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Abstract 

 

Wake-Up Artists: Maximalist Voice in the Nonfiction of James Agee, Lester 

Bangs, and David Foster Wallace 

 

Gregory Andrew Seaver, B.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor: Randolph Lewis 

 

 This report examines maximalist voice in the nonfiction work of James Agee, 

Lester Bangs, and David Foster Wallace. The term maximalist voice is meant to 

capture a set of authorial strategies for depicting a vast, complex American reality 

with an equally complex literary style, one that is simultaneously didactic, chaotic, 

and intimate. In particular, this report examines Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous 

Men, Bangs’s Psychotic Reactions and Carburator Dung, and Wallace’s Consider the 

Lobster. In using “voice” as an analytic lens, this report highlight those qualities of 

the three author’s nonfiction writing that draw upon the particular conventions of 

oral communication. It concludes by arguing for increased use of voice as a way to 

analyze literary writing. 
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Introduction 

In this report, I attempt to sketch the features and functions of “maximalist 

voice” in literary nonfiction. The term maximalist voice is meant to capture a set of 

authorial strategies for depicting a vast, complex American reality with an equally 

complex literary style, one that is simultaneously didactic, chaotic, and intimate. In 

using “voice” as an analytic lens, I highlight those qualities of James Agee, Lester 

Bangs, and David Foster Wallace’s nonfiction writing that draw upon the particular 

conventions of oral communication. For the sake of focus, I have chosen to look at 

maximalist voice in particular in Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Bangs’s 

posthumous collection, Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung, and Wallace’s 

Consider the Lobster. 

Two key assertions underpin my conception of maximalist voice. First, all 

three writers demand that their reader imagine not only the events of their 

nonfiction narrative, but a broader “storytelling event” in which that narrative is 

being told.1 As part of the storytelling event, they construct likable, self-conscious 

authorial personae and address their readership in a direct, hortatory manner. The 

primary effect of these authors’ textual recreation of a storytelling event is that their 

readers must have a multi-tiered imagination, so as to toggle back and forth 

between engagement with the storyteller and engagement with the story itself. 

Second, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace, use “middling styles” as a way of appealing to 

their reader’s presumed informal sensibilities. By combining multiple registers, 

1 Birch, 308-317 
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idioms and dialects, often in a single sentence, the three writers communicate 

politically and philosophically vital ideas without appearing overly pretentious or 

aloof. This calculated mix of high and low is neither affectation nor simplification, I 

argue, but rather a means for revitalizing discourse on pressing political issues. 

This report also examines three formal techniques that occur frequently in 

maximalist voice: additive prose, catalogue, and prose swells. Additive prose 

enhances the oral quality of the three writers’ work, giving it a spontaneous, 

unpolished feel. Maximalist catalogue, a modification of Walt Whitman’s poetic 

catalogues, serve to establish context. Like Whitman’s catalogues, maximalist 

catalogue is a technique for evoking the breadth and diversity of American life. 

Unlike Whitman, though, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace are burdened with the futility 

inherent in the task of compiling a comprehensive, objective list of the particulars 

that constitute their milieu; the experience of reality itself always outruns the 

catalogue in which it is enumerated. All three writers disclose knowledge of that 

burden in their catalogues themselves. Finally, prose swells mark the places where 

the three writers’ writing becomes most exuberant, giving it an uncontrolled, 

chaotic quality. Contrary to their appearance, prose swells betray evidence of being 

meticulously constructed. Many of the other features of maximalist voice appear in 

prose swells. 

Finally, it is worth noting that none of these elements—middling style, 

storytelling events, catalogues, additive prose, prose swells—are completely 

exclusive to the maximalist voice. Many are found in diverse styles and genres of 

 

2 



writing, and a few, like middling styles and additive prose, appear in other, non-

textual media. Rather, it is these elements’ convergence in a didactic, breathlessly 

chaotic, highly intellectual approach to nonfiction writing that warrants critical 

attention. Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all have a talent for bringing new life to sober 

issues. If this paper is successful, it suggests some of the means by which they do so. 
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Chapter One: Why Voice? Issues and Obstacles 

The term “maximalist voice” breaks down into two parts, each of which 

denotes a group of rhetorical tactics. “Voice” signifies the authorial intention of 

evoking an oral-aural “storytelling event.” Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all employ a set 

of ingenious strategies for creating the impression that they are actually speaking 

directly to the reader, including self-conscious presentation of his authorial persona, 

direct address to the reader, and idiomatic diction. “Maximalist” indicates the broad, 

capacious quality in their writing, marked especially by additive prose, long 

catalogues of diverse concrete particulars, and particularly ecstatic passages which I 

term “prose swells.” The combined use of these literary tactics creates the 

impression of an expansive, rambling, near-breathless speaker, leaping from the 

page to address the reader with the urgency of an impassioned sermon. 

I have chosen to examine the work of Agee, Bangs, and Wallace for two 

reasons. First, they seem to me the three major exponents of maximalist voice. Other 

writers who employ these tactics from time to time—Norman Mailer, for example, 

or even William Faulkner—but few do so as consistently and exuberantly. The 

grouping of Agee, Bangs, and Wallace serves a second purpose: they are all, to use 

George Saunders’s term, “wake-up artists,” bent on catapulting their readers into a 

new relation with reality. They use the maximalist voice as a way to renew in 

readers the burning immediacy of lived life, to awaken readers to “the cruel 

radiance of what is,” as Agee put it. This sense of revivalistic engagement includes, 

but is not exhausted by, a sense of social and political commitment. Agee (tenant 
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farming), Bangs (racism, nihilism) and Wallace (party politics, grammar) tackle 

issues normally reserved for sober public discourse. The three authors attempt to 

peal back that layer of sobriety, revealing their subjects to be rife with fascination 

and import. If they succeed as nonfiction artists, they do so in part by making 

political, social, and ethical commitment fashionable. 

To awaken their readers to a new sense of reality, the three authors go to 

great lengths to depict a sense of reality worth waking up to. Interestingly, all three 

employ the maximalist voice as a method of truth-telling in what has variously been 

called literary nonfiction, literary journalism, creative nonfiction, the essay, or 

cultural criticism. It is less important to demarcate the particular generic territory 

these three authors work than it is to emphasize that all of them use their writing to 

evoke “the real,” but do so in a way that often strikes readers as anything but 

conventionally realistic. The picture of America given by Agee, Bangs and Wallace is 

one brimming with metaphysical contradiction and paradox, glutted with 

commercial excess, inhabited by characters at once larger-than-life and soporifically 

mundane. The maximalist voice is the literary technique for not only evoking these 

aspects of American life, but for convincing readers that they are as real off the page 

as they are on it. 

Consequently, all three writers work to establish credibility as truth-telling 

journalists, as reporters of what life is actually like. This is a calculated ethical 

appeal, and voice is central to making it. Only by establishing their credibility as 

speakers can they begin to convince their readers that even the drollest aspects of 
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American life are actually worthy of deep attention. Without credible on-page 

reportorial personae, Agee, Bangs and Wallace run the risk of appearing to be 

fabulists, writers with active imaginations that far outrun the reality they purport to 

describe.  It is as if at the heart of their writings lie two dictums: “you had to see it to 

believe it,” and, “well, pull up a chair let me try to tell you about it anyway.” If they 

are successful, their readers will come away, in the words of Bill Nichols, with the 

sense that “we could have seen [such things] around us had we, too, looked with a 

patient, discerning eye.”2 

*** 

Authorial voice is among the more difficult aspects of literature to illuminate 

by analysis, and the challenges appear so multiform and imposing that in some 

frames of mind the risks and drawbacks of delineating voice outweigh the potential 

rewards. Two major objections leap to mind against using voice as an analytic lens. 

In navigating these objections, this study takes its shape. 

For one, it is a dreary commonplace to describe a writer as a voice. Any 

sufficiently inventive literary author will at some point be praised for the 

uniqueness of his or her voice. “A voice of his/her generation” and “[the writer] has 

found his/her voice” are two blandishments that could safely be retired. Susan 

Sontag, in a characteristically illuminating essay on the work of Elias Canetti, 

observed offhandedly in 1980 that it had become such a cliché to describe an author 

2 Nichols, 6 

 

6 

                                                        



as a voice that doing so risks obscuring the meaning of that author’s voice, as well as 

the particular ends toward which that voice is employed.3 

However, beneath the cliché, says Sontag, a reader stands to gain significant 

insight into the ethical and aesthetic agendas of an author’s work through careful 

attention to dimensions of voice. She writes of Canetti: “The voice for Canetti stands 

for irrefutable presence. To treat someone as a voice is to grant authority to that 

person.” Elsewhere, she draws a connection between orality and morality: “Canetti 

stresses the moralist’s organ, the ear, and slights the eye [...] Hearing, speaking, and 

breathing are praised whenever something important is at stake.”4 What is true of 

Canetti is equally true of the three authors I examine here. Each works to be treated 

by the reader as an immediate presence, and, consequently, as a moral authority.  

“Don’t believe everything you read” is another commonplace that expresses 

an intriguing cultural ambivalence about the written word. For the written word 

substitutes an inert, physical object for a living, breathing individual—encourages 

absence over presence. The advantage of presence is that we can, as Wallace says, 

“grab [the physically present speaker] by the lapels and look into his face and figure 

3 Sontag, 195-196 
4 Sontag 195-6 [emphasis added]; Peter Elbow, in his excellent essay, “The Pleasures 
of Voice,” also identifies this phenomenon of voice-as-presence, and uses it as a sly 
rebuke to Derridian theory bent on settling the Platonic presence/absence debate 
for good: ‘For it could be said that I’m searching for what gives the illusion of 
presence. I’m trying to show how some texts give the sense of coming to the reader, 
of doing the work for the reader, and of producing genuine and direct contact with 
the reader—and others do not. After all, not much useful critical work gets done by 
grand epistemological and ontological arguments about whether all discourse is 
essentially speech or essentially “writing.” What we need are tools to talk about 
differences among texts.’ (Elbow in Anderson, 232-233) 

 

7 

                                                        



out just exactly what one single thing he means.”5 Books, typically, offer no such 

luxury—instead of a real, live person, the reader engages with a constructed textual 

persona. But some textual personae are aloof and commanding, unwilling to brook 

contradiction, and seem to amplify the distance between reader. Others try to bridge 

it, to invite readerly participation. The three authors I discuss here all fall into this 

latter camp. They attempt to simulate presence, to establish the writer’s thoroughly 

flawed humanity rather than hide it behind the text. Beneath the dreary cliché of 

author-as-voice, then, lies an important distinction, and one that will guide this 

essay’s investigation. All authors have voices, but some voices seem constructed to 

serve a particular purpose. One such purpose is to establish moral authority and 

encourage readerly participation through simulated presence. 

Putting aside the objection of cliché, one encounters another obstacle: one 

might devote twenty pages to acute analysis that picks apart a writer’s stylistic 

tendencies, and fall short of creating the impression a single paragraph produced by 

that author’s writing. A technical catalogue of a writer’s patterns of diction, syntax, 

tone, pacing, sentence-length, and punctuation would all be useful, even 

indispensible, in gleaning his voice, but it would not capture the qualia of reading 

that writer’s work. Unlike theme or diction, for example, it seems unlikely that one 

could point to any one paragraph, sentence, or word, and say, “Aha! there is the 

author’s voice.” Voice suffuses literary works. It is everywhere, and, consequently, 

nowhere in particular. 

5 Wallace, ASFT, 140 
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Would it not be more efficacious, then, to simply arrange blocks of 

representative text, quoted from relevant works, sequentially on a page, and let the 

reader hear the authors on their own terms?  In this essay, I have quoted quite 

generously from texts, so that the reader can come to her own conclusions about my 

claims. Still, while there is no substitution for actual engagement with the texts, a 

broad-based theoretical approach to voice helps readers identify and appreciate the 

literary techniques that make a particular voice appealing. There are certain ways of 

writing that enhance the impression that the author is really speaking, rather than 

that his work is being read, for example the written use of verbal tics like “umm,” 

“ah,” “so,” and “you know.” These derive primarily from speech, and while they may 

strike some readers as unliterary, their strategic deployment in writing often 

increases the impression of an oral-aural presence. I use Walter Ong’s Orality and 

Literacy and Carol Birch’s concept of a “storytelling event” to illuminate similar 

techniques that Agee, Bangs, and Wallace use create the sense of face-to-face 

interaction between writer and reader. 
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Chapter Two: Establishing Vocal Presence: The Storytelling Event and the 

Middling Style 

The maximalist voice has many features. Two are central, and from these two 

spring many of its ancillary aspects. One foundational feature, I argue, is its 

evocation of a “storytelling event” between author and reader. Another is its use of 

“middling style.” Both create the impression of direct, person-to-person engagement 

between reader and author. 

The Storytelling Event  

A storytelling event, according to Carol Birch, is “primarily oral-aural event 

[…] between an intentional speaker and an acknowledged listener for the purposes 

of witnessing, affirming, or participating in the unfolding of a narrative.”6 During a 

storytelling event, speaker and listener normally share a single location, and 

communication between them is spoken rather than written.7 Consequently, any 

author seeking to create the sense of a storytelling event for his reader must 

overcome his medium, for authors, with a few exceptions, communicate with 

textually, not orally. They exist for their audience as words on a page rather than as 

6 Birch, 312 
7 What Walter Ong calls “secondary orality” complicates this situation a bit. 
Telephone conversations and radio shows, and, to a lesser extent, television 
programs and video chats are all oral-aural events betmween speaker and listener 
in which speaker and listener are spatially disconnected. The purest instantiation of 
a storytelling event, though, would fall under the category of “primary orality,” in 
which speaker and listener share the same physical space. The authors discussed 
here all attempt to recreate the immediacy of embodied communication. 

 

10 

                                                        



a speaker on a stage—the remote or “dead” writer replaces the physically present 

storyteller, the book replaces the human body.  

To be sure, the book’s disembodiment has its advantages. Written 

communication opens up new vistas of interior experience. Marshall McLuhan 

recognized this in his classic of media studies, Understanding Media (1964), when he 

wrote, “it is the medium that shapes and controls the scale and form of human 

association and action.”8 The written word, in McLuhan’s formulation, created a 

consciousness and a culture that prized logical, linear, sequential thought. Walter 

Ong picked up McLuhan’s thread in his Orality and Literacy (1982), noting the way 

that the written word shapes consciousness: “writing makes possible increasingly 

articulate introspectivity, opening the psyche as never before [...] to the interior self 

against whom the objective world is set.”9 But as disembodiment has its advantages, 

so too does it have its disadvantages. Real, embodied people can respond to 

questions, prompts, and probes in an authentic, spontaneous way, using physical 

gestures and aural dynamics (e.g. intonation, pacing, rhythm) to accentuate their 

meaning.10 Books cannot. Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all seem caught on this crucible 

between the literary imperative to explore their own vast interior landscapes, and 

the more political imperative to look outward to create the spontaneous speaker-

audience interaction that is the hallmark of oral communication. 

8 McLuhan, 24, 81-90 
9 Ong, 104 
10 Ong, 42-43 
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Agee, Bangs, and Wallace use the storytelling event to capture this tension. 

As textual personae, they are able to express their inner complexity. At the same 

time, by constructing fictional audiences, they are able to evade the impression that 

they are moralizing in a narcissistic or sententious way. Rather, their writing feels as 

if it were written for the benefit of particular individuals, and constructs, repeatedly 

and variously, the kind of people whom the authors believe would benefit by it. 

Essentially, the storytelling event is a lie—is a sort of displaced fiction, one that 

allows the factual, didactic narrative to proceed in an urgent, compelling way. 

To produce this sense of immediacy and speaker-audience interaction in 

print, writers have long employed the device known as a “frame tale” to ground a 

story within a broader context. In an oral storytelling event, there is much less need 

to provide contextual details surrounding the narrative because they are often self-

evident. The location of the storytelling event, the time of day, appearance and dress 

of speaker and audience, conventions of interaction between audience and speaker, 

and the speaker’s verbal delivery all augment, or if not determine, the story’s 

meaning. The writer, with a few exceptions, typically lacks these resources, and 

consequently the words she chooses must both carry the plot from start to finish 

and simulate the context in which the reader is to imagine the story being told.11 

Fiction writers use frame tales on occasion, but nonfiction narratives, with some 

exceptions, tend not to. For a nonfiction writer, success rests largely on the reader’s 

belief that, to quote Tom Wolfe, “all this actually happened,” and beginning any story 

11 Birch, 308-317 
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with such a transparent fiction—the fiction that the nonfiction narrator really is 

sitting across from the reader telling a story—risks crippling the narrator’s 

credibility before it can be fully established. But, though the frame tale is essentially 

unavailable to nonfiction writers as a storytelling device, they have other, more 

subtle techniques at their disposal for creating the sense of immediate contact. 

Rather, than employ a frame tale, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace generate 

immediacy by writing what Walter Ong calls an “agonistic tone.” In oral cultures, 

says Ong, the speaker attempts to “engage others in verbal and intellectual combat 

[...] When all verbal communication must be by direct word of mouth, involved in 

the give-and-take dynamics of sound, interpersonal relations are kept high—both 

attractions and, even more, antagonisms.”12 An agonistic tone is not meant to be 

pointlessly painful. The aim is for the listener to battle her way up to the author’s 

level of comprehension through back and forth interaction. As a result, the listener 

leaves the storytelling event personally transformed, with greater understanding of 

the world. This back and forth interaction between speaker and listener is quite 

natural in oral encounters. In writing it is more difficult to achieve. 

Writers of maximalist voice employ a handful of methods to summon this 

agonistic tone. One is to write challenging, tortuous sentences that demand multiple 

readings to comprehend. Another is to use abstruse and technical diction, frequently 

disrupting the reading experience sending the reader to her dictionary for 

clarification. A third is to write in a hortatory manner, urging or even challenging 

12 Ong, 43-45 

 

13 

                                                        



the reader to perform some task. A fourth is to directly address the reader as “you,” 

which creates the fictional sense that the author actually knows who the reader is. A 

fifth is to foreground a highly self-conscious authorial persona in the narrative’s 

events. No one of these methods, individually, is exclusive to the maximalist voice, 

but their concurrent presence of all five is a good sign that the writing is particularly 

“oral” in style. The first three of these methods establish the sense of intellectual 

combat that Ong describes, while the latter two establish the combatants. It is no 

accident that Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all have a reputation for alternately thrilling 

and frustrating their readers, and I would suggest that the reader’s experience of 

thrill or frustration correlates in large part with her willingness or unwillingness to 

engage in intellectual combat with the writer. 

Another way the three writers conjure a storytelling event in their nonfiction 

writing is to theorize on the reader-writer relationship. Agee is a particularly good 

example. Some of the more cryptic, mystical utterances of Famous Men’s 

introduction can be understood as attempts to resuscitate the immediate, physical 

aspect of oral storytelling. Consider these three:  

The text was written with reading aloud in mind [...] it is suggested that the 

reader attend with his ear to what he takes off the page: for variations of 

tone, pace, shape, and dynamics are here particularly unavailable to the eye 

alone, and with their loss, a good deal of meaning escapes.13 

13 Agee, XI; compare this to Ong’s claim, four decades later, that “In a text even the 
words that are there lack their full phonetic qualities. In oral speech, a word must 
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If I could do it, I’d do no writing at all here. It would be photographs; the rest 

would be fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, 

pieces of wood and iron, phials of odors, plates of food and of excrement.14  

If it hurts you, be glad of it.15 

The first of these quotations is a direct instruction on how the reader should read 

the text so as to revive the qualities of communication lost in the movement from 

written to oral communication. The latter two are more opaque. Even read aloud, 

Agee suggests, the text a painfully insufficient stand-in for some preferable mode of 

communication. Better would be a collection of physical samples that represent 

tenant life, samples that enable direct contact with the tactile, visual, olfactory, 

gustatory and sonic dimensions of tenant-farming life, unpleasant as they may be. 

Such a mode of communication would be, true to its agonistic tone, unpleasant in a 

physically immediate way. 

Lester Bangs’s narrative journalistic piece on the band of the same name, 

“The Clash,” contains a digressive passage that is equal parts agonistic and 

theoretical. It is a textbook example of the maximalist voice: 

have one or another intonation or tone of voice—lively, excited, quiet, incensed, 
resigned, or whatever. It is impossible to speak a word orally without any 
intonation” (Ong, 100). 
14 Agee, 10 
15 Agee, 13. On Agee’s penchant for mystical utterance, Ong is helpful: “the 
memorable statements of oral cultures and of residually oral manuscript cultures 
tended to be of a proverbial sort, presenting not ‘facts’ but rather reflections, often 
of a gnomic kind, inviting further reflection by the paradoxes they involved (132). 
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I mean look, face it, both reader and writer know that almost all of what’s 

gonna pass from the latter to the former is justa buncha jizjaz anyway, so 

why not just give up the ghost of pretense to form and subject and just make 

these rags ramble fit to the trolley you prob’ly read ‘em on...you may say that 

I take liberties, and you are right, but I will have done my good deed for the 

day if I can make you see that the whole point is YOU SHOULD BE TAKING 

LIBERTIES TOO. Nothing is inscribed so deep in the earth a little eyewash 

won’t uproot it, that’s the whole point of the so-called “new wave”—to 

REINVENT YOURSELF AND EVERYTHING AROUND YOU CONSTANTLY, 

especially since all of it is already the other thing anyway, the Clash a 

broadside a pamphlet an urgent handbill in a taut and moving fist, NME stall 

having advertised themselves a rock ’n’ roll band for so many years nobody 

can deny ’em now, as you are writing history that I read, as you are he as I am 

we as weasels all together, Jesus am I turning into Steve Hillage or David 

Allen, over the falls in any case but at least we melted the walls leaving home 

plate clear for baseball in the snow.16 

Bangs is a bit untruthful in his injunction to “give up the ghost of pretense to form 

and subject,” for, in crafting such a long, disjointed, digressive, colloquial paragraph, 

one of many in his writing, he displays a great deal of formal ingenuity. Notable here 

is Bangs’s aural orthography (“gonna,” “ ‘em”), his direct address of the reader (“you 

may say”), and his hortatory antagonism of the reader (“YOU SHOULD BE TAKING 

16 Bangs, PRCD, 244 
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LIBERTIES TOO”). All of these techniques reinforce the imagined sense that reader 

and writer share some extra-narrative physical space, that a storytelling event is 

taking place between a speaker and audience. Yet Bangs never actually breaks his 

narrative stride—this paragraph works to reinforce the impression that a 

storytelling event is taking place while simultaneously advancing the narrative. It is 

as if whatever contextualizing function previously served by the frame tale has 

effectively been embedded into the narrative itself. Rather than bracket the story 

with short sections to indicate to the reader, “here’s where and how you should 

imagine this story being told,” Bangs writes in a way that subtly imparts this 

contextual information and primes the reader for engagement with the writer. 

This sense of engagement is essential for advancing the kind of political and 

ethical appeals that Bangs, Wallace, and Agee all make to their readers. By textually 

recreating a storytelling event, they make a calculated maneuver to win the reader’s 

trust. It is their way of assuring the reader that they have nothing to hide, that if it 

were possible, they would happily appear to answer all her questions and allay all 

her doubts. 

There is another technique for appealing to audiences which itself has a long 

tradition in American oratory. Notice the shift between high and low diction in the 

above passage, such that Bangs combines a phrase as lofty as “pretense to form and 

subject” with “justa buncha jizjaz” in the same sentence. This quality, which Kenneth 

Cmiel calls a “middling style,” is extremely important to the maximalist voice. I will 

turn to it now. 
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Middling Styles 

The second major feature of the maximalist voice is that it partakes in what 

Kenneth Cmiel has called the “middling styles.” The middling styles are idioms 

which mix refined speech with raw, cultivated with vulgar.17 Cmiel traces the 

emergence of middling styles to the middle decades of the nineteenth century, when 

an increasingly literate and politicized American public reached the critical mass 

known as “Jacksonian Democracy.” Cmiel cites Jackson and Lincoln as two public 

orators who combined high and low registers to reach audiences.18 By the mid-19th 

century, an increasingly large portion of the American public possessed the 

education previously typical of only the upper classes, yet at the same time 

distanced itself from any mode of speech that might be associated with “gentlemen 

of the old school,” or any idiom that smacked of aristocracy. Increasingly, audiences 

demanded public figures who knew how to balance refined and vulgar idioms. In the 

17 For contrast, consider what Cmiel calls “the grand style,” which is formal, “heavily 
ornamented and tak[es] a delight in the very way that words sounded.” The grand 
style, according to Cmiel, was “taught to all Europeans who might communicate to 
the public” in the seventeenth century. Alternately, Cmiel notes the rise of “idioms of 
expertise” in the late nineteenth century, when academic linguists claimed that 
“educated speech was in reality professional and not civic.” (Cmiel 12-14). 
18 Michael Kazin’s Godly Hero: The Life of William Jennings Bryan tells a similar story 
of Bryan’s ability to enchant audiences by speaking their language. The trend of 
highly educated 20th century politicians deliberately lowering their register has not 
abated: Bill Clinton’s lower-lip-biting aw-shucks faux-humility, George W. Bush’s 
reinvention of himself as a backcountry Texas cowboy who you’d want to have a 
beer with not despite but in part because of his (supposed) inability to pronounce 
“nuclear,” and Barack Obama’s folksy g-droppin’ inflections all attest to the 
continuing political utility of playing down one’s academic credentials when 
speaking to the American electoral public. For a smart essay on Obama’s shifts in 
voice, see Zadie Smith’s “Speaking in Tongues.” 
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early 20th century, linguists legitimized this mix with theories of how “style did and 

should change for functional reasons,” claiming that “the self was more 

‘compartmentalized’ than older rhetoricians had assumed.” The consequence, says 

Cmiel, is that 

The kinds of language characteristically used in twentieth-century public 

discourse had their roots in the simultaneous effort to accommodate a more 

educated, assertive popular audience and to construct some kind of social 

authority for the highly educated in a modern, democratic, commercial 

culture.19 

The three authors I discuss here are, as a group, highly educated, formally or 

informally. Only Bangs did not attend an Ivy League School at some point in his 

life.20 All three write both for educated audiences and in order to educate their 

audiences. And all occasionally slip into idioms that are technical and erudite. Yet all 

put this nineteenth century invention of the middling style to effective rhetorical use 

19 Cmiel 12-15; an interesting development that runs alongside the rise of middling 
styles was the early-20th century emergence of “idioms of expertise.” According to 
Cmiel, one could gain social authority by deliberately and self-consciously lowering 
one’s diction to match one’s audience, that is, by speaking in a middling style, or by 
using such language as would be incomprehensible to any but a few initiated 
listeners. 
20 Agee was a Harvard undergraduate. Wallace was the son of an academic 
philosopher and briefly attended Harvard’s Philosophy graduate program. Bangs 
went to a year of community college and dropped out of UCSD. Though he was 
something of an autodidact, he was comfortable engaging such intellectual writers 
as Sartre and Dostoyevsky in his work. Still, of the three, he seems least comfortable 
writing with high diction and formal syntax, and when he does so it is almost always 
in a satirical mode. Conversely, his use of slang seems least affected; not one of his 
essays or reviews is free of it.  
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out of consideration for their audiences. As Wallace says in his essay on American 

usage, ‘ “correct” English usage is, as a practical matter, a function of whom you’re 

talking to and of how you want that person to respond—not just to your utterance 

but also to you. In other words, a large part of the project of any communication is 

rhetorical and depends on what some rhet-scholars call “Audience” or “Discourse 

Community.” ’21 Writing for wide American audiences that, as Cmiel argues, have 

long favored a mix of profound and profane, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace modulate 

between high and low idioms. 

Because they are so useful, middling styles can appear anywhere in public 

discourse. James Wood, in his wonderful book How Fiction Works, identifies 

precisely this tendency in the work of some American novelists, including Wallace. 

Wood theorizes that the phenomenon of authorial voice is directly connected to 

shifts in register: 

It is partly by shifts in register that we gain a sense of a human voice speaking 

to us [...] by dancing between registers a character sounds real to us, whether 

Hamlet or Leopold Bloom. Movements in diction capture some of the 

waywardness and roominess of actual thinking: David Foster Wallace and 

21 Wallace, CTL, 98; notice how Wallace remarks on the importance of considering 
one’s audience in verbal communication, and trims his diction (“rhet-scholars”) at 
precisely the moment he introduces a piece of “academic jargon.” In so doing, he 
educates his own readerly audience, but in a way that downplays rather than flaunts 
his own education. 
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Norman Rush exploit this to considerable effect [...] the effect is the creation 

of a real but strange American voice, at once overeducated and colloquial22 

The mix of high and low styles is not the exclusive province of novelists, and, 

as Wood suggests, it has a history that stretches back beyond this study’s 

parameters. Michael North argues, in his study Dialect of Modernism, that modernist 

poets used black dialect as a way to achieve “rebellion through racial 

ventriloquism”: 

Long before the Harlem Renaissance, Wallace Stevens signed himself 

“Sambo” in a letter to his fiancée, and long after it Ezra Pound was still calling 

[T.S.] Eliot “de Possum” and using what he imagined was black dialect in his 

letters. It was in London that Eliot signed himself “Tar Baby,” in Paris that 

Gertrude Stein casually used “dey” and dem.”23 

North is critical of Eliot, Pound, and Stein’s use of dialect. He acknowledges that 

“linguistic imitation and racial masquerade were so important to transatlantic 

modernism because they allowed the writer to play at self-fashioning.”24 But his 

larger point is to establish the coincident emergence of an African-American 

modernism that not only didn’t use its own dialect, it couldn’t. “For African-

American poets of this generation,” he writes of James Weldon Johnson, Paul 

Laurence Dunbar, and Countee Cullen,  

22 James Wood, 198 
23 North, 8-9 
24 North, 11 
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dialect is a “chain” [...] it is a constant reminder of the literal unfreedom of 

slavery and of the political and cultural repression that followed 

emancipation. Both symbol and actuality, it stands for a most intimate 

invasion whereby the dominant actually attempts to create the thoughts of 

the subordinate by providing it speech.25 

While neither Agee, Bangs, or Wallace may have known of North’s particular 

critique, all approach the use of “low” speech with hesitancy, and this hesitancy, 

fittingly, becomes a hallmark of their work. In particular, their writings are suffused 

with a self-conscious discomfort about the inauthenticity implied in deliberately 

lowering one’s idiom, in using the speech of precisely those groups which, for social 

reasons, do not often write literature.  

All three writers use this authorial self-consciousness serves as an uneasy 

bridge between high and low, privileged and unprivileged.  It is only by 

foregrounding their authorial personae—and specifically their uncertainty about 

their choice to use low dialect—do Agee, Bangs, and Wallace slip the trap the early 

modernists fell into. The issues raised by North find expression in Agee’s Let Us Now 

Praise Famous Men, though unlike Pound, Stein, and Eliot, Agee takes great pains to 

describe how perilous and angst-ridden he finds the act of portraying marginalized 

groups, let alone using their language. When depicting a group black musicians, he 

admits to feeling “sick in the knowledge that they felt they were here at our demand 

25 North, 10-11 
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[...] and that I could communicate nothing otherwise.”26 Later in the book, he 

confides to the reader: “I respect dialects too deeply, when they are used by those 

who have a right to them, not to be hesitant in using them, but I have decided to use 

some of Woods’ [one of the tenant farmers] language here.” (290). Despite this 

uneasiness, Agee uses local idioms, rhythms, and non-standard orthography 

throughout his book without quotation marks—they become part and parcel of his 

own narration. A telling footnote accompanies one such use of non-standard 

orthography captures the mixture of admiration, guilt, and speculation involved in 

literary appropriation of lower-class dialect. In describing the storage of recently 

picked cotton, he mimics the speech of one of the tenants: “Rats like it too, to make 

nest-es* in.” The footnote follows:  

*Mrs. Gudger’s word. Her saying of it was, ‘rats like it to make nest-es in.’ It is 

a common pluralization in the south. There is no Cuteness in it, of speaking 

by diminutives, and I wonder whether this is not Scottish dialect, and 

whether they, too, are not innocent of the ‘itsybitsying’ which the middle-

class literacy assumes of them.27 

What is distinctive about the maximalist voice is the combination of these two 

conflicting tendencies: the self-conscious uneasiness about any literary enterprise 

that swallows, amoeba-like, the dialect of an outside and sometimes marginalized 

culture, and the seamless integration of that material into the text to the point 

26 Agee, 28 
27 Agee, 304 
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where the author’s speech and his subjects speech become indistinguishable. Agee’s 

writing is filled with such “waywardness and roominess of actual thinking” as James 

Wood identified. At one moment, Agee finds himself paralyzed by hesitancy at the 

thought of using lower-class Alabama idiom; in the next, he meditates digressively 

on that idiom’s true meaning in a footnote. 

The self-conscious use—and doubt about that use—of dialect separates Agee 

from his modernist forebears, enabling him to shift into higher, more typically 

literary registers without provoking suspicion from his reader that he is using 

dialect as uncomplicated affectation. Agee makes just such a shift three pages after 

using the idiomatic phrase, “Rats like it too, to make nest-es in,” ending the chapter 

with a poetic crescendo: 

and the sky descends, the air becomes like dark glass, the ground stiffens, the 

clay honeycombs with frost, the corn and the cotton stand stripped to the 

naked bone and the trees are black, the odors of pork and woodsmoke 

sharpen all over the country, the long dark silent sleeping rains stream down 

in such grieving as nothing shall ever stop, and the houses are cold, fragile 

drums, and the animals tremble, and the clay is one shapeless sea, and winter 

has shut.28 

These leaps in awareness—from admiration of dialect, to intense inward struggle 

over use of dialect, and finally to equally, almost biblically intense depiction of the 

exterior world—mark Agee’s writing throughout Famous Men. His ability to change 

28 Agee, 307 
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his writing’s direction mid-stride while preserving the impression of single speaking 

narrator gives his voice a broad, capacious quality—he comes off as equally 

comfortable speaking in high and low registers. 

Bangs and Wallace use self-consciousness in much the same way, 

foregrounding their own use of lower idiom rather than trying to slip it by the 

reader’s attention unnoticed. The Bangs passage quoted above, on page 14, heads off 

readerly suspicion about his use of low register by admitting its artifice (“you may 

say I take liberties, and you are right”). And, in his article on American usage, 

Wallace freely admits to switching between dialects in order to appeal to his 

audience. He writes: 

I happen to have two native English dialects—the SWE [Standard Written 

English] of my hypereducated parents and the hard-earned Rural 

Midwestern of most of my peers. When I’m talking to RMs, I tend to use 

constructions like “Where’s it at?” for “Where is it?” and sometimes “He 

don’t” instead of “He doesn’t.” Part of this is a naked desire to fit in29 

The effect of these self-effacing admissions is to enhance the sense that someone is 

talking to you directly, not a remote, imperial authorial presence seeking to cloak 

their own authority. In a later interview, Wallace explained the relationship 

between shifting registers and storytelling: “Most of the modern writing I like the 

best is both sophisticated and colloquial—that is, high-level and complicated but at 

the same time intimate, sort of like a smart person is sitting right there talking to 

29 Wallace, CTL, 99 
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you—and I think I do little more than try to achieve this same high-low blend.”30 In 

this way, Birch’s storytelling event and the middling styles work in tandem. The use 

of idiomatic, traditionally nonliterary diction contributes to the sense of a live 

storyteller, and the tacit assumption that the author is communicating in an oral 

rather than written manner makes the use of rough-edged, nonliterary diction feel 

more plausible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

30 “Brief Interview with a Five-Draft Man” 
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Chapter Three: Additive Prose, Prose Swells, Catalogue 

These two techniques—the creation of a storytelling event, and the use of the 

middling style are closely bound together, and any use of the maximalist voice 

depends on their symbiotic function. Three other techniques are important to the 

nonfiction use of maximalist voice. They are (1) the use of additive prose, (2) 

Whitmanian catalogue, and (3) what I call “prose swells.”  These three techniques 

contribute to the “maximalist” quality of maximalist voice, and, as with the 

relationship between the storytelling event and the middling styles, they share a 

good deal of territory with each other. Any understanding of Agee, Bangs, and 

Wallace’s approach to nonfiction narrative must account for them.  

Additive prose 

Additive prose is, rather simply, the repeated use conjunctions—usually “and,” 

sometimes “or”—in long lists. It adds an informal, conversational quality to writing. 

A few examples should be enough to get point across. Here is a sentence from 

Wallace’s piece on John McCain, in which he describes Cindy McCain’s friend: 

Right now Mrs. McCain’s personal assistant on the Trail, Wendy—who has 

electric-blue contact lenses and rigid blond hair and immaculate makeup and 

accessories and French nails and can perhaps be described as a very 

Republican-looking young lady indeed—is back here at the beige table eating 

a large styrofoam cup of soup and using her cell phone to try to find 
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someplace in downtown Charleston where Mrs. McCain can get her nails 

done.31 

A sentence, from a Bangs review of an Otis Rush album, on the import of the album’s 

release: 

It means nothing except that this guy had a life and it apparently was pretty 

unpleasant and he wants revenge on the universe and he gets it every time 

he assaults his instrument.32 

A sentence from Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, in which Agee ruminates on the 

romantic tension between himself and Walker Evans on the one hand, and Emma, a 

daughter of one of the tenant farmers, on the other: 

We have acted toward her with the greatest possible care and shyness and 

quiet, yet we have been open or ‘clear’ as well, so that she knows we 

understand her and like her and care for her almost intimately.33 

This additive prose—15 combined “ands” in three sentences—simulates the 

spontaneity and rhythm of thought before it has been polished into writing. Walter 

Ong cites an early translation of the Bible to claim that cultures with a high “oral 

residue” are more likely to use additive prose, in contrast with the “analytic, 

reasoned subordination that characterizes writing [...] and that appears more 

31 Wallace, CTL, 177 
32 Bangs, CRCD, 297 
33 Agee, 55 
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natural in twentieth-century texts.”34 To be sure, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all write 

in analytic, subordinative prose as well. The Wallace sentence above is a good 

example of the mix of the two styles; the two em-dashes subordinate the additive 

description of “Wendy,” creating the effect of a digressive, oral voice pocketed 

within a more grammatically nuanced, literary sentence. Overall, additive prose 

downplays the highly literate qualities of the three writers’ work by giving it an 

unpolished, orally spontaneous feel, and, in some cases, allows them to reel off the 

long, encompassing sentences that mark the most exuberant passages in their prose. 

Additive prose is not the sole property of maximalist-voice practitioners—

Ernest Hemingway, for example, frequently employs additive prose to accentuate 

the bare, chiseled minimalism of his stories. The distinction lies in the purpose 

toward which the device is employed: as I have argued above, a sense of oral-aural 

communication is crucial for this study’s authors to press their social and ethical 

appeal on their readers, and additive prose accentuates the oral-aural dimension of 

the writers’ work. Hemingway, on the whole, seems less interested in making these 

kinds of appeals. His authorial personae are more stoic and remote than folksy and 

likable. 

34 Ong, 37-38; here is a sample from the more “oral” translation: “In the beginning 
God created heaven and earth. And the earth was void and empty, and darkness was 
upon the face of the deep; and the spirit of God moved over the waters.” For 
comparison, here is the more “literate” translation: “In the beginning, when God 
created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless wasteland, and 
darkness covered the abyss, while a mighty wind swept over the waters” (Ong, 37). 
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But Hemingway is not so easy to shake. Many of his literary concerns run 

parallel to those of this study, if sometimes in the opposite direction, and it is easy to 

imagine a sort of dark existential-double of this study organized around 

Hemingwayan themes, techniques, and ephemera, e.g., his minimalism; his famous 

claim that Huckleberry Finn, that most vernacular of novels, is the fountainhead of 

modern American literature; his use of additive prose, as in for example the first 

paragraph of “My Old Man”; his use of simple rather than erudite diction for 

conversational effect; his so-called “iceberg theory” of literature by which deliberate 

omission of key details from the text causes them to appear, revelation-like, in 

reader’s imagination, which seems antipodal to the exhaustive cataloguing of detail 

that’s often a characteristic of maximalist voice (see next section);35 and, most 

generally, his hard-boiled masculinity, which might be made to blush, if it were 

capable of blushing at all, at some of the more excessive, extravagant passages 

written in maximalist voice. This last item warrants further consideration, for we 

have been discussing three male authors. Let us turn to the subject of masculinity 

now.  

Whitmanian catalogue and maximalist catalogue 

Sometimes maximalist-voice practitioners verge, to use Sandra Gilbert’s 

words, on being either “paradigmatically male” or “parodically male”—Agee or 

Normal Mailer are examples, the latter irrespective of whether he is aware or not 

35 For an example of iceberg theory in action, see the last page or so of Chapter 23 of 
A Farewell to Arms, one of the more slyly erotic scenes in modern American 
literature. 
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that his efforts are parodic. Why is this so? There is no easy answer why maximalist 

voice, or maximalism in general, befits males more than females. Stefano Ercolino’s 

article, “The Maximalist Novel,” contains 17 examples of its eponymous subject, 16 

written by males, with Zadie Smith’s White Teeth the lone exception.36 This male-

dominance is difficult to account for without making any overly general claims, and 

Ercolino does not attempt to explain this masculine tendency. It is perhaps better to 

approach the question by way of lineage, with particular reference to that great 

early American maximalist: Walt Whitman. 

Gilbert calls Whitman as the “father” of American poetry (Emily Dickinson is 

the mother) referencing both his larger-than-life persona and his “long lines” and 

“expansive public oratorical declamations.”37 Significantly, she links Whitman’s 

masculine poetics to his idea that, in true poetry, “the body is to be expressed,” 

suggesting a winding thread that runs from Whitman through the imaginatively 

embodied speaker-audience interaction in the storytelling event.38 Of the three 

writers under examination here, only Agee wrote published poetry, but all three 

bear the stamp of Whitmanian influence. 

36 Ercolino 
37 Gilbert, 127 
38 Whitman, in Gilbert, 132; for good measure, here is critic Joel Conarroe on 
Whitman’s persona: “Like Ernest Hemingway and Norman Mailer in our own 
century, “Walt” fashioned for himself a distinctive swaggering image, “turbulent, 
fleshly, sensual,” a cocky public persona whose reality is sometimes reinforced by 
the work itself but at other times belied by passages revealing a complex sensibility 
that is anything but serene” (Conarroe, 3). 
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The extent of gender concordance between the four writers can be measured, 

inexactly, by literary concordance. What the poet and critic Edward Hirsch said of 

William Carlos Williams is true of Williams’s predecessor Whitman: “His message is 

that we live in a new world and that we somehow need a form of poetry equal to 

that reality.”39 One such new form was the Whitmanian catalogue, the serial 

enumeration of manifold concrete particulars at occasionally tedious length. The 

catalogue is the formal device that Whitman uses to capture the teeming multiplicity 

of the American nation that was, for him, the greatest poem of all. In an essay on 

Whitmanian catalogue, Stanley Coffman characterizes the effect of such lists: “a list 

of words (objects) will be effective in giving to the mind, under certain conditions, a 

heightened sense not only of reality but of the variety and abundance of its 

manifestations.”40  

Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all evoke this unfiltered, expansive vision of 

America in their writing, and all three adapt the Whitmanian catalogue by using 

serial enumeration in their nonfiction writings. In Whitman’s poems, catalogue 

works largely by enjambment, which, if nothing else, separates items or groups of 

items into discrete, line-length units, and signals to the reader when to draw a fresh 

breath. The prose version of Whitmanian catalogue lacks recourse to enjambment—

the items are usually glommed into one long paragraph—but remains an effective 

39 Hirsch, 193 
40 Coffman, 225 
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tool for capturing the breadth and variety of American life.41 Interestingly, while 

Whitman often used catalogue as a means of exultation, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace 

use it more often to disclose what is dark, seamy, or excruciatingly mundane. One 

reason why their prose often feels refreshing even when it is grim is its unblinking 

honesty, its readiness to name what is unpleasant, or, in Agee’s famous words, its 

willingness “to perceive simply the cruel radiance of what is.”42 

 Agee is especially cruel in his 86-page section of Let Us Now Praise Famous 

Men entitled “Shelter”—a largely mind-numbing but occasionally rapturous 

examination of three tenant-farmer families’ houses. In a subsection, “The Ricketts’ 

fireplace,” he launches into a catalogue of the calendars, magazine covers, and other 

images pinned to the wall around the fireplace. The list runs close to fifty items 

(though it is difficult to count exactly because sometimes it is unclear whether Agee 

is describing a single photograph with multiple subjects in it or two distinct 

photographs). The passage ends: 

all such as these overlaid in complexes and textured with the names and 

numberings of days months years and phases of the moon and with words 

and phrases and names such as —’s Shoes; — Furniture, Hay, Grain and Feed, 

Yellow Stores, Gen’l Merchandise, Kelvinator, Compliments of, Wist ye not 

that I am about my Father’s Business, Mazola, Railroad Age, Maxwell House, 

41 The notable exception is the catalogue that opens Wallace’s essay on cruise ships, 
“A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again,” which spans eleven paragraphs. See 
Wallace, ASFT, 256-259. 
42 Agee, 9 
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They Satisfy, Mexico Mexico, The Pause that Refreshes, Birmingham, The 

Progressive Farmer, After Six, Congoleum, Far and Fireside, Love’s Gift 

Divine, You Can’t Afford NOT, Soft, Lovely Hands, You Owe It to Her, You Owe 

It to Him, You Owe It to Them, Country Gentleman, Daughters of Jerusalem, 

weep not for me but for your children, and your children’s children, Energize, 

Save, At Last, Don’t Be a Stick-in-the-Mud, et cetera.* 

This catalogue is many things. It is a time capsule, an incantation, a soporific, and a 

byway through the contents of the tenant family’s consciousness, a consciousness 

that, for the reader, may seem at once strange and familiar. Most readers in the 

forties might be surprised that the congeries of slogans, products, brand-names, and 

stock images found in the Ricketts’ house closely resembles that found in their own 

apartment. Yet it is sadly touching how the Ricketts family exults these mundane 

clippings and pictures, organizing them shrine-like at the site of communal 

gathering. The shocking, ultimately stultifying multiplicity of these items may lead 

the reader to a heightened sense of the ways his own reality overlap and diverge 

with the realities of the tenant farmers. Agee recognizes the potential for heightened 

reality in the catalogue form, but revises it playfully. He adds a footnote that follows 

the catalogue, the final layer to the passage’s mixture of emotional resonances, in 

which he admits to fabricating some of the items, writing, “*These are in part by 

memory, in part composited out of other memory, in part improvised, but do not 
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exceed what was there in abundance, variety, or kind.”43 The final clause to the 

footnote is essential, in particular the words “do not exceed.” Even as Agee 

heightens the reader’s sense of reality, he admits that such a sense will forever be 

out of his writing’s reach. Writing can evoke, inspire, dislodge, confuse, but it does 

not surpass reality itself, reality that the reader accesses only through the writer’s 

own deceptive consciousness. 

 Bangs wrote one of the more thrilling catalogues found anywhere in a 

scathing letter to Barry Kramer, the founder of Creem, in which he shared his plans 

to write  

a staggeringly ambitious cultural commentary that will tie together and 

explain such disparate phenomena as disco, snuff movies, Roxy Music, Ben 

Edmonds, Elton John, S&M, Barry Lyndon, the popularity of the synthesizer 

and other synthetic musical instruments, the swinging singles scene and 

various other currently popular kinds of depersonalized sex, the desire of 

human beings to turn themselves into machines, Metal Machine Music, 

Shampoo, The Passenger, Donald Barthelme, pet rocks, the inevitability of 

total world conquest by MOR, the degeneration of language, the lack of any 

sense of history or culture preceding the New York Dolls on the part of the 

Joanne Uhelszki generation, the entire span of self-improvement, 

literature/courses and sensitivity training, Winning Through Intimidation, 

brutalization as entertainment, the obsolescence of the concept of the avant-

43 Agee, 174-176 
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garde, the gradual desexualization of a whole generation, including the 

phenomenon of individuals who prefer drugs to sex consistently, the 

mindless compulsive drive to dance all night currently sweeping New York 

City, a (currently in progress) spontaneous and unplanned mass movement 

on the part of human beings in the West to jettison as many emotions as 

possible, the deification of numbness and/or the stultifyingly bland, the 

possible end of civilization as we have known and occasionally treasured it 

for the past few thousand years, the invisible war beginning right now which 

may yet rend the entirety of our culture in half, including instructions as to 

which side you will find yourself on (since it probably will not be your 

selection, since most people won’t figure out what they’re becoming until it’s 

too late) and how to locate the nearest branch of the Fifth Column of which I 

hope to become a leader.44 

Bangs uses the catalogue, here and elsewhere, as a cultural inventory, a snapshot of 

American cultural breadth. It is evocative rather than explicit, participatory rather 

than declarative. Because he refrains from making any concrete connections among 

these thirty-odd cultural phenomena, Bangs tacitly invites his reader to imagine the 

relationships, in effect boasting: “I can unify this contradictory material into a single 

book—can you?” (It is worth noting that Barry Kramer was Bangs’s “boss and 

nemesis” at Creem). Not all catalogues are so agonistically toned, but most require 

the reader to do a particular kind of imaginative work: to envision such a place 

44 Bangs, xiii-xiv 
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where such diverse and sundry objects could sit side-by-side as part of a cultural 

whole. 

Here is one more catalogue for good measure, by Wallace, early in his “Big 

Red Son,” a piece on the Adult Video News Awards in Las Vegas: 

But Las Vegas as most of us see it, Vegas qua Vegas, comprises the dozen or 

so hotels that flank the Strip’s middle. Vegas Populi: the opulent, intricate, 

garish, ecstatically decadent hotels, cathedra to gambling, partying, and live 

entertainment of the most microphone-swinging sort. The Sands. The Sahara. 

The Stardust. MGM Grand, Maxim. All within a small radius. Yearly utility 

expenditures on neon well into seven figures. Harrah’s, Casino Royale (with 

its big 24-hour Denny’s attached), Flamingo Hilton, Imperial Palace. The 

Mirage, with its huge laddered waterfall always lit up. Circus Circus. Treasure 

Island, with its intricate facade of decks and rigging and mizzens and vang. 

The Luxor, shaped like a ziggurat from Babylon of yore. Barbary Coast, whose 

sign out front says CASH YOUR PAYCHECK – WIN UP TO $25,000. These hotels are 

the Vegas we know. The land of Lola and Wayne. Of Siegfried and Roy, 

Copperfield. Showgirls in towering headdress. Sinatra’s sandbox. Most of 

them built in the ‘50s and ‘60s, the era of mob chic and entertainment-cum-

industry. Half-hour lines for taxis. Smoking not just allowed but encouraged. 

Toupees and convention nametags and women in furs of all hue. A museum 

that features the World’s Biggest Coke Bottle. The Harley-Davidson Cafe, with 

its tympanum of huge protruding hawg; Bally’s H&C, with its row of phallic 
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pillars all electrified and blinking in grand mal sync. A city that pretends to be 

nothing but what it is, an enormous machine of exchange—of spectacle for 

money, of sensation for money, of money for more money, of pleasure for 

whatever be tomorrow’s abstract cost.45 

At first glance, the catalogue’s functions as part of maximalist voice, and in prose 

more generally, are difficult to pin down. More evident is what the catalogue tends 

not to do: establish character, advance plot, create dramatic tension, or resolve 

conflict. Were we to conceive of narrative journalism as taking place on a stage, 

catalogue would furnish the background and setting much more than the 

foreground and action. It is hardly the writer’s only means for doing so, but it is an 

effective way to quickly establish context, especially when that context is complex, 

brimming with diverse particulars. 

Because Agee, Bangs, and Wallace tend to push a dizzyingly complex view of 

reality on their readers, the catalogue suits them well. Their catalogues present the 

backdrop as something darkly florid and grotesque in a particularly commercial 

way, and, at the same time, give a modicum of order to that florid commercial chaos. 

Agee’s footnote captures it best: through memory, ingenuity, and imagination, the 

author can fix, in print, the buzzing confusion a particular setting, and thereby 

impart truth about what it’s like to experience life in that setting. This 

accomplishment is offset, however, by the author’s knowledge that reality always 

outruns the catalogue. The balance between order and disorder in the catalogue 

45 Wallace, CTL, 9 
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produces its own kind of extra-narrative tension: the author’s heroic, doomed 

attempt to capture as much reality as he can. It almost goes without saying, but both 

objectivity and completeness elude the most comprehensive catalogue. Even as the 

author simulates the practice of laying bare, in the most neutral, unevaluative terms, 

the various sensuous phenomena of his milieu, he inevitably does a great deal of 

selecting, sorting, ordering, and, by extension of these first three, editorializing.  

The nonfiction writer editorializes in his selection of the items that constitute 

a catalogue. Interestingly, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace tend to foreground this editorial 

function, literally embedding it into the catalogue itself; all three catalogues I have 

examined here contain a little editorial kick at the end, Agee in his footnote, Bangs 

and Wallace in their final clauses. Accordingly, the catalogue becomes more than a 

method of evoking milieu; it becomes a subtle way to make an argument. It is 

difficult to dispute Wallace’s concluding claim that Las Vegas is a “machine of 

exchange [...] of pleasure for whatever be tomorrow’s abstract cost” after he has 

given twenty-something pieces of supporting evidence. Bangs’s warning of “the 

invisible war beginning right now which may yet rend the entirety of our culture in 

half” is a bit farther fetched, but the reader may be more inclined to take him at his 

word after considering the cultural contiguity of Elton John, Winning Through 

Intimidation, pet rocks, and snuff films. 

The maximalist nonfiction catalogue subtly revises the Whitmanian 

catalogue. Where Whitmanian catalogue might be said to evince a metaphysical 

stance, the nonfiction catalogue is more politically committed. Whitman, too, 
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concludes his catalogues with summarizing statements, but they say more about 

Whitman’s all-encompassing poetic persona than they do about his political views. 

For example, he ends section 15 of the 1882 edition of “Song of Myself,” “And these 

tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them,/And such as it is to be of these more 

or less I am,/And of these one and all I weave the song of myself.” Of course, one 

could make an argument that Whitman’s Transcendentalism ultimately boils down 

to an ideological stance. The distinction is that Whitman doesn’t write anything to 

suggest he views his catalogues as politically Transcendentalist—

Transcendentalism, for Whitman, encompasses politics and non-politics equally. If 

one wants to read his transcendentalism as fundamentally political, one has to add 

her own hermeneutic to the equation. Conversely, Agee, Bangs, and Wallace all 

deliberately, if subtly, insert their politics in the catalogues themselves. 

In many ways, the maximalist nonfiction catalogue seems to convey less 

overt masculinity than the Whitmanian catalogue. Though both contain a certain 

hunger for life, there is much more anxiety and ambivalence in the former than 

latter. While Whitman could proclaim that “of these one and all I weave the song of 

myself,” one wonders whether Agee, Bangs, and Wallace are not severely distressed 

by the possibility that their own Americanness is partly constituted by such tawdry 

phenomena as casinos, trade magazines, or the swinging singles scene. The persona 

behind the maximalist catalogue seems more hand-wringing and neurotic, more 

alarmist, quicker to seesaw between hope and despair. Whitman’s great 

accomplishment was to construct a persona broad and generous enough to contain 
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the American diversity he evokes in his poetry. His poetry is convincing largely to 

the extent that it integrates materia poetica and persona, that its reader buys into 

the possibility of such a self-contradictory, large-hearted American man. The 

maximalist catalogue cannot achieve this bold sense of unity and affirmation. In its 

place, we find, once again, the roominess of actual thought, the alternating 

admiration toward and instinctive recoil from the dazzling breadth of American life. 

Prose Swells 

The last feature of the maximalist voice I will discuss here are “prose swells,” 

that is, places in the text where the authorial persona reaches a fever pitch of 

excitement. Obviously, breathless and ecstatic prose comes in many shapes, styles, 

and voices. What makes the prose swells a particular feature of the maximalist voice 

is that they appear with much greater frequency than in other styles of writing, and 

many of the other features of the maximalist voice tend to appear all at once in these 

swells. The sentences grow long, suggesting someone speaking very quickly. 

Sometimes the writer employs additive prose. Multiple dialects mingle within a 

single sentence. Standards of grammar, punctuation, literariness, and orthography 

are gleefully violated. The writer addresses the reader directly, exhorting her to 

change her life in some major way. More than any other place in the text, the reader 

gets the sense of an storytelling event, of a real live human being speaking out 

from—even replacing—the book’s page. 

All of the Bangs passages I have quoted so far are prose swells. Here, I will 

compare a passage by Agee with a passage by Wallace. One further characteristic 
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worth mentioning is that the most impassioned paragraphs often start with almost 

exaggeratedly short sentence before building up momentum. Consider these two 

paragraphs from Agee’s Famous Men, with special attention to the way they 

alternates short and long sentences, building to a final crescendo: 

Get a radio or a phonograph capable of the most extreme loudness possible, 

and sit down to listen to a performance of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony or 

of Schubert’s C-Major Symphony. But I don’t mean just sit down and listen. I 

mean this: Turn it on as loud as you can get it. Then get down on the floor 

and jam your ear as close into the loudspeaker as you can get it and stay 

there, breathing as lightly as possible, and not moving, and neither eating nor 

smoking nor drinking. Concentrate everything you can into your hearing and 

into your body. You won’t hear it nicely. If it hurts you, be glad of it. As near 

as you will ever get, you are inside the music; not only inside it, you are it; 

your body is no longer you shape and substance, it is the shape and 

substance of the music.46 

The ensuing paragraph rides this swell with a barrage of questions before 

culminating: 

Is what you hear pretty? or beautiful? or legal? or acceptable in polite or any 

other society? It is beyond any calculation savage and dangerous and 

murderous to all equilibrium in human life a human life is; and nothing can 

equal the rape it does on all that death; nothing except anything, anything in 

46 Agee, 12-13 
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existence or dream, perceived anywhere remotely toward its true 

dimension.47 

These paragraphs employ additive prose, shifts between formal and informal 

diction, direct address to the reader, hortatory fervor, agonistic tone, incantatory 

repetition, and a petulant attitude toward received ideas. They combine 

metaphysical speculation with a plainspoken appeal—Agee is unabashed in his 

intention to wake the reader from her slumber, to catapult her into a new, more 

intense relation with reality. 

The final passage in Wallace’s essay on John McCain, “Up, Simba” advances a 

similar agenda, though in more particular grounds. Wallace urges young voters to 

drop their easy apathy toward US party politics and consider McCain’s sacrifice as a 

prisoner in Vietnam: 

But if you, like poor old Rolling Stone, have come to a point on the Trail 

where you’ve started fearing your own cynicism almost as much as you fear 

your own credulity and the salesmen who feed on it, you may find your 

thoughts returning again and again to a certain dark and box-sized cell in a 

certain Hilton half a world and three careers away, to the torture and fear 

and offer of release and a certain Young Voter named McCain’s refusal to 

violate a Code. There were no techs’ cameras in that box, no aides or 

consultants, no paradoxes or gray areas; nothing to sell. There was just one 

guy and whatever in his character sustained him. This is a huge deal. In your 

47 Agee, 13 
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mind, that Hoa Lo box becomes sort of a special dressing room with a star on 

the door, the private place behind the stage where one imagines “the real 

John McCain” still lives. And but now the paradox here is that this box that 

makes McCain “real” is, by definition, locked. Impenetrable. Nobody gets in or 

out. This is huge too; you should keep it in mind. It is why, however many 

behind-the-scenes pencils get put on the case, a “profile” of John McCain is 

going to be just that: one side, exterior, split and diffracted by so many lenses 

there’s way more than one man to see. Salesman or leader or neither or both, 

the final paradox—the really tiny central one, way down deep inside all the 

other campaign puzzles’ spinning boxes and squares that layer McCain—is 

that whether he’s truly “for real” now depends less on what is in his heart 

that on what might be in yours. Try to stay awake. 

Formally speaking, much that is true of the Agee passage is also true here. The 

greatest, deepest similarity between the two writers, though, lies in the grand scope 

of their ambitions. Both are genre-exploders. They attempt, all at once, to write a 

piece in step with the time’s typical journalistic forms (a poverty expose, a political 

profile); to use that piece to argue why most such generic pieces are hopelessly 

inadequate, incapable of fulfilling their promises; and, finally, in doing these first 

two, to inaugurate a new kind of writing, one that makes and keeps new promises, 

maintaining a scrupulous fealty to the reader. These two prose swells mark the 

triumphant moment of revelation, the instantiation of a new form to match new 

reality. 
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Prose swells capture the mental breakthroughs that many of us experience 

during rigorous, engaged, and slightly agonistic conversation. They evoke the manic, 

near-Dionysian intensity normally absent from standard newspaper journalism, and 

even much literary nonfiction. This intoxicating quality is one reason why Agee, 

Bangs, and Wallace enjoy such devoted readership, and why their prose will 

continue to inspire readers and writers alike. 
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Conclusion 

In delineating maximalist voice, I have hoped to accomplish two goals. My 

first has been to argue for voice as a viable analytic lens into works of nonfiction. 

There have been comparably few studies which take “voice” as an entry point into 

literary study as compared to, say, ideology or cultural background. Yet starting 

with voice neither diminishes nor disqualifies these other topics, but rather 

provides a site where the author’s personal style and political agenda intersect. 

Admittedly, talking about voice in writing is neither simple nor intuitive. It requires 

us to suspend our belief in perhaps the most self-evident characteristic about 

writing itself—that it takes place primarily on the page, rather than in the ear. Yet if 

one begins with the assumption that many of the most salient, urgent aspects of 

written communication take place in an oral-aural dimension, one can gain new 

understanding of its rhetorical and formal qualities. 

   My second aim has been to discern the shared qualities of three writers 

whose work I admire, and to bundle and name those qualities as a single 

phenomenon. If this report is successful and accurate in identifying not just qualities 

of three writers work, but rather a set of recurring tendencies in politically 

committed nonfiction, then Agee, Bangs, and Wallace will not be the last 

practitioners of maximalist voice—already, Wells Tower, in his nonfiction, seems a 

potential successor to this emerging tradition. This would not be bad, for, to speak 

from personal and observed experience, maximalist voice is an effective way to 

draw close, careful attention to political and social issues. Just as reality always 
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outstrips the efforts of Agee, Bangs, and Wallace to catalogue it, so too does it 

outstrip reductive political formulae of all stripe. Yet this awareness should not in 

itself eliminate the possibility of engagement. Writing that impels its readers to 

thoughtful action is a good thing, and we could always use more of it. 
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