindsightisthechaosofhistoryrepeated,overandover,reenacted,reinterpreted,
theworld,itsfucked-upheartpalpitatingunderneathus,failing,messingupagain
andagainasitwindsitswayaroundasun.Andinthemiddleofitall,tribes,
families,people,allbeautifulthingsfallingapart,debris,dust,erasure”(Luiselli
2019:146).Theprocessof trying to create an archive thatmight explain and
underminethedominantnarrativesoftherefugeecrisisattheUS-Mexicoborder
isdemoralizing.Herresearchdemonstratesthepervasivesystemsofoppression
thatresultinglobalmigrantcrisesandlostchildren.TousethelanguageofBAN
scholarship,herarchivemakesvisible“thehugeculturalrealities”thatconnect
theUS-Mexicobordertothestateofglobalsocietymorebroadly.Andpartofthe
ambitionofthisnovelisthatitdemonstratesthataccountingforthatculturalreal-
ity,tryingtoarchiveeverythingfrommicroagressionstomortalitiesandintimate
familyhistoriestoglobalcrises,producesafeverishresponse.

Thetermarchive fevercomesfromthetranslationofDerrida’s(1995:12)
conceptualization ofmal d’archive as “archive fever.” Derrida suggests that
archival“fever”or“evil”istheresultofthecontradictionbetweenaconserva-
tionanddestructiondrive:“Therewouldbenoarchivaldesirewithouttheradical
finitude,withoutthepossibilityofaforgetfulness”(19).Toexperiencethe“mal”
of the archive means “to burn with a passion . . . never to rest, interminably, from 
searchingforthearchiverightbeforeitslipsaway.Itistorunafterthearchive,
evenifthere’stoomuchofit,rightwheresomethinginitanarchivesitself.Itis
tohaveacompulsive,repetitive,andnostalgicdesireforthearchive”(91).There
hasbeendebateabouttheaccuracyoftranslatingmal d’archive as archive fever, 
andDerrida’stheoriesaremorenuancedthantheseexcerptedquotessuggest,but
thetensionbetweenforgetfulnessandremembranceandthedescriptionofthe
outcomeofnegotiatingthoseirreconcilableaimsisaproductiveoneforthehis-
toriesIhaveoutlinedinthisessay.ThefeverishimaginationofLuiselli’sarchival
novelisaresponsetohowdifficultitistocreateflexible,responsivestructures
ofremembrance,tohowdifficultitistomakevisiblethesystemsofotheringthat
dictatewhoisforgotten.

5. On Conclusions: Stories That Never End

MarcoCodebó(2007:8 – 9)notesthat“thepaginatedbook,initsveryessence,
implies sequence. It respectfully but intentionally asks readers to follow the 
numericorderofitspagesfromthefirsttothelast”;itimpliesthe“beginning,
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middle,andend”thatthewomannarratordescribesastheformatofa“proper
story.”Lost Childrenisapaginatedtext,adocumentwithasequence,butitis
alsoanarchivalfictionthatencouragesrecursiveattention,flippingbacktoprevi-
oussections,huntingforthedocumentsineachbox,andfollowingthetrailsof
extratextual information hinted at in the allusions and references. Ostensibly, the 
narrativeofthetextconcludeswithatranscribedsound“document”producedby
theboy,butthefinalsectioninthearchiveofthebookisactuallyaworkscited
in which Luiselli describes the sources she has used and the novel- within- a- novel 
shecreated.Inthatdocument,sheexplains,“Thearchivethatsustainsthisnovel
is both an inherent and a visible part of the central narrative. In other words, 
referencestosources — textual,musical,visual,oraudio-visual — arenotmeant
as side notes, or ornaments that decorate the story, but function as intralinear 
markers that point to the many voices in the conversation that the book sustains 
withthepast”(Luiselli2019:379).Asawhole, theworkscitedarguesforthe
importanceofreadingLost Children in circulation with other texts. It asks us to 
considertracingthecitationsandreverberationsthatthenoveldevelopsandto
imaginethearchivalnovelasastrategicresponse,areflexiveformthatencour-
agesanongoingprocessof“shufflings”and“reorderings.”

JamesWood(2000)suggeststhatthelengthofBANsprovokes“asoothing
sense that itmight never have to end, that another thousandor two thousand
pagesmighteasilybeadded,”butinLuiselli’stextthatfeelingofinterminabil-
ityisajudgment,acritiqueofanunendingstoryofracialoppressiontowhich
“anotherthousandortwothousandpagesmighteasilybeadded.”InLost Chil-
dren Archive,thewomannarratorsuggeststhat“storiesdon’tfixanythingorsave
anyone”buttheycan“withacertainrageandfierceness”articulate“aspecific
pulse,agaze,arhythm,therightwayoftellingthestory”thatmight“makethe
worldbothmorecomplexandmoretolerable”(Luiselli2019:185 – 86).

Luiselli’sbig,ambitiousarchivalnoveldoesnotseektoproduceatotalizing-
syntheticrepresentationthat“understand[s]andrepresent[s]”oneof“themost
pressingquestionsofourtime”(Ercolino2014:5,10)becauseasthewomannar-
ratorexplains,understanding(likemastery)“hasapassiveconnotation”(Luiselli
2019: 174).14Instead,big,ambitiousarchivalfictionisaspacefor“recognition,

14.ThequotefromTell MewithwhichIbeganthisessaysuggeststhat“beforeanythingcanbe
understood,ithastobenarratedmanytimes,”soitseemsthatLuisellirevisesthenotionof“under-
standing”inTell Meintoamorerecursiveprocessof“re-cognizing”inLost Children.
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in the sense of re- cognizing,knowingagain,forasecondorthirdtime,likean
echoofknowledge”(174;emphasisadded).15Echoesareepistemologicaltools,
andeventhoughnarrativeformiscontradictory,contested,andnegotiated,an
archivalnovellikethisone,withitsrecursive,ambitiousform,canhighlightthe
absencesofrefugeevoices,attendtothehistoriesofviolencethathaveledtotheir
disappearance, and refuse to posit an answer to how the story ends if we have to 
keeptellingitagainandagain.

Valentina Montero RománisanassistantprofessorofEnglishattheUniversity
ofCalifornia,Irvine.
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