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ABSTRACT 

Sanni Mäkipää: Negotiations of Fictional Matter in Ottessa Moshfegh’s My Year of Rest and Relaxation 
Bachelor’s Thesis 
Tampere University 
Bachelor's Programme in Languages 
April 2021 
 

The thesis examines literary materiality and how objects, bodies and their perceived boundaries become 
entangled in Ottessa Moshfegh’s novel My Year of Rest and Relaxation (2018) and affect the novel’s events. 
The novel’s narration, which explores objects, their social significance and the protagonist’s struggle with 
material reality, unveils the ontological beliefs that determine the treatment of objects and other configurations 
of matter. Matter becomes central to the first-person narrated novel on two distinguishable levels, both as 
objects used as instruments of self-expression and as the seemingly contrary counterpart to humanity that 
invokes questions of materiality and corporeality. 

The novel depicts western consumerism, privilege and social apathy in a capitalist society in the story of a 
26-year-old woman who decides to withdraw from everyday life to hibernate for a year in order to pursue a 
renewed perspective on life. New materialist understanding of matter as something in the process of becoming 
illuminates the complexity of literary matter and how its contribution to fiction is multidimensional. Karen 
Barad’s concepts of intra-action and diffraction are applied to the analysis of material relations. Stacy Alaimo’s 
writings on trans-corporeality are utilised alongside Jane Bennett’s notion of the vibrancy of matter to examine 
the relationship between bodies. The narrative potential of material phenomena is considered according to 
Serpil Oppermann and Serenella Iovino’s understanding of storied matter. The construction of the theoretical 
framework is informed by how Frédéric Neyrat positions materialisms and literature. 

The analysis identifies the instances where questions regarding the essence of matter are evoked and 
unconventional perspectives emerge. The connectedness and inseparability of bodies become discernible as 
the protagonist organises the conditions that enable her hibernation. Her changing attitude towards matter 
implies a difficulty to orientate towards materiality as well as accentuates the unreachable essence of all 
matter. Taxidermy art disturbs the unstable boundaries between categorisations of matter. Objects obtained 
during the episodes the protagonist cannot recall illustrate the narrative potential of matter and signify the 
literary moments in which material processes continue outside of human perception. 
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Tutkielma tarkastelee fiktiivistä materiaalisuutta sekä esineiden, kehojen ja niiden välisten näennäisten rajojen 
yhteenkietoutuneisuutta Ottessa Moshfeghin romaanissa My Year of Rest and Relaxation (2018). Romaanin 
kerronta, joka ammentaa esineiden sosiaalisista merkityksistä ja päähenkilön kamppailusta materiaalisen 
todellisuuden kanssa, paljastaa ontologiset käsitykset, jotka määrittävät esineiden ja muun materian asemaa 
kertomuksessa. 

Romaani käsittelee 26-vuotiaan, uudenlaista maailmankuvaa tavoittelevan naisen tarinan kautta 
länsimaista kuluttajuutta, etuoikeuksia ja sosiaalista välinpitämättömyyttä kapitalistisessa yhteiskunnassa. 
Materian rooli korostuu romaanissa kahdella tasolla: itseilmaisun välineenä ja inhimillisyyden näennäisenä 
vastaparina, joka synnyttää kysymyksiä materiaalisuudesta ja kehollisuudesta. Uusmaterialismin näkemys, 
jossa materia on ainaisessa tulemisen prosessissa, valottaa fiktiivisen materian monimuotoisuutta ja 
vaikutusta tarinaan. Materian luonnehdintojen analyysissa hyödynnetään Karen Baradin käsityksiä intra-
aktiosta ja diffraktiosta. Kehojen välisiä suhteita käsitellään Stacy Alaimon transruumiillisuuden käsitteen ja 
Jane Bennettin hahmotteleman materian väreilevyyden kautta. Serpil Oppermannin ja Serenella Iovinon 
käsitys materian tarinallisuudesta ohjaa katsausta materiaalisten ilmiöiden narratiivisiin mahdollisuuksiin. 
Teoreettinen viitekehys on muodostettu soveltaen Frédéric Neyratin tulkintaa materialismien ja kirjallisuuden 
yhtymäkohdista.  

Analyysi paikantaa hetket, joissa totutut olettamukset materian olemuksesta kyseenalaistuvat. Kehojen 
yhteenpunoutuneisuus paljastuu, kun päähenkilö järjestelee nukkumisen mahdollistavia olosuhteita. Hänen 
muuttuvaiset näkemyksensä materiasta viittaavat materiaalisuuden käsittämisen hankaluuteen ja korostavat 
materian ytimen tavoittamattomuutta. Taksidermiataide horjuttaa materian kategorioiden rajanvetoja. Esineet, 
jotka ilmestyvät päähenkilön asuntoon tämän muistikatkosten aikana, havainnollistavat materian narratiivista 
potentiaalia ja kertovat fiktiivisistä hetkistä, joissa materiaaliset prosessit jatkuvat ihmisen havainnon 
ulkopuolella. 
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1 Introduction 

Matter is as integral to literature as it is to everyday life. Ottessa Moshfegh’s novel My Year of Rest 

and Relaxation (2018) explores western consumerism and themes of materiality, privilege and 

social apathy under capitalism in the story of a young woman who decides to withdraw from 

modern life to hibernate for a full year. Objects become central to the first-person narrated novel on 

two distinguishable levels, both as the mundane instruments of self-expression and as a seemingly 

contrasting counterpart to humanity that invoke questions of materiality and corporeality. 

At the time of emerging material trends, such as minimalism and the zero waste movement, 

and the coexistent preoccupation with the seemingly immaterial and the virtual, an analysis of 

literary materiality illuminates the contemporary fixation with commodities, reveals beliefs about 

materiality as well as disrupts the established ideas about human and nonhuman bodies. A new 

materialist review of the novel’s narration – the narration which anchors itself to commodities and 

their social significance as well as the protagonist’s struggle with her interpretation of material 

reality – displays an array of ontological assumptions that inform the treatment of different 

configurations of matter in the story.  

This thesis examines literary materiality and the manner in which objects, human bodies and 

their perceived boundaries are readjusted in the novel and how their entanglement becomes central 

to the story’s events. These mediated boundaries are considered through three intercommunicating 

perspectives: by studying the manner in which matter carries and transforms shared narratives, by 

distinguishing the apparent interdependence of bodies and by decoding the sentiments about the 

vibrancy of material. Implementing new materialist thinking on the definition and formation of 

matter – matter as something in the process of entwined becoming – and similarly oriented post-

humanist theories of agency and trans-corporeality illuminates the complexity of literary matter and 

how its contribution to a literary story is multidimensional. The tensions between materialism and 

literature are addressed alongside literature’s potential to delineate and rewrite material 



 2 

relationships, since the connection between literature and “material reality” has been subjected to 

debate due to the limitations of language as well as the problematic separation of the material and 

the spiritual, a view that is readily attributed to literary discourse.  

2 Theory 

The following sections introduce the theoretical framework of the thesis, which consists of new 

materialist theories and terms, and formulate the position from which the analysis of novel is 

conducted. First, the ambivalent relationship between materialisms and literature is considered both 

from a new materialist perspective and a perspective that, informed by Frédéric Neyrat’s writing, 

advocates literature’s creative potential in approaching matter. After that, the new materialist 

understanding of matter and Karen Barad’s theories on intra-action and diffraction are discussed, 

followed by a description of Jane Bennett’s ideas on the vibrancy of matter. The notion of 

connectedness continues in Stacy Alaimo’s theory on trans-corporeality and the entanglement of 

bodies. Finally, the embodied narratives of matter are examined in accordance with Serpil 

Oppermann’s and Serenella Iovino’s thoughts. 

2.1 The Conflict Between Literature and Materialisms 

Materialist theories have provoked interdisciplinary discussions on their applicability to a variety of 

fields within both human sciences and natural sciences. First, it is relevant to consider whether 

literature and materialist theory can be approached in conjunction. The principal discord here 

emerges from the fact that materialisms concern the qualities and definitions of existing matter, 

whereas fictional objects and entities never take an actual material form – at least not in in the same 

manner as their “real counterparts”. In general, especially new materialist thinking has exposed and 

contested the linguistic reign over meaning. 

Barad, among other post-humanist and materialist scholars, criticises the essence of the 

linguistic turn: the emphasis on language and the reliance on its dominance regarding the 

construction of reality. According to Barad, thinking that words can accurately represent matter, 



 3 

that a word represents its referent, causes misconceptions that affect our ontological understandings 

(Posthumanist Performativity 802). In her criticism of representationalism, she turns to an 

alternative approach that stresses the performativity of language and how discursive practices relate 

to the materialisation of things. The notion of performativity better unveils our inclination to trust 

the capability of language and reminds us not to disregard its constraints when dealing with matter 

(Posthumanist Performativity 802). Barad has developed a way of reading based on diffraction, the 

idea that was first introduced in Donna Haraway’s writing, as a suitable method for examining the 

performativity in linguistic expression. This method will be further elaborated and applied to the 

analysis in later sections. 

Acknowledging the limitations imposed by language and adapting that awareness to our 

ways of reading results in less automatic observations of fictional materiality. Simultaneously, it is 

worthwhile to note that the imaginative possibilities of fiction create a playground for alternative 

renderings of matter, albeit still from the partial perspective of humans. Neyrat refers to Hélène 

Cixous’ use of metaphors and her statement that writing is a process of dismantling the constraints 

of binary thinking: 

[The metaphors] constitute a machine trying to transform our binary imaginary into 

an imaginary open to the infinity that exists between the binaries – ‘writing is 

precisely working (in) the in-between’. (71) 

It is exactly the received and historically prevalent binaries that new materialists aim to challenge, 

so literature appears to provide a fruitful domain for creative interventions. Neyrat further argues 

that matter can be approached through literature in indirect ways, in “detours”, since the essence of 

objects always seems to remain somewhat indescribable (114). An identification of such possible 

detours in Moshfegh’s novel is conducted in the analysis section. 

Literary objects and things may appear prominently symbolic on the surface, but literary 

language is capable of exploring the ambiguous realm that is left between matter and reasoning. 
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Reading conventions can contribute to how literary objects are treated similarly to everyday objects, 

as they are readily overlooked until they cease to function (Oulanne 38). Bruno Latour argues that 

people do not see objects, but the practises, usability and memories linked to them – he summarises 

the involvement by stating that “things do not exist without being full of people” (10). In turn, a 

new materialist perspective could reverse this dynamic – that people are full of things – and develop 

it further to accentuate the mutual connectivity that extends cross emerged borders. Is matter so 

eagerly disregarded because of its constant proximity to us, because it constitutes us? In literature, 

matter can be seemingly overlooked as banal, but still indirectly discussed, regardless of the 

intentions of the implied author. Observations and ideas about materiality can be subtly and 

fleetingly alluded to or voiced by minor characters. To an extent, it is possible to examine 

orientations towards material in nearly any literary work, since matter is undetachable from the 

stories. However, the pursuit becomes especially compelling when the text’s structural and thematic 

elements introduce tensions regarding material categories or question the ontological principles that 

shape the story world. In My Year of Rest and Relaxation, definitions of matter are evoked through 

the superfluity of branded items, bodily functions and the pursue for unspecified renewal and later 

disturbed with their emergent relationality. Human bodies, various commodities, medication and 

taxidermy animals are joined into an atlas of shared and entwined living that disaffirms fixed 

material divisions. 

Since literature reimagines, reinvents and reproduces the relationship between humans and 

objects, reframing the preconceptions of reading to diverge from hierarchical subject/object and 

inside/outside dichotomies may introduce a more dynamic and lively approach to material and serve 

as an exercise in mapping anthropocentric attitudes, an aim which will be contextualised in the 

following section. While others have problematized the dominance of language and its incapability 

to completely reach material’s essence, Neyrat mentions that language also reinvents where it 

reflects (162). Hence, literature is extraordinarily free to determine its relation to materiality due to 
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the capacity of language. Regarding language, Jane Bennett also alludes to the challenging demand 

to “rewrite the default grammar of agency” in order to abandon the profound emphasis on human 

subjectivity (119). Literary texts could partake in this effort. 

These perspectives convey how the relationship between material, language and literature is 

mutable and poses both creative possibilities and the threat of a restricted, stagnant thinking. It 

appears simultaneously a complex and impossible task to encapsulate the essence of material and 

define its position in literature. Consequently, an analysis connected to these relations should be 

conducted accordingly; it should recognise the creative potential of literature as well as retain from 

pursuing an inflexible compilation of principles and a concrete, all-encompassing conclusion. 

2.2 New Materialist Understanding of Matter, Intra-action and Diffractive Reading 

The shared principle among different orientations of new materialism is that matter is something in 

a shared process of becoming – a perspective influenced by Deleuze and Guattari’s (238) writings 

on becoming. This relational process is something that always involves other configurations of 

matter. The processual understanding contains a revision of the affective and agential power of 

matter, in which assemblages of bodies enable and perform actions instead of single actants, since 

an act requires an interactive and collaborative effort of various bodies (Bennett, Vibrant Matter 

21). A new materialist approach proceeds further from the poststructuralist project to dissolve the 

meanings assigned to an essentialist and determinist concept of nature that permit various 

hierarchies, dualisms and discriminatory practises, such as racism, sexism and homophobia. The 

rejection of the Enlightenment era subject, the concept that has substantially informed traditional 

humanism and Western philosophy, signifies the desertion of the supreme, autonomous, rational 

and universal human subject (Seaman 246–247). 

As open-endedness and non-anthropocentrism are qualities that mark new materialism’s 

ideas, Neyrat accentuates that materialisms cannot be fully determined or transcribed into unified 

principals (2). According to him, all materialists resist closed ideologies that attempt to confine 
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reality into uncontested dogmas and all materialisms originate as a response to certain violations 

against matter (2–3). Materialist politics is inseparably ecopolitical, since it entails a reconfiguration 

of material connections, which again proposes a demand of material conditions to change 

accordingly (98). 

Maurizia Boscagli encapsulates the new materialist project as a reimagining of relations, not 

as a mere flip of the subject/object divide, as well as a critical review of humanity, since humanness 

can no longer be isolated from, for example, technology in its context (20). According to her, 

situating new materialist ideas within everyday life is an ongoing process that would benefit from a 

closer consideration of the merging of material and cultural aspects, such as the emergence of 

material relations that are entwined with temporal and spatial conditions (21–22). 

Intra-action, as conceptualised by Barad, is the instance in which “the boundaries and 

properties of the “components” of phenomena become determinate and that particular embodied 

concepts become meaningful”. According to Barad, an intra-action “enacts an agential cut (in 

contrast to the Cartesian cut—an inherent distinction—between subject and object) effecting a 

separation between ‘subject’ and ‘object’” (Posthumanist Performativity 815). This signifies that 

the “subject” and “object” are separable within the phenomena that emerges from the intra-action, 

not that they exist as rigid, consistent categories. 

These conceptualisations comply with an approach that pursues a rebuilt understanding of 

relations. Barad formulates diffraction as “an iterative (re)configuring of patterns of differentiating-

entangling” and affirms that “a diffractive methodology seeks to work constructively and 

deconstructively (not destructively) in making new patterns of understanding-becoming” 

(Diffracting Diffraction 168; 187).  Diffractive reading is reading from an uncustomary perspective 

that can utilise trans-disciplinary practices and thus renovate scientific conventions. It develops and 

expands previous understandings rather than overwrites them.  

Although new materialist theories align to denounce the reigning myth of human supremacy 
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and its products, they have been criticised due to their alleged disregard of the social conditions that 

define our relation to the world. The criticism attaches a level of triviality to the new materialist 

conceptualisations of agency and their political implications, since they do not appear to engage 

directly with social conditions or acknowledge how the mind/body divide is vital to the history and 

the present form of a capitalist system (Rekret 65). To illustrate, Paul Rekret argues that Bennet’s 

thinking reduces political action to conscious, individual choices instead of encouraging an analysis 

of the collective processes involved, for example, in food production, and that Barad does not 

exemplify how to apply her theory in the practise of political analysis (62–65). However, in 

reference to Barad’s account of diffraction and its purpose, new materialist analysis can pursue new 

angles to previous perceptions through a critical, deviant approach and comprehend and renew 

practises according to the observations that arise. The purpose is not to overthrow or replace 

established practices at once, but to integrate a different understanding of matter into the scope of 

political agency. 

2.3 The Vibrancy of Matter and Thing-power 

In Bennett’s thinking, “thingness” refers to the aspect of objects that does not yield to the 

delineations rooted in human subjectivity. Bennett proceeds against Adorno’s ideas on 

“nonidentity” and the unreachable essence of the “thing” by pursuing the power of things, which 

denotes the ability of things to affect humans (The Force 349; 351). In turn, the potency of thing-

power is gained in relation to other things, since it emerges from the functions of the assemblage in 

question (The Force 354). Here an assemblage refers to a compilation of different material 

formations. Bennett’s theory differs from a vitalist perspective, since it abandons the belief that 

there is a separate incorporeal life force that moves and enlivens matter (Vibrant Matter xiii). It is 

the matter itself that is affective.  

Bennett suggests that understanding matter as something else than just dead, usable and 

inherently separate substance from humans can destabilise the entitled and destructive tendency to 
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exhaust and dominate all resources. (Vibrant Matter ix) Ideally, the acknowledgement of the 

vibrancy of matter can provoke an appreciation of shared matter that celebrates the complex web of 

relationships bodies are constantly entangled in as well as recognises how harming one unit also 

damages the others. 

Bennett states that her concentration on specific “things” is attentiveness towards the 

different affective formations of matter (Vibrant Matter ix). A thing is a “a relatively composed 

form” in the flux of matter (The Force 349). This sentiment is crucial to the subsequent analysis of 

this thesis as well, since referring to, for example, certain items is not to categorise and limit them 

inside their rigid definitions and emphasise a divide between “living” and “dead” bodies, but to 

allude to the creative and activating potential these forms of matter have in the context of the novel.  

2.4 Trans-corporeality  

Alaimo identifies human corporeality as trans-corporeality, since the human “is always intermeshed 

with the more-than-human world” and “the outer” or “nature” cannot be distanced from it (2). To 

Alaimo, trans-corporeal bodies are interconnected and there is a constant movement of exchange 

across them that begins in conception (12). The tendency to prioritise the discursive and cultural 

ways in which bodies are constructed leaves the effective entanglement of the material world 

diminished, and therefore risks the fallacious isolation of the human from the non-human (3). 

Where Bennett asserts that the political implications of her theory arise from a regenerated 

positioning towards (vibrant) matter, Alaimo states that trans-corporeality interferes with 

subjectivity by closing the distance between the self and “the external” (2).  

Trans-corporeality proposes an intervention in ethics, since “trans-corporeal subjects must 

also relinquish mastery as they find themselves inextricably part of the flux and flow of the world 

that others would presume to master” (Alaimo 17). This understanding transforms traditional 

subjectivity, since the change in perspective – understanding human bodies as emergent from 
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“simultaneously economic, political, cultural, scientific, and substantial” – reveals a new current of 

relations between actions, politics and ethics (2). 

2.5 Matter and Embodied Narratives 

Formations of matter have been influenced by past events and generated in history, so they carry 

connotations of their emergence and the connections they have had with other matter, including 

humans. They can embody memories, concepts and social relations. Similarly to Latour’s thoughts 

on how things are swarming with human practices and meanings, Oppermann and Iovino discuss 

the entangled agencies and intra-actively emergent histories encoded in matter: 

 [A]ll material life experience is implicated in creative expressions contriving a 

creative ontology. Storied matter, thus, is inseparable from the storied human in 

existential ways, producing epistemic configurations of life, discourses, texts, and 

narratives with ethico-political meanings. (34) 

This perspective emphasises the discursive and cultural range in which material intra-actions 

function. On the contrary, reification, in which a commodity is granted attributes that are actually 

the result of social relations of production and labour, appears as an opposite phenomenon, since 

“the history of the commodity as the product of social relations between human beings and matter is 

erased by its smooth and beguiling surface” (Boscagli 187). My Year of Rest and Relaxation 

appears to evoke these understandings of matter alternately, since the automated disregard for 

matter and the endless mentions of branded products have to retreat as the narrator begins to 

consider the histories of pieces of furniture and art after her extended hibernation. 

Although the concept of storied matter might seem anthropocentric, since it appears engulfed 

in human impressions, it is to a greater extent a linguistic rendering of past events that may 

foreground human agency, but still contains a vast contribution of various momentarily separable 

and enmeshed agencies. The narrativity of matter is illustrated in Boscagli’s suggestion that 

Virginia Woolf stretches and dismantles the traditional subject-object relationship in To the 
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Lighthouse, particularly in the chapters of “Time passes”, by presenting objects as holders of 

memory when human bodies are not present, since clothes maintain body shapes and continue to do 

so without someone perceiving them (199–208). Where clothes store the imprints and past presence 

of other bodies in this example, various items carry otherwise unreachable stories in My Year of 

Rest and Relaxation. The mysteriously appeared unfamiliar objects and changed places of old 

possessions indicate the events of forgotten nights and allude to the gaps in the primary narration, 

while simultaneously introducing a pool of possible, untold stories. The element of human 

comprehension may be present, but the stories of matter are not reducible to it.  

3 Analysis 

The novel, written in first person narrative, depicts the life of a 26-year-old, wealthy white woman 

whose existence is plagued by a perpetual sense of hollowness despite her inheritance, social status 

and appearance that perfectly matches Western beauty standards. The events take place in the years 

2000 and 2001 and are situated primarily in Manhattan, New York City, where the protagonist 

lives. Her closest friend Reva, who is envious of the protagonist’s looks and lifestyle, constantly 

attempts to mimic affluence and project a prestigious image with replicas of designer products. The 

protagonist feels disdain towards her friend and is often disinterested in her company, since Reva’s 

visits only seem to annoy her and disrupt her alienation. Her unstable relationship with an older 

man, Trevor, does not bring her joy, since he remains distant and frequently deserts her for women 

of his age.  

In June 2000, after having already alleviated her agonies with depressants and sleep 

medication for some months, the protagonist decides to spend a year sleeping. She sleeps the 

majority of the time only waking up when necessary. Some problems arise, since she develops a 

habit of going out to party while under the influence of the medication and struggles to recall what 

has happened during those hours. After deciding to lock herself inside her apartment, she disposes 

of her old belongings and arranges an artist to supply her with food and necessities. In the exchange 
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the artist, Ping Xi, is permitted to make an art work of her while she is unconscious in her 

apartment. As the year ends, she wakes up newly invigorated. She starts to find meaning and 

amusement in mundane details and situations. However, times have changed and Reva does not 

reciprocate her attempts to rekindle their friendship. On the 11th of September 2001, the protagonist 

learns that Reva has passed in the collapse of the World Trade Center. The novel concludes with the 

protagonist replaying a VCR tape of a woman leaping off the North Tower. 

A perspective conscious of the elusive but ever-present nature of matter, the limitations of 

language as well as the literary conventions can help dissect literary matter and its role in 

world/meaning building. The new materialist angle of this analysis is provoked by the tension 

between repetitive descriptions of material excess in the contemporary, capitalist society, the 

protagonist’s apparent quest to reorientate towards “material reality” and the acquired mental 

emancipation towards the end of the novel. These elements thematise the failures of contemporary 

consumerism which maintains that every need can be fulfilled with a purchase, but they also present 

an insight on the depicted connection – or disconnection – of human reason and the “external” 

material.  

Since the events unfold according to the first-person narrator’s recollection, material relations 

are explored in the analysis of her report and therefore woven into the actions and reactions of that 

particular character. Proceeding from Neyrat’s suggestion that literature may employ detours in 

conceptualising and exploring matters of matter, the following analysis examines the novel’s 

aspects that alter or expand the prevalent perspectives on materiality and traces the indirect paths 

the novel employs to discuss matter. The approach applies Barad’s diffractive reading and borrows 

from Bennett’s idea on becoming enchanted by the power of things as a means of recognising the 

matter that circulates in and around us. Specific configurations of matter are denoted in the analysis 

by referring to objects, things and (human and non-human) bodies, depending on the correspondent 

description provided in the novel. 
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4 The Blurry Boundaries between Entities 

The protagonist’s daily activities are surrounded by an array of brand-name commodities that she 

does not gain sufficient enjoyment from, such as designer clothes, cosmetics as well as food and 

inherited property. She is mainly interested in sleeping and the effects that different mixes of sleep 

medication have. Her alienated world is supported by her privileged position, although no part of it 

appears to bring her the joy she craves – excluding a selection of Whoopi Goldberg movies. Upon 

closer examination, however, the composition in which a human lives among their belongings does 

not quite fit into the narrative, which will be discussed in the following sections.  

Although the protagonist does not directly state it, it becomes apparent that the difficulty 

between existing as a material being in the world and pursuing a mental renewal requires some 

mediations. She gravitates towards depressants and sleep medication, since she thinks it would help 

if her “brain were slower to condemn the world around [her]” (18). She claims that her sleep 

endeavour  is “natural” since “people used to hibernate all the time” (59). She may have said this to 

cover her medication abuse from her friend, but at the same time, she tries to justify her actions 

with “nature” while also including medication – something that is generally viewed as unnatural – 

in this equation. She believes that a detachment from daily thoughts and sensations would somehow 

purify her from her disdain for living. In principle, the protagonist’s statements nod towards the 

mind/body divide common to spiritualism/restricted vitalism, a belief in which some force of life 

exists alongside the material world.  She thinks that her “project was beyond issues of ‘identity’ and 

‘society’ and ‘institutions’”, it “was a quest for a new spirit” (264).  Having chosen extensive sleep 

as the last alternative to attain peace, this partial rejection of the material world conflicts with 

corporeality, as she is forced to arrange her conditions so that her bodily functions can be sustained. 

The protagonist’s sleep endeavour elicits questions: what perceptions of materiality initiate this 

project and which material relations are at play in the character’s transformation?  
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The belief that sleeping extensively could cure one’s spirit alludes to a process of 

detoxification, a practise to eradicate unfavourable matter, which further ties the novel’s themes to 

the contemporary and individualistic struggles with material processes as well as the impact that a 

capitalist society has – commodities are sold to alleviate problems that are originated in the very 

system. The protagonist refers to the regenerated cells that are to her the materialisation of her 

revitalisation: “I’d be renewed, reborn. I would be a whole new person, every one of my cells 

regenerated enough times that the old cells were just distant, foggy memories” (51). In the end, her 

commitment to the healing power of sleep is rewarded, since she rises from her slumber a 

reinvigorated and changed individual. It does, however, remain ambiguous which aspect of the 

sleep practice has benefited her well-being to this extent. The leaps in time and in the protagonist’s 

state of being create an ellipsis that conceals the material processes that have taken place while she 

has been asleep. This creates space for a consideration – perhaps appreciation – of material 

becomings that are unknown or beyond reasoning; material fluctuations carry on while the human 

narration is absent. 

The fantasy of renewal through sleep brings forth the question of the actant and intra-action. 

Since the protagonist is asleep and therefore not in conscious control, who or what would then be 

doing the reformative work? According to her, her cells would renew and her body would be acting 

to ensure her survival and even enhance her future health. However, her vital functions require a 

certain rhythm of nourishment, exercise and excretion, which creates a need for a schedule of 

actions of care as well as a third party that facilitates this maintenance. This simplified chain could 

be traced further along, but the core notion is that the succession of the process – the specific 

phenomenon – necessitates an intricate combination of matter-relations that actualises only in the 

moment of the intra-action. In addition to the efforts of bodily functions, “external” aid is needed. 

Ping Xi provides the protagonist with food and she wakes up to exercise and do laundry regularly in 
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order to both survive and maintain a certain level of wellbeing (259–260). In the intra-actions 

between these elements, the protagonist’s new form emerges. 

The material-related boundaries between animate and inanimate, nature and culture and the 

living and the dead are further alluded to through art media and the usage of taxidermy animals. 

The curator, Ping Xi and the other artists of the novel’s contemporary art scene are invested in art 

that deals with any kinds of transgressions. The depicted art media range from bodily fluids to 

taxidermy and bloody objects. The act of utilising excrement and once-alive-bodies as media directs 

attention directly to the verges of the categorisations, which again blurs the rigid divisions between 

objects, non-human animals and humans. The taxidermy pieces, for instance, carry connotations of 

life, since they are constructed from corpses and made to resemble the living animal and then 

reworked to communicate meanings within art discourse. Taxidermy animals are generally viewed 

as human-modified objects that serve the purposes of education, hunting trophies and decoration, 

which are seen as cultural phenomena, but Rachel Poliquin extends the connotations by stating that 

“taxidermy always exposes the desires and day-dreams surrounding human relationships with and 

within the natural world” (6). In the novel, the taxidermy animals are situated within the art field 

and art market, so they are also connected to the conventions of contemporary art and consumerism. 

However, Lea Rojola argues that the ambiguous hybridity of taxidermy animals also produces a 

diffraction, since their unfitness to be assigned a part of the “natural” or “cultural” intervenes with 

the automatization of categorisations (133). Poliquin frames taxidermy as “a gesture of 

remembrance: the beast is no more” (7). In the context of the novel situated in the heart of urbanity, 

this thought emphasises the lack of the presence of other living animals, although what is “no more” 

is a poodle, hardly a beast. Ping Xi is rumoured to lock the dogs “in an industrial freezer because 

that’s the most humane way to euthanize them without compromising the look of the animal”, after 

which he alters them so that laser beams shoot from their eyes (44). In this context, the 

controversial use of the words ‘humane’, euthanise’ and ‘compromise the look of the animal’ 
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ironicise the human entitlement to other beings. What would a humane euthanisation be, if there is 

no reason to kill the animals other than aesthetics or self-expression? Ping Xi’s earlier art, featured 

in the show titled “Body Substance”, “consisted of splatter paintings, á la Jackson Pollock, made 

from his own ejaculate” that had been created by sticking “a tiny pellet of powdered colored 

pigment into the tip of his penis and masturbat[ing] onto huge canvases” (37). In this process, the 

artist appears akin to an instrument instead of a creative genius. Here, Ping Xi does not directly 

exploit other beings – this time he utilises his own body. The mixing of ejaculate and pigment 

creates a new version of paint, which reacts differently than traditional colours. The coming 

together of these ingredients can be viewed as an intra-action in which these configurations emerge 

together as another substance. The disturbance of bodily categorisations is what makes these works 

of art provocative, since their shock value alludes to the struggles that resolute definitions of matter 

produce and accentuates how humans justify claiming the ownership of other bodies for superficial 

or financial reasons. 

4.1.1 Porous Minds and Bodies  

The protagonist seeks a psychiatrist that would enable her sleeping endeavours by prescribing the 

needed medicine with little questions asked. She finds Dr. Tuttle, an eccentric practitioner with 

unconventional methods, in the phone book. The psychiatrist’s protocols and “shamanistic” ability 

to help with prescriptions leave the protagonist to wonder “if Dr. Tuttle were even real” or “a 

figment of [her] imagination” (25). It is in Dr. Tuttle’s advice that the most experimental attitudes 

towards materiality are voiced. For instance, Dr. Tuttle warns the protagonist about the hazards of 

the subway, a place in which mental illnesses can spread to and from porous minds: “A lot of 

psychic diseases get passed around in confined public spaces. I sense your mind is too porous.” (24) 

This transference echoes the basis of trans-corporeality, since it refers to an assemblage of bodies 

that are in constant flux of merging and emerging. It conveys an assemblage in which human bodies 

are located inside a vehicle, and this particular, situated combination enables the event of mental 
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contamination which leads to the altering of the contaminated mind. If Dr. Tuttle’s utterance is read 

through a new materialist lens, the statement aligns with the notion of changeable and intra-acting 

matter. In this context the mind appears to be a material phenomenon, especially as it is collocated 

with the word porous which describes material’s permeability. Dr. Tuttle also affirms that 

microwave ovens, radio waves and cell phone towers pose a threat to the brain: “Microwaves, radio 

waves. Now there are cell phone towers blasting us with who knows what kind of frequencies.” 

(18) This alludes to the unforeseen – and therefore sometimes interpreted as ominous – effect that 

shapes as technological apparatuses and other bodies intra-act. 

4.1.2 Food and Medication 

The consumption of food and medication are perhaps the most mundane examples of the ways in 

which bodies mesh into and construct each other, since their trans-corporeality is easily discernible. 

The process of consuming food and medication interferes with any illusion of the separateness of 

bodies. Human and non-human bodies no longer appear distinct as their familiar forms melt into 

each other in the process of eating, digesting and modifying the chemistries of bodies. 

The protagonist would rather not learn about how sleep medicine affects her, since that 

“sapped its magic” and made sleep “just another mechanical function of the body, like sneezing or 

shitting or bending at the joint” (25). The demystification results in a disappointment, which implies 

that the vibrancy of bodies is anticipated – it is just out of reach due to the fact that the 

connectedness of all matter is culturally concealed. Here sleep, especially medically induced sleep, 

is an enchanting phenomenon that loses its charm in rationalisation. This is derived from the 

assumption that human knowledge is sufficient to explain the phenomenon to the point of its 

deflation. The statement further reveals a desensitised attitude towards material processes that 

happen in bodies and the illusion that these processes are always straightforward and regular. 

Human existence is defined and created in collaboration with “outer” influences, “outer” 

bodies, which accentuates the errors in constructing fixed boundaries around these forms of matter. 



 17 

The protagonist’s friend Reva states, “[Chewing gum]’s one of the few things in my life that makes 

me feel good about myself, because I do it for my own pleasure” (57). In addition to alluding to the 

amount of time and labour that is reserved for unsatisfying activities, this declaration serves as an 

example how “external” matter actively shapes and defines the human experience and contributes to 

the possibilities of its spectrum. Although Reva verbalises the chewing as an assertion of her own 

agency, a new materialist would detect in it a more complex web of phenomena. The vibrancy of 

the gum emerges in the surprising elevating effect it has on the character, but the activity in itself is 

an amalgamation of intra-actions derived from the parts transforming each other under specific 

circumstances. 

4.2 Vibrancy of Matter and the Effects of Consumerism 

Although the overflow of objects may appear as the most evident clue to the novel’s relation to 

matter, an evolving negotiation on the meanings of materiality can be discerned throughout the 

story’s events. The sensed materiality of objects surfaces in the instances where their qualities are 

described outside of their functional purposes. In these moments, the thingness of the objects 

becomes perceivable. In the novel, the protagonist is reminded of the existence of objects in passing 

moments. The protagonist recalls that a “huge green glass necklace … thudded against my chest so 

hard it actually gave me bruises when I ran down the subway stairs” (36). However, it is not just the 

object – in this case the necklace – that become the central interest in these instances of 

impracticality and unexpectedness. Also the participating human body and the synergistic process 

of bruising echo the interconnectedness of material bodies. 

As material excess is established in the novel, the brands of products are readily mentioned. 

The protagonist lists the brands of clothes, food and décor as she intrudes her friend’s house in 

order to retrieve her medication: 

A Thigh Master hung from the curtain rod, a floral drape bunched and pinned to the 

side with a Chip Clip. --- Stacks and stacks of Cosmo and Marie Claire and Us 
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Weekly. The only movement in the living room was the swirling screensaver on 

Reva’s enormous Dell, which sat on a little side table in the corner and was mostly 

obscured by a drying rack weighed down with Ann Taylor sweater sets and Banana 

Republic dress shirts, matching bras and panties. A half dozen discolored white 

sports bras. Pairs and pairs of flesh-colored nylons. “Reva!” I called out, kicking 

through a pile of brightly colored sneakers in the living room. (248) 

This passage not only illustrates the wide selection of the same type of commodity that 

characterises contemporary capitalism, but also assigns relevance to the connotation these specific 

products carry, situates the story to a certain time period and emphasises the nuanced richness of the 

object world. The allure of objects and the habit of constant consuming becomes central as the 

protagonist continues to make purchases and order food during her unconscious sleeping episodes 

under the influence of sedatives.  

Following Bennett’s (Vibrant Matter 5) suggestion that consumerism can be viewed as a 

form of antimateriality, since the escalating cycle of discarding working objects and purchasing 

new ones to replace them dismisses the vitality material contains, the novel’s object volume 

encapsulates the consequences of the antimaterial attitude. In other words, it could be interpreted 

that the vibrancy of matter is undermined by the protagonist during the majority of the novel until 

she completes her episode of rest. Before she locks herself in her apartment, she gifts Reva her 

clothes, since she “never want[s] to see any of these clothes again” and “want[s] to forget they ever 

existed” (255). She donates her furniture to a charity and keeps only “the mattress, the dining table, 

and a single aluminum folding chair with a cushion whose stained gray linen cover [she] threw 

down the trash chute” (259). This purge of belongings is bound to the greater cleanse in which she 

wants to leave her old life behind.  

To return to the previously mentioned ellipsis, after completing her sleeping quest, the 

protagonist does indeed feel suddenly renewed. As a response, she purchases necessary furniture 
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from the thrift shops, since she is now sensitive to the life and stories the objects carry. She “liked 

looking at things people had let go of” and, for example, imagining “all the scenes [a table lamp] 

had lit” (279). The shift in habits of consumption and the relationship to objects signals a partial 

revelation of the vibrancy of matter as well as an acknowledgement of the narratives that matter 

carries.  

4.3 Storied Matter as the Flesh of a Literary Story  

Examining the role of objects in a novel may first appear an interpretation of their symbolic value 

or a dissection of their meanings assigned by humans. However, exploring the mutual involvement 

that human and non-human bodies share in actions can also resist automated reading, which can 

result in a closer consideration of the novel’s literary structures.  

As the protagonist embarks on her mission to reach an alternate, unspecified reality through 

extensive sleep, ordinary trash accumulates around her both as a marker of the time elapsed and a 

documentation of her ventures under the influence of sleep medication. The stories of matter are 

recognised, since they fill the gaps in narration that the protagonist’s blackouts have generated. 

Used packages and food wrappings reveal what may have happened during the periods the 

protagonist cannot recall; these items become significant, since she is able to speculate and trace 

possible past events with their help. Photographs taken with instant cameras illustrate a night of 

parties, take-away containers disclose the locations she has visited and bottles and glasses indicate 

whether she has had guests over in the apartment. In addition to daily consumer goods, mysterious 

new items are found in her apartment: 

This was when my online purchasing of lingerie and designer jeans began in earnest. 

It seemed that while I was sleeping, some superficial part of me was taking aim at a 

life of beauty and sex appeal. (88) 

These items serve as the evidence of her unconscious endeavours and therefore introduce a shift in 

the familiar dynamic in which the subordinate object is habitually viewed according to its 
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practicality to humans; the items become the keepers of the knowledge of what has happened to the 

protagonist in the recent past and they are turned to as sources of information.  

Although describing the appearance of a character and the accessories they wear might 

allude to personality traits and experiences and can serve as means of expressing ideas, it may also 

present concrete examples how “humans are full of things”.  

I remember his thick glasses perched on the oak end table, their greasy lenses 

magnifying the dark grain of the wood. Without his glasses on, I barely recognized 

him. He was fairly nondescript – thinning brown hair, loosening jowls, a single 

wrinkle of worry etched deep into his brow. --- He was kind of a nonentity, I 

thought, a stranger gently puppeting his way through his life at home with two 

strange females that he could never hope to understand. (47) 

This trouble of describing or knowing a person is connected not only to the narrative potential of 

matter, but also to Barad’s aforementioned critique on representation and Neyrat’s (113) notion that 

attributes are not directly convertible into a verbalised form, which means that it is impossible to 

“access things straightforwardly, we can only know them “obliquely”. However, the passage also 

reflects the significance of material configurations to mental operations and the constituent role they 

have on human comprehension. First, the glasses correct and enhance human vision and contribute 

to an individual’s recognisable appearance. Second, the glasses are stained with skin oils, which 

marks the engagement with a human body on the surface of the lenses as well as blurs the view if 

the glasses are put on, which again produces an altered vision. Finally, the glasses have a different 

effect on the table than they have placed on a person’s face, since they magnify the fibres of the 

wood. This diffractive effect that is beyond the intended use for glasses perhaps creates surprising 

insight on the table’s texture and makes the glasses appear creative in their essence, and thus, 

reveals their vibrancy, thingness and trans-corporeal relations. 
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5 Conclusion 

My Year of Rest and Relaxation depicts diverse situations, thought processes and tensions that 

enable a detailed examination of fictional matter. The analysis locates the instances in which the 

boundaries between formations of matter are fluidly determined and actualised in the active and 

entwined collaboration between human and non-human bodies presented in the novel. As the story 

progresses from the preoccupation with the unsatisfying “external” and medically-induced sleep to 

the stage in which the protagonist is at the mercy of “outer” assistance, the entangled, undeniable 

material processes emerge in comparison to the inconsistent ontological convictions that the 

protagonist holds. A sense of the vibrancy of matter gradually arises after various negotiations. 

Different types of matter surface as preconditions to events; mysterious items are storages for 

memory, everyday items are witnessed intra-acting with human bodies and a notion of porous 

minds and air-transmitted mental illnesses transpires. The sense of separateness of the human body 

becomes obsolete through the consumption of food and medicine and the preconditions that enable 

survival while sleeping unusually long periods of time. Taxidermy art and excrement used as a 

medium perturb the sharply defined boundaries between human and non-human, nature and culture 

as well as living and dead. Mysterious items exhibit how matter embodies stories and grants access 

to an otherwise concealed past. 

A diffractive reading informed by a new materialist theoretical framework can invite readers 

to consider the habitual preconceptions surrounding reading objects, which can lead to a discovery 

of concealed dynamics that govern the novel’s events and, therefore, suggest alternative 

interpretations or additions to a novel’s thematic core. Additionally, this perspective creates a space 

where the silent effects of material phenomena can be considered. A further inquiry that 

concentrates on congruences between fictional matter and poetics in the novel could illuminate a 

different facet of material relations and supply insight whether there could also be a correspondence 

between literary forms and the themes of materiality.  
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