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Tutkielman kohteena on David Marksonin romaani Wittgenstein's Mistress (1988). Teos on 

kokeellinen romaani, jonka päähenkilönä ja kertojana on epäluotettava henkilö. Tavoitteena 

on ollut selvittää miten kertojan epäluotettavuus ilmenee ja miten se vaikuttaa tarinan 

luentaan: minkälaisia kysymyksiä epäluotettavuus herättää. Teoreettisena pohjana on käytetty 

narratologiaa, postmodernia teoriaa, sekä kielifilosofiaa. 

 

Ensin tarkastellaan kertojan toimintaa ja sitä minkälaisia metodeja Markson on käyttänyt 

saavuttaakseen haluttuja seuraamuksia. Yksi kerronnan tärkeimmistä tehokeinoista on 

denarraatio (engl. denarration). Tällä tarkoitetaan kertojan tapaa kumota tai perua 

kerronnassaan aiemmin totena annettuja asianlaitoja. Kyseessä olevassa romaanissa tätä 

tapahtuu niin usein ja koskien niin perustavanlaatuisia asioita, ettei koko romaanin sisäisestä 

maailmasta voi sanoa mitään varmaa. Kertojan radikaali epäluotettavuus luo tilanteen, missä 

mitään hänen sanomaansa ei voi ottaa täysin todesta.  

 

Romaanin maailman epämääräisyyttä ja lopulta tavoittamattomuutta lähestytään tutkielmassa 

postmodernin teorian ja kielifilosofian kautta. Postmodernin käsityksen pohjana toimii 

pääosin Brian McHalen teoria ontologisesta dominantista, joka hänen mukaansa määrittää 

postmodernia tekstiä. Filosofisen pohdinnan tukena on puolestaan Ludwig Wittgenstein ideat 

kielen luonteesta. Lisäksi on yritetty nähdä yhtäläisyyksiä ja verrannaisuutta McHalen 

postmodernismin ja Wittgensteinin myöhäiskauden filosofian kanssa.  

 

Tutkielmassa esitetään, että Marksonin romaani postmodernina ja kokeellisena kirjallisena 

tekstinä esittää kysymyksiä kerronnan ja kielen mekanismeista ja niiden vaikutuksesta 

ihmisen kognitiiviseen toimintaan. Tutkielman tarkoituksena on osaltaan osoittaa, että 

romaanin epätavalliset muodolliset ominaisuudet ja kerrontatapa ovat suuressa osassa sen 

teemallisten ominaisuuksien käsittelyssä ja vaikuttavat siihen minkälaisia kysymyksiä teos 

lukijassa herättää. 

 

 

 

Avainsanat: narratologia, epäluotettava kertoja, postmodernismi, Wittgenstein 

 

 

 



Table of Contents 

 

1 Introduction . . . . . . . . . 1 

2  Theoretical Frame . . . . . . . . 8 

 2.1 Narratology . . . . . . . . 8 

 2.2 Postmodernism and Metafiction . . . . . 11 

 2.3 Philosophy . . . . . . . . 14 

3  The Unreliable Narrator . . . . . . . 20 

 3.1  Denarration . . . . . . . . 21 

 3.2  The Ontological Dominant . . . . . . 25 

 3.3  A Brief Note on Time, Memory and Solipsism . . . 28 

4  Then what? . . . . . . . . . 30 

 4.1  At the End of Culture  . . . . . . 30 

  4.1.1 Curator and Scavenger . . . . . . 30 

  4.1.2 Wittgenstein's Mistress as a postmodern allegory . . 35 

 4.2  "To the castle, a sign must have said." The Failure of Language . 40 

  4.2.1 Using Language  . . . . . . 40 

  4.2.2  Formal aspects of the novel - constructions out of language . 47 

 4.3  Fighting Solipsism . . . . . . . 53 

5  Conclusion . . . . . . . . . 59 

  Bibliography  . . . . . . . . . 63 



1 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In this thesis I will focus on David Markson's novel Wittgenstein's Mistress, first published in 

1988. It is a story of a woman who is convinced that she is the last person on earth. Not only 

humans but all animal life has disappeared from the planet. Why this is so is left unexplained, 

but there are vague references to an environmental disaster of some sort. The woman, Kate, is 

also the narrator of the novel. She sits in front of a typewriter in a house on a beach on the 

Atlantic coast of the United States of America and is typing the pages that constitute the 

novel. Not exactly stream of consciousness but something close to it, one step removed. Most 

of what she writes is her memories, not only things from her own life but the lives of people 

she knew, or heard or read about. She tells about her travels across the globe that she 

undertook after finding out she was the last person left. She would travel great distances in 

search of some signs of other humans, from America to Europe and back through Asia, and 

she tells of how eventually she stopped looking and after returning to America stopped at the 

beach where she now resides. However, much of what she remembers is wrong and the facts 

keep changing. She keeps backtracking herself and correcting what she had previously said. 

Also sometimes she simply invents things. Thus, in short, she is an unreliable narrator. 

 David Markson was born December 27th, 1927 in Albany, New York. He passed away 

June 4th, 2010. He is the author of eleven novels and a book of poetry. One of his early 

novels, a parodic anti-western called The Ballad of Dingus Magee (1965) was made into a 

movie in 1970 called Dirty Dingus Magee which starred Frank Sinatra as its name character.  

Wittgenstein's Mistress (from now on referred to as WM) is his seventh book. Upon its 

finishing it was rejected by fifty four publishers before finding its way to the hands of non-

profit publisher Dalkey Archive Press, who specialize in more experimental and generally 

non-commercial literature. Since then it has become a widely celebrated work and is often 

considered his finest achievement. Markson started his writing career writing commercial 
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crime fiction and his first three novels, Epitaph for a Tramp (1959), Epitaph for a Deadbeat 

(1961) and Miss Doll, Go Home (1965) he has acknowledged to have written purely for 

monetary purposes and calls them "entertainments" (Palleau-Papin 2010, 3). His first proper 

work, if you will, was Going Down (1970), a novel he spent ten years writing. It is a relatively 

straightforward story, a literary mystery set in Mexico, that is much inspired by Malcolm 

Lowry's Under the Volcano (1947) of which Markson was a big admirer and even wrote his 

doctoral dissertation on. In a way, WM marks a turning point in Markson's career. It stands 

somewhere between the more straightforward literary nature of his earlier works, such as 

Going Down  and Springer's Progress (1977), and the more experimental work he wrote after 

it, such as Vanishing Point (2004) and The Last Novel (2007), which consist of collage-like 

assemblages of short anecdotes and bits of information collected together. While WM can 

certainly be considered an experimental work, it still retains many of the things you would 

expect from a novel, namely a main character and something approximating a plot. In 

Markson's later works these elements are stripped to their bare minimum, often leaving 

behind only a vague presence listing anecdotes of other people's lives.  

 David Markson can be considered an experimental writer in that he is dedicated to the 

search of new and unexpected ways of expression. In his fiction he is interested in exploring 

the very nature of language and of storytelling and his work can be seen belonging to a 

continuum of experimentation in 20th century literature. In interviews (Palleau-Papin, 2011) 

Markson has acknowledged as his favorites and his greatest influences writers of high 

modernism such as James Joyce and Jean Rhys and later writers who had already started to 

take the modernist aesthetic further such as Malcolm Lowry and William Gaddis (whose 1955 

novel The Recognitions Markson singles out as one of his favorite works, and who is 

mentioned (several times) in WM.) The modernist aesthetic of experimentation arose largely 

from an opposition to the realist aesthetic of the 19th century novel, from the realization of the 



3 

 

fact that the any attempt to represent reality would only produce very limited perspectives of 

the world (Pfeifer quoted in Waugh, 1984, 7). Taking that limitedness into account they tried 

to, for example through stream of consciousness narration, make the most of it. What can be 

seen happening after modernism is an increasing self-awareness from the writers, the text is 

seen first and foremost as fiction, as an artificial construction, and the representation of a 

unified and definable consciousness or a reality is no longer the main agenda. The 

problematic nature of the relationship between text and reality comes to the forefront. The 

experimentation of postmodernists, consequently, is more concerned with exposing the 

artifice that is fiction and exploring the mechanisms of language that allow us to create these 

illusionary worlds. The term metafiction describes just this kind of self-conscious postmodern 

fiction (Waugh 1984). And although metafictional techniques have been around for a long 

time, one can just take a look at Lawrence Sterne or Miguel de Cervantes, they really rose to 

prominence again in the 20th century, after the realist aesthetic of the 19th century had 

become untenable, so to speak.   

 In 1967 John Barth published an article titled The Literature of Exhaustion in which he 

outlines the problems facing experimental or new-seeking writers of the time. The literature 

of exhaustion in the title refers to the notion, characteristic of the postmodern epoch, that 

everything has already been said, "literature has been done long since" (Barth, 77) and there is 

a sense of "exhaustion of certain possibilities" (ibid, 64). The tricky task of a postmodern 

writer is to try to create something new within the exhausted parameters of the novel. For a 

work to be truly something new you cannot just put contemporary people and events within 

the frame of a 19th century realist novel. The point of experimentation is to try keep the form, 

as well as the content, moving along with the times and continue creating new (in all senses of 

the word) art.  

 For his part Markson in his work continued experimenting and continued pushing the 
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boundaries of what novels can be and do. He is challenging "conventional assumptions about 

'plot', 'character', 'authority', and 'representation'." (Waugh, 1984, 10) along with other 

American experimental authors with similar concerns such as the aforementioned John Barth, 

whose method has often been to employ self-conscious pastiches and parodies of old narrative 

methods such as the picaresque novel on Sot-Weed Factor (1960) and the epistolary letter 

novel in LETTERS (1979); Gilbert Sorrentino, whose major work Mulligans Stew (1979) 

appropriates for its own usage a whole host of literary characters from the works of James 

Joyce and F. Scott Fitzgerald, among others; and Kathy Acker, author for example of Great 

Expectations (1983), a radical rewriting and recontextualizing of Charles Dickens' novel of 

classic stature.  

 In the group of postmodern writers emerging in the 1960's and 1970's there can be 

seen a trend of writing big encyclopedic novels that try to encompass the entire world and 

show its complexity on paper. Writers such as the aforementioned William Gaddis and John 

Barth, as well as Thomas Pynchon and Robert Coover wrote big books stuffed full of 

everything under the sun. Markson is not one of these people, his experimentation works on 

novels of a smaller scale. 

 On the surface a genre that WM fits into is science fiction and more specifically that of 

the post-apocalyptic novel. In a quite near future the whole mankind has been wiped out 

leaving only one survivor. In a way the narrator, Kate, bears some resemblance to a solipsistic 

inner space traveler one can encounter in new wave science fiction emerging in the 1960's 

such as the works of people like J G Ballard, whose body of work includes many a post-

apocalyptic tale. As is often the case when it comes to genres, there is disagreement as to how 

new wave science fiction should actually be defined (Latham 2005, 202). It is a form of 

science fiction that grew out of the 60's and the feeling that the "golden age" of science 

fiction, the 40's and 50's, had come depleted and new ideas were needed (ibid. 205). Michael 
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Moorcock's magazine New Worlds played a key part in its conception and enabling it to gain 

prominence (ibid. 205). Moorcock hoped that science fiction would garner the same level of 

respect that literary fiction did (ibid. 206). In 1962 J. G. Ballard published an influential essay 

in New Worlds called "Which way to inner space?" in which he defines a new approach to 

science fiction where the focus would be more on "psycho-literary ideas" (ibid. 208), ideas 

concerning the mind and its workings. Thus, the alien worlds of new wave science fiction are 

not necessarily external - the inner space of a man can be just as strange and full of wonders 

as the far off outer space and its weird worlds. In new wave science fiction gadgetry and 

exploration of external alien worlds take a back seat and the focus is on how a consciousness 

deals with whatever it is confronted with.  

 Matters of genre will not however be my primary concern with this novel and it is 

quite clear that Markson's point in his writing is not to try to adhere very strictly to genre 

conventions but his intention is rather to use them as a loose frame and a device that enables 

him to explore other things. Markson's use of genre is a form of postmodern play, he takes 

things he wants or needs from suitable places and then goes on to do with them something not 

quite there in their original conception. Part of why I make a point to mention science fiction 

as a part of the foundation of the book is that Brian McHale (1984) in his book 

Postmodernism makes the point that science fiction is the postmodern genre par excellence 

and also mentions that many postmodern writers take elements from this particular genre and 

use them to their own purposes. Markson with WM is a very good example of that.  

 WM also fits within the definition of the epistolary novel, a genre of writing where the 

fictional text is presented in a form of writings by a character or characters. Common ways of 

doing this include diary novels and letter novels, where the novel itself is the diary or the 

letters, respectively. The main idea is that there is a limited point of view by a narrating 

presence. WM is not exactly a diary or a letter but it too is presented as being written entirely 
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by a character in the novel.  

 In connection to the epistolary novel one antecedent to WM worth bringing up here is 

the work of Samuel Beckett, especially his novel trilogy Molly (1951), Malone Dies (1951), 

The Unnamable (1953), and perhaps especially Malone Dies. In Malone Dies, Malone who is 

situated alone in his bed starts writing, inventing and remembering things. It is his absolutely 

solitary position that makes him similar to Kate in WM. Correspondingly, it is also in Beckett 

that we can find explorations of similar themes rising from the situation, namely questions of 

reliability, memory, and the function of writing. In addition to the trilogy it is worth 

mentioning the plays Endgame (1957) and Krapp's Last Tape (1958) where, although not in 

the epistolary tradition, the themes and concerns are similar. In Krapp's Last Tape we have a 

solitary figure going over his recorded memories. A wheelchair bound older man who has 

nothing left to do but to go over his memories over and over again. In Endgame also, the 

finality of the situation and the lack of options and direction rings a note similar to Markson's 

WM. Beckett's work is similarly based on repetition and going over things again and again in 

an effort to find something useful. It can be seen that WM shares some philosophical concerns 

with Beckett's work, such as that of solipsism and the function of language in the construction 

of the world. These are among the things I will try to examine in WM.  

 My main research questions are: How does the narrator's unreliability manifest itself? 

What does this mean with regards to the fictional world of the novel? How is that relevant for 

the reading of the novel? And what kind of new questions does that raise? 

 In my exploration of these questions I will use theories of and from narratology and 

postmodernism. I will attempt to show how some of the narratological devices used in the 

text, such as denarration, in fact lead to the text becoming a postmodern text by destabilizing 

the whole fictional world and directing the focus from epistemological questions to 

ontological ones. Consequently I will explore what kind of questions the novel raises as a 
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postmodern text, and what it says about the function of writing and language. These issues I 

will approach with the help of postmodern theory, and in addition to that from the perspective 

of language philosophy, most importantly through the thinking of Ludwig Wittgenstein, an 

Austrian born philosopher who has been a major force in 20th century analytic philosophy 

(Biletzki and Matar, 2010). Markson himself points the way towards Wittgenstein's influence 

by having his name in the title of the book and mentioning him in the text a number of times. 

In addition to that, there also exist previous studies (see Wallace (1990) and Grace (1990)) 

explicating correlation and influence between the two. My intention is not however to present 

WM as a fictional depiction of Wittgenstein's theories, but to use those theories as an aid in 

opening up the novel and help in its interpretation.   
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2. Theoretical Frame 

 

 

The theoretical frame for this thesis consists of narratology, postmodernism and some 

language philosophy. More detailed explanations of these are divided into their respective 

sections below. With regards to narratology, the focus in the analysis will be on the concepts 

of fabula and sjuzet, and denarration which in its part serves to destabilize the relationship 

between the first two. For a definition of the concept of postmodernism I will rely mostly on 

Brian McHale's (1987) definition of it, but will also use some ideas from Fredrik Jameson 

(1990). As for the section concerning philosophy, the main focus will be on Ludwig 

Wittgenstein and his ideas about the nature of language and its use. 

 

2.1 Narratology 

 

Narratology is the study of narratives, study of the ways in which narratives are constructed 

and presented. The word narrative implies a chronology of events that are related to each 

other.  Narrative fiction, in turn, means "the narration of a succession of fictional events" 

(Rimmon-Kenan 1986, 3). In this definition, "the term narration suggests (1) a 

communication process in which the narrative as message is transmitted by addresser to 

addressee and (2) the verbal nature of the medium used to transmit the message" (ibid.). That 

is, the story is told by someone, a narrator, and it is told in the form of language. Thus 

narrative fiction is differentiated from narrative forms in other media, such as film of dance, 

and from other forms of text such as non-narrative poetry.  

 Commonly a distinction is made between the actual events that happened in the world 

and the process of telling them. There are confusingly many terms for these levels (see for 

example Gerard Genette (1980) and Mieke Bal (1985)). I shall be following the Russian 
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formalists and use the terms fabula and sjuzet. In a narrative text a fabula is the "abstracted 

events in the order of their presumed "occurrence"" (Rimmon-Kenan, 2006). And sjuzet is 

"the organization of these events in the text" (ibid.).  

 Lately, however, in accordance with recent developments in post-Saussurean 

linguistics and language philosophy, the relationship between language and the world it 

supposedly represents has been greatly problematized (Rimmon-Kenan, 1996, 7-8). If 

language is conceived of as "imitating or mirroring reality" (ibid. 7) it is assumed that there is 

a "direct relation between words and things, between verbal and the nonverbal domain" 

(ibid.). The idea of language imitating reality comes from Aristotle's concept of mimesis 

where the world of a text is seen as an imitation of the real world (ibid. 7, 135). Imitation in 

the sense that art is seen as "holding a mirror to nature" (Prince 2003, 52-3), and showing it as 

accurately as possible without any distortion. The increased awareness concerning the 

problems of how closely language corresponds with reality has led to concept of 

representation often replacing mimesis. Representation means that language and text create 

an image of a world, not imitation but a kind of repackaging in the form of words. 

Representation recognizes the difference between a textual recreation of the world and the 

actual world and does not assume one to one correspondence. There can be a difference 

between the world of the text, and mimesis, the reality of the real world. But "[w]hile denying 

language the capacity to imitate a nonlinguistic reality, many traditional views of 

representation still conceive of language and literature as articulations, reproductions of a 

prior presence." (ibid. 7) The problem with this kind of understanding of representation is that 

it still takes for granted the "logical priority of reality" (ibid. 8). This is also true of the 

concepts of fabula and sjuzet, there exists the underlining assumption that "fabula [is] 

explicitly seen as preceding sjuzet" (ibid.), and one "grants the events logical priority to their 

telling" (ibid.) 
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 The developments in linguistics and language philosophy have made it necessary to 

question the possibility of representation. "Grave doubts have been cast on the capacity of 

language to reach - let alone represent - the world" (ibid.) It can be said that language and 

writing is creation rather than re-creation (ibid. 12). That is, language actively creates the 

world rather than just represents an image of an objective reality beyond language. The world 

of a text does not necessarily have to have anything to do with a reality beyond itself. The 

world of a text can be a purely textual space that exists only in the form of language. Below in 

section 2.3 I will talk more about how language philosophy, and especially the ideas of 

Wittgenstein, attempt to define the workings of language. 

 Some terms from Gerard Genette (1980) that should prove helpful are order, frequency 

and repetition. These have to do with time organization within a narrative text and they quite 

straightforwardly deal with the order, frequency and repetition of narratological events.  

 Emma Kafalenos (1992, 382) suggests a definition of postmodern narratives "as those 

which exhibit indeterminacy in at least one of these parameters: fabula, sjuzet sequence, or 

sjuzet focalization." Where sequence means the time element of the narration, the chronology 

in which the events take place. In an indeterminate sequence the chronology of the events is 

not clear. Focalization, in turn, means the point of view from which the sjuzet is delivered, 

"the perspective in terms of which the narrated events and situations are presented; the 

perceptual or conceptual in terms of which they are rendered." (Prince 2003, 31) For 

focalization to have an element of indeterminacy it is not enough that the point of focalization 

changes. There has to be confusion to the point that the point of focalization cannot be 

completely determined.  

 One way to introduce indeterminacy into the sjuzet is denarration, a term coined by 

Brian Richardson (2001) which in its essence means a situation where a narrator negates an 

aspect of the narrative that she previously delivered as a fact. It should not be confused with 
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disnarration, a term Gerald Prince uses to denote an event that is referred to in a text but only 

as a possibility not as an actual thing that happens (ibid.). Denarration is a device that 

potentially makes a narrator unreliable. It can be used on different levels and in mild cases the 

contradictions can be explained "epistemologically, as a function of the character of the 

narrator" (ibid.). But on a more radical level, as in some of Beckett's work (which Richardson 

uses as an example) and in WM, denarration can destabilize the whole fictional world of the 

text. When a narrator goes back on her word often enough, and/or about very important 

aspects of the narrative, it becomes impossible to determine what is real and what is not in the 

world of the text, and when this is taken far enough it cannot be seen as a function of the 

narrator's character because there is no way to get beyond her to find out the truth. In milder 

cases of denarration what happens in the text can be determined from larger events and the 

grand arc of the narrative, one can still see through to the fabula and make out what happened, 

but when the denarration reaches to the fundamental elements of the text the reader cannot be 

sure what to believe anymore, the road to the fabula becomes too obfuscated and it cannot be 

reached.  

  This kind of destabilization of the world of the novel serves to shift the focus from 

epistemological issues to ontological ones, because it makes the epistemological search for 

facts redundant. I will define the concepts of epistemological and ontological in more detail in 

the next section about postmodernism. When you "push epistemological questions far enough 

and they "tip over" into ontological ones," Brian McHale (1987, 11) writes which, following 

his definition, can turn a text into a postmodern one. 

 

2.2 Postmodernism & Metafiction 

 

Brian McHale (1987) makes a division between modernist and postmodernist fiction based on 
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what he calls epistemological and ontological dominants. A piece of fiction working on an 

epistemological dominant is concerned with questions of epistemology, knowledge and facts, 

questions like how to interpret the world? how to achieve fixed knowledge of the world? and 

what that knowledge is? Whereas a piece of fiction working on an ontological dominant, a 

postmodern text, is concerned with questions of ontology, ways of existing and being, 

questions like which world are we talking about? and what are we to do there? One could sum 

up these different dominants in saying epistemology is concerned with closed systems, facts, 

knowledge, and singularity; ontology (in this sense) is concerned with open systems, ways of 

operating, possibilities and plurality.  

 McHale claims science fiction to be "the ontological genre par excellence" because it 

inherently works on a level where some facts that we know from the world around us do not 

and cannot be applied (ibid. 59). Thus the idea of an epistemological search for a coherent and 

fixed world view is void from the very beginning. As mentioned above WM is in a sense a 

science fiction text - the very premise of the book defies conventional logic and leads towards 

questions of the ontological persuasion. 

 McHale's definition is clear and very useful but in general the theory of 

postmodernism is full of contradictions. There is not necessarily a clear definition for the 

concept, John Barth in his 1979 essay The Literature of Replenishment writes that "a principal 

activity of postmodernist critics [...] consists in disagreeing about what postmodernism is or 

ought to be". Amid a general tendency towards indeterminacy and plurality we can find Jean-

François Lyotard's (1979) focus on metanarratives, organizational structures behind narrative-

making, something akin to Wittgenstein's idea of language-games (with which I will talk 

about later on). He actually appropriates Wittgenstein's term language-games for his own 

work. Lyotard's idea is that in a postmodern world the focus of attention is directed toward a 

meta-level of discourse rather than, in a way, a more concrete level of facts, which do not 
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really exist or matter anymore. Fredric Jameson (1990) on another hand looks at the term 

postmodern through an understanding, or a lack thereof, of history. What can be called the 

postmodern age sees itself somehow separate from history, as it is characterized by its 

placement at the end of various kinds of things. Thus the postmodern becomes a playing field 

of various historical things, all of history can be appropriated, and this is done with not much 

awareness of the age's own historical situation. Both Lyotard's and Jameson's work can be 

useful for my research. They are however focused more on the side of cultural studies and 

sociology and philosophy. What is perhaps more directly relevant to my research in this thesis 

will be Brian McHale's definition of postmodernism.  

 A term very similar to literary postmodernism is metafiction, a term first coined by 

William H. Gass in 1970 (Waugh 1984, 2-3). Sometimes the two are used as synonyms and in 

any case they are very much linked together. In essence metafiction means fiction that is 

highly self-conscious of its own qualities as a text. To create metafiction is "simultaneously to 

create a fiction and to make a statement about the creation of that fiction" (ibid. 6). 

Metafictional techniques such as the author referring to the very act of writing the text, openly 

manipulating the characters and events in plain view of the reader, or using unconventional 

layouts to draw attention to the artifactness of the text are meant to bring to the forefront the 

complicated relationship between text and reality: to draw attention to the fact that the text 

does not and cannot represent reality faithfully and to provide "novelists and their readers 

with a better understanding of the fundamental structure of narrative" (ibid, 9) and to 

recognize the world around as similarly constructed. While metafictional techniques have 

always existed in writing, it can be said that they gained much more validity than before as we 

entered the postmodern epoch, time within "the cultural logic of late capitalism" (Jameson 

1990). A key issue for the concept of the postmodern is the idea that there is not necessarily 

any fixed and stable foundation to be found in the world. The nature of facts, of any sure 
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knowledge that we could get at, is put to question. As Waugh (1987, 4) puts it, "the 

materialist, positivist, and empiricist world no longer exists." Therefore a novel trying to 

depict a fixed and stable world is not only old-fashioned and simplistic but, if one understands 

the world as being fluid and indeterminate, false. One can see how the focusing on the 

artificialness of fiction will affect how the concepts of fabula and sjuzet are addressed in 

contemporary narratology. That is, their relationship will not be seen as straightforward and 

simple anymore. 

 Within a postmodern condition what we have is a kind of play, a sense that meaning 

comes from forms of interaction rather than some constant and stable state of affairs. This 

idea is present in what is mentioned above and will continue over to questions of philosophy 

and the thinking of Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

 

2.3 Philosophy 

 

Language philosophy, or linguistic philosophy, has grown out of the analytic philosophy of 

the 20th century. The basic proposition of language philosophy is that "philosophical 

questions are questions of language" because we only ask the questions we do "because, as a 

matter of historical fact, we speak the language we do" (Rorty 1967, 7). That is to say, 

language mediates our thinking and all our concepts are by their nature linguistic and 

therefore inseparable from their form and position as a part of language. Language 

philosophers can be divided into ordinary language philosophers and ideal language 

philosophers. The difference is in the way they conceive a suitable language with which to 

talk about the world. Ideal language philosophers think that there is or there should be created 

an ideal language that would be based on logical forms and that way it would be an accurate 

in describing the world. Ordinary language philosophers think that the suitable language for 
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talking about the world should be derived from ordinary language as it is used in practice. 

(ibid. 8-9) 

 Ludwig Wittgenstein is considered to be one of the most influential language 

philosophers of the last century. During different phases of his career he can be seen as both 

ideal language and ordinary language philosopher, and his work has effected both 

considerably (Rorty 1967). Wittgenstein's thinking is commonly separated into early and late 

periods (Biletzki and Matar, 2010). The early Wittgenstein is epitomized in his book Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus, first published in 1921. It "evolved as a continuation of and a reaction 

to Bertnard Russell and Gottlob Frege's conceptions of logic and language" (Biletzki and 

Matar, 2010) and after finishing it Wittgenstein considered that he had solved all 

philosophical problems and retired for about ten years. The term logical atomism is a term 

often used to describe Wittgenstein's early thinking although Wittgenstein never used the term 

himself. It comes from Wittgenstein's friend and teacher Bertrand Russell’s 1918 work The 

Philosophy of Logical Atomism (Proops 2010). Wittgenstein's idea in Tractatus, to crudely 

simplify, was to show the logical construction of the world. Ian Proops (ibid.) lays out the 

core tenets of Wittgenstein's logical atomism as follows  

(i) Every proposition has a unique final analysis which reveals it to be a 

truth-function of elementary propositions (Tractatus 3.25, 4.221, 4.515); (ii) 

These elementary propositions assert the existence of atomic states of affairs 

(3.25, 4,21); (iii) Elementary propositions are mutually independent - each 

one can be true or false independently of the truth or falsity of the others 

(4.211, 5.134); (iv) Elementary propositions are immediate combinations of 

semantically simple symbols or "names" (4.221) (v) Names refer to items 

wholly devoid of complexity, so-called "objects" (2.02, 3.22); (vi) Atomic 

states of affairs are combinations of these objects" (2.01). 
1
 

 

 

Wittgenstein's concept of an ideal language would be a language through which one could 

reach these objects and these atomic states of affairs that are the underlying truths of the 

                                                 

1 Wittgenstein wrote his books in short numbered sections and it is common practice when 

quoting him to use the numbers of the sections instead of pagination. I shall be following this 

tradition. 



16 

 

world. What was in Russell’s mind when he named his book and what can also be attributed 

to Wittgenstein's logical atomism is that "the atoms in question are to be arrived at by logical 

rather than physical analysis" (Proops 2010). These atomic objects are the foundational truths 

of the world, and they exist as language units. The knowledge of facts is achieved through 

rigorous logical inquiry of language and language alone. Wittgenstein was adamant about the 

fact that one cannot get outside of language when it comes to knowledge. "The limits of my 

language mean the limits of my world," (5.6) he writes in Tractatus. The final point that 

Wittgenstein makes in Tractatus is "Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent" 

(ibid. 7).  

 In Tractatus Wittgenstein presented a model for the way that things were, so to speak, 

and he left it to logicians coming after him to do all the hard work, that is to eventually define 

the facts, define what these "tractarian objects" are. "Wittgenstein never supplied an adequate 

way of recognizing when a proposition is fully analyzed, and consequently he failed to 

indicate a way of recognizing a tractarian object" (Proops 2010). 

 The late Wittgenstein is epitomized in his book Philosophical Investigations, first 

published in 1953, which was in many ways a critique of his own early thinking. The most 

significant change was undoubtedly "the turn from formal logic to ordinary language" (Blitzki 

and Matar, 2010). It can be seen that Wittgenstein turned from something akin to ideal 

language philosophy to something akin to ordinary language philosophy. "Don't think but 

look!" he exclaims in Philosophical Investigations (66). In his new way of thinking 

Wittgenstein proposes that thinking about the logical formulations and trying to burrow down 

to atomic truths is not in fact a valid approach because the meanings in the language that 

people use are not actually stable but they change - so the only way to get to them is to look 

closely at the use of language and to see what patterns emerge. The foundational idea of late 

Wittgenstein is that "the meaning of a word is its use in language" (PI 43). With the lack of 
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the sure facts that the now rejected logical atomism offered it then appears that one must 

accept a certain amount of necessary indeterminacy in the world. Consequently Wittgenstein's 

approach in the late period is characterized by "a total rejection of dogmatism", a move "from 

an emphasis on definition and analysis to 'family resemblance' and 'language games'" (Blitzki 

and Matar, 2010).  

 In accordance with his new found acceptance of indeterminacy Wittgenstein never 

explicitly defines a language-game. But he does provide a list of examples, such as reporting 

an event, giving orders, making a joke, play-acting, guessing riddles, etc. (PI 23). We can then 

surmise a definition as something akin to a context-specific mode of discourse.  Since that 

meaning of a word is defined by its use, the meaning is defined by the word's place within a 

language-game. It does not come from a solid fact that exists in the world. The meaning then 

varies slightly from one language-game to the next but between different language-games 

there can be found "a complicated network of similarities, overlapping and criss-crossing" (PI 

66). For these similarities Wittgenstein uses the term family resemblance, and it is through 

that resemblance that we arrive at an approximate definition of a general meaning. 

 There can be seen clear parallels between early and late Wittgenstein and McHale's 

division between the epistemological and the ontological dominant. The former in both pairs 

are concerned with logic and facts and the latter with indeterminacy and fluidity. I will hope 

to show in the analysis of WM that an analogy can be drawn between the two that will show 

the similarity in the move from the former to the latter. When applied into a literary work the 

factors that have an effect the point of view function similarly for both. And one must 

remember that Lyotard for one used Wittgenstein's concepts from his later thinking as a basis 

for his ideas of the postmodern. 

 An important philosophical question in Wittgenstein's Mistress is that of solipsism, the 

idea that "consciousness (mind, self) cannot know anything other than its own content" 



18 

 

(Angeles 1981, 265). Or taken further to a metaphysical level, "no reality exists other than 

one's self. The self (mind, consciousness) constitutes the totality of existence" (ibid.). 

Considering the narrator in WM is the only person left on earth, this idea takes on a very 

literal meaning. Historically the problem stems from the radical skepticism of Descartes 

whose famous statement cogito ergo sum, I think therefore I am, in essence questions the 

existence of every other thing's aside from the mind (Thornton 2004). The logical atomism of 

early Wittgenstein would seem to lead to solipsism. "The limits of my language mean the 

limits of my world" he writes in Tractatus (5.6), and adds, "what solipsism means, is quite 

correct, only it cannot be said, but it shows itself. That the world is my world, shows itself in 

the fact that the limits of the language (the language which I understand) mean the limits of 

my world" (5.62). In his later thinking, however, when his definition of language and its 

workings have changed from logic to common usage, he offers a possible way out of this 

dilemma. Still maintaining still the basic idea of language as the be all and end all of 

everything that it is possible to think and know, "the private-language argument", though not 

called that by Wittgenstein himself but later commentators, basically suggests the 

impossibility of a private language, emphasizing the social nature and conventionality, game-

likeness, if you will, of language (Biletzki and Matar, 2010). In Philosophical Investigations 

Wittgenstein brings up the idea of a possible private language and writes about it: "The words 

of this language are to refer to what can be known only to the speaker; to his immediate 

private sensations. So another cannot understand the language." (PI 243) What this means is a 

language that is "necessarily comprehensible only to its originator because the things which 

define its vocabulary are necessarily inaccessible to others" (Candlish and Wrisley 2010). 

Right after introducing the idea of this kind of a language Wittgenstein "goes on to argue that 

there cannot be such a language" (ibid.) Without a larger system of meaning production 

language would not be able to carry meaning at all. 
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 Wittgenstein writes that "the term 'language-game' is meant to bring into prominence 

the fact that the speaking of language is a part of an activity, or a form of life" (PI 23). The 

underlying assumption being that language would not be possible without an essentially 

human form of life. The concept of a form of life has been interpreted in various ways. It can 

be understood in relativistic terms as something that is changing, fluid and context and culture 

dependent (Biletzki and Matar, 2010). A wider understanding regards it as a "the common 

behavior of mankind" (PI 206). A system of reference that determines the ways of interaction 

and being in the world that makes it possible to recognize other human beings and to function 

in their midst.  

 Language defines the world around us. Linguistic concepts are how we interpret the 

world and how we associate with it. That we can interpret various language-games even if we 

have never before come across them is because they are based on a shared form of life, a 

distinctly human way of existing. 
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3. The Unreliable Narrator 

 

Starting with the basics we can note that Wittgenstein's Mistress is narrated in the first person. 

The whole of the text is heard through the voice, to use Genette's term, of a singular entity. 

This internal focalization does not allow any outside influence to what we get to see on the 

page, everything we are told comes from the narrator. We are not however exactly inside the 

head of the narrator. What we read is what she types on a typewriter. The typed words reflect 

and mirror to some extent the movements of her thoughts but it would be unfounded to 

assume they are all there is. She is in control of what she writes and we can read only what 

she wants to tell us. Thus what we have to go on is her voice, and the knowledge that that 

voice is not unfiltered but more or less a construction by her, full of omissions, more or less 

intentional, corresponding with her communicative intentions, whatever those might be. It is 

not even clear whether she knows that herself. 

 There are many signs in the text that indicate that the narrator is an unreliable one. 

Inconsistencies abound, whether Kate is talking about her present situation or the events 

leading up to it. Without even getting into the physical improbability of her travels across the 

globe, or for that matter her status as a sole survivor of a natural disaster, which could be 

accepted as fantastical elements common enough in speculative fiction, it is the way she tells 

the tale that casts a shadow of suspicion over her credibility. It is the fact that her story 

changes. 

 "There can be, of course, different levels of unreliability," Rimmon-Kenan sensibly 

points out (1983, 101). Kate in WM functions on a very high level of unreliability - high 

enough to shroud the whole text in indeterminacy, so that the reader cannot really be certain 

about anything. Let us then see how this happens. 
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3.1 Denarration 

 

The uncertainty begins on the very first page of the novel. The opening sentence "In the 

beginning, sometimes I left messages in the streets." is soon qualified by "To tell the truth, 

perhaps I only left three or four messages altogether." (WM, 7)  And then follow the lines:  

 I have no idea how long ago it was I was doing that. If I were forced to 

guess I believe I would guess ten years. 

 Possibly it was several years longer ago than that, however. 

 And of course I was quite out of my mind for a certain period too, back 

then. 

 I do not know for how long a period, but for a certain period. (ibid.) 

 

 

This opening immediately establishes the tone of the book and lets the reader know what they 

are in for. It establishes a narrator who is working solely from the basis of her confused 

memory, and admits to being mad in the past (and of course we only have her word for her 

not being mad at the time she writes these things).  

 "The beginning" here refers to the time right after she became the only human left on 

the planet. After the initial demise of the population Kate tells us she first spent a year or two 

living in the Metropolitan museum in New York and then spent some years traveling around 

the globe, visiting Russia, England, France and the Mediterranean, before finally settling 

down on the beach on Long Island at the Atlantic coast of the United States. The chronology 

of her experiences between the "beginning" and the time she starts writing is unclear to her, 

she is having difficulty remembering not only how long it has been but also in what order the 

events occurred. In a way the priority of the fabula over sjuzet is disrupted in her telling of the 

story because she does not, and cannot, adhere strictly to the events as they happened. Her 

representation is taking precedence over the events. In her telling of the story Kate alternates 

between her present situation, her experiences during the ten or so year span of her being the 

only human on earth, the time before "the beginning" when she was living in New York and 
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working as a painter, and things from history that she has heard or read about. But in her mind 

all these levels begin to merge and soon she is imagining William De Kooning, a painter who 

lived in the 20th century, who once might have visited her loft in Soho in a studio with Giotto, 

the Italian renaissance painter, in Holland.  

 Her reliance on her memory is the first thing that causes problems. She writes: 

"Actually I have never been to Mississippi, either." and continues in the next paragraph: "Why 

do I say such things? Obviously I would have had to cross the Mississippi as well [...] Still, it 

appears I have no recollection of it." (WM, 21) This is a mild case of denarration, where Kate 

immediately notices she has made an error and corrects herself. That self-correcting move 

does not always happen however and as the novel goes on the instances of denarration keep 

piling up.  

 The structure of the novel is based on repetition, the "story accumulates" (Grace; 1990, 

208) as Kate goes on in a circular fashion. The story does not really "unfold, [...] develop or 

progress" (ibid.). Kate's intention is not to develop a narrative arch with a beginning, middle 

and an end, she just writes things down as they occur to her. Working that way she jumps 

quickly from one thing to another and comes back to things later on from a different angle, 

making connections that she did not think of before. But as she is working solely from 

memory and refuses even to go back a couple of pages to check on what she wrote before 

(WM, 123) things can get confused.  

 Let us look at for example the situation with her wristwatches. When she first 

mentions her thirteen or fourteen watches she writes: "In a town called Corinth, in 

Mississippi, which is not near the Mississippi River, parking a car on a small bridge I divested 

myself of the watches." (WM, 27) Then when she gets back to talking about them later on 

their number has increased to seventeen and the place she divested herself of them is 

Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (ibid, 81). This contradiction too, as the one above, could be seen as 
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only her memory playing tricks and a momentary slight on her part. But the problem is, both 

accounts are delivered in an epistemologically even manner. There is really no indication 

which of these should take precedence, there is no way of telling which of the accounts is true 

and which false. They cannot both be true, surely she could only have thrown her watches in a 

river once. Since we never hear from anyone outside of Kate, there is no way to establish the 

facts. This kind of denarration, canceling out of previously given information, serves to 

destabilize the world of the novel, bring the whole construction into question. 

 The wristwatches might seem like a trivial thing and it is perhaps not enough to 

destabilize the fictional world enough to discourage an epistemological investigation into the 

state of affairs within the world of the novel. But there are numerous other examples, bigger 

and smaller. The names of the people she talks about change and so forth. As the story 

accumulates and Kate goes over the same things again and again, these contradictions 

however start to become overwhelming. Furthermore, every now and then she will also 

remind the reader that she indeed was mad at times in the past and cannot fully trust her 

recollections. As the story accumulates more layers of repetition, also the instances of 

denarration accumulate and it becomes harder and harder to see through the layers of denied 

facts and contradictions that litter the text. The fabula recedes further and further away from 

sight, and it becomes harder to separate it from the sjuzet.  

 One drastic thing that occurs that perhaps finally tips the scales is the question of the 

soccer shirt. Kate gives an account of driving in a van filled with soccer equipment in what 

would be approximately Italy. She drives off an embankment and the van falls into the 

Mediterranean. Getting her clothes wet in the process she changes into one of the soccer shirts 

from the van. The shirt has written on it "Savona" (WM, 107). After writing about that 

incidence she will occasionally refer to it, to her being upside down in the Mediterranean. It is 

all well and good, until towards the very end of the book when she is giving another account 
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of a house she had visited not far from where she is living on the beach, a house that she could 

see from the beach but to which she could not for a long time find a way to get to. Once she 

finally does find her way to the house she explores it and later gives account(s) of what she 

found there. In one telling of that event, that should have happened well after she had returned 

from her European tour, she writes: 

 In fact the only item in that house which I remembered ever giving a 

second glance, in addition to a reproduction of a painting by Suzanne 

Valadon that is taped on the living room wall, was a soccer shirt with the 

name Savona printed across its front. 

 Which I have now washed at the spring and am wearing as I type. 

(ibid., 238) 

 

Suddenly the very fact that she had traveled in Europe, the recounting of which takes up much 

of the narrative, is brought into question. If she had found the soccer shirt with Savona on it 

from a nearby house what are we supposed to make of the story about the van full of soccer 

equipment in Italy? The question arises did she just invent the whole thing? Was her trip to 

Europe just the imaginings of a madwoman? Or was it just her making up a story to amuse 

herself? Or did it actually happen and it is now as she is writing about it that she is mad and 

confused? 

 Eventually it is impossible to determine for sure what exactly takes place and what 

does not, what is invented and what is real. The act of denarration erases the facts but does not 

give new ones to replace them. Once the old fact has been discredited, how could we take the 

new fact at face value since it comes from the same source. Their epistemological status is the 

same, so logically you cannot give the other more weight than the other. If you would want to 

continue an epistemological hunt for the actual facts it would just lead to an endless back and 

forth between the possibilities. What emerges is a cycle of indeterminacy. Because the fabula 

and what "really" happened is out of reach the sjuzet is all that we have to go on. The reality 

behind the narration cannot hold any logical priority over the telling because we cannot be 
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sure what that reality is.  

 Brian McHale writes: "push epistemological questions far enough and they "tip over" 

into ontological ones." (1986, 11). I would say this is exactly what happens in WM due to the 

denarration on Kate's part, the cycle of indeterminacy leads to precisely this. 

 

3.2 The Ontological Dominant 

 

For a text to have what McHale calls an ontological dominant it must have as its basic 

operative mode that of ontological questioning. I have hopefully shown above that the shift in 

the mode of the text happens as it becomes more and more clear that the actual facts 

pertaining to the reality of the world of the novel become ultimately unattainable. The 

epistemological search for a coherent mimesis or a coherent representation of a world 

becomes useless and irrelevant when instead of a singular coherent world we are presented 

with a multitude of possibilities. The point of the text is no longer to show the logical facts of 

the world but to explore the multitude and see what the different options there are and what 

they have to offer. Once we accept a certain measure of indeterminacy the focus shifts from 

logical analysis to a form of play.  

 Not only does moving to the ontological dominant help in its way to solve some of the 

problems of representation, it is in part made necessary by those problems. Rimmon-Kenan 

(1996) points out that it is problematic to assume a reality that would have priority to the 

telling of it. To treat fabula and sjuzet as two clearly separated things cannot work because 

"the simple notion that language passively reflects a coherent, meaningful and 'objective' 

world is no longer tenable" (Waugh 1984, 3). A postmodern writer (or a metafictionalist), such 

as Markson, is very conscious of the problem that "if he or she sets out to 'represent' the 

world, he or she realizes fairly soon that the world, as such, cannot be 'represented'." (ibid, 4) 
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In WM the world cannot be properly represented because Kate does not offer a picture of it 

that would be a coherent and singular place. One is forced to take into account the active role 

of language, the fact that language in part actively creates the world. It does not just passively 

reflect it. It could be said that the turn from epistemological dominant to ontological one 

happens automatically once the false dichotomy between fabula and sjuzet is re-examined and 

they are seen as having a complex two-way relationship where neither can be seen as having 

priority over the other. If one does not recognize the primacy of fabula over its telling then the 

function of the text cannot be to represent that fabula as perfectly as possible. Fabula and 

sjuzet become inextricably linked and their separation impossible.  

 Thus we can see that when the focus is on the ontological instead of the 

epistemological a "reality" of a coherent world is no longer a pressing concern. It is only in 

epistemological investigations that we search for a "reality" that is made up of facts. When 

occupied with ontological investigations we do not look for a single, fixed, coherent "reality", 

a coherent world. Here we can also see a parallel between the move from epistemological to 

ontological dominant and Ludwig Wittgenstein's early and late thinking. In his earlier 

thinking Wittgenstein is concerned with a reality made up of facts that you could reach 

through rigorous formal logic. In his later thinking Wittgenstein is concerned with a form of 

play, namely language-games and the way the meaning of things derives from relativity and 

approximation.  

 But while this shift to the ontological dominant might occur for the reader it does not 

occur for Kate in the novel. She never gets beyond the epistemological search. She remains 

trapped in the cycle of indeterminacy. Kate is going over the same things in slightly different 

formations, one time the cat's color is russet, another Russet is the cat's name. Her cyclical 

thinking becomes a parody of the logical atomism of early Wittgenstein. She repeats the line 

"The World is everything that is the case", which is the opening sentence of Wittgenstein's 



27 

 

Tractatus, many times throughout the novel, sometimes accrediting the sentence to 

Wittgenstein and sometimes not remembering where it came from. The first time she 

mentions it she qualifies it afterwards: "I have no idea what I mean by that sentence I have 

just typed, by the way" (WM, 78). Later she says she is very fond of the sentence. The 

repetition of things and going over them again and again could be seen as an attempt to get to 

the bottom of them. It could be said that over and over again Kate establishes many a case in 

the world. Her tiny acts of logical thinking establish states of affairs that sort of make sense, 

but Kate's refusal to be systematic leads to all the back and forth being useless, she never goes 

deep enough to arrive at any facts because every time she addresses something she starts from 

the beginning. This then becomes a parody of logical atomism where no atomical states of 

affairs are ever reached, and this brings the validity of the whole idea into question. Ideally it 

would be the case that her remaining trapped would set the reader free, being able to see her 

situation from the outside. 

 In being trapped in her endless cycle of pointless epistemological searching, Kate is 

also trapped in a solipsistic world. I would argue that Markson's decision to make Kate the 

only person in the world makes explicit the fact that she is an indictment and a parody of early 

Wittgenstein's thinking and logical atomism. The figure following the model of early 

Wittgenstein does not only end up going in circles never arriving at any facts but also 

following Wittgenstein's implication of the inevitability of solipsism she is literally the only 

person in the world, a single consciousness projecting a world.  

 McHale writes: 

 The dead-ending of epistemology in solipsism can be transcended, but 

only by shifting from a modernist poetics of epistemology to a 

postmodernist poetics of ontology, from Oedipa's anguished cry, "Shall I 

project a world?," [from Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49] to the 

unconstrained projection of worlds in the plural. (1985, 25) 

 

This shift occurs in WM for the reader on the outside but not necessarily for Kate who 
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remains trapped in her mind. And this shift is mirrored by a shift from Wittgenstein early 

ideas to his later ones where formal logic gives way to play inside language-games.  

 

3.3 A Brief Note on Time, Memory and Solipsism 

 

One could argue that a narrative told in the first person is inherently solipsistic, or at least that 

it invokes the concept. To have only the perspective of an "I" and to have the text be the limit 

of the "reality" in question one logically would come to the conclusion that the world of the 

text exists only inside the narrating "I".  

 If we are then to say that the whole world of WM exists only in the consciousness and 

memory of Kate we can also say that the inconsistencies, whether lapses of her memory or 

more drastic changes of direction, are not that big a concern because if it is she who creates 

the world it is she who can change it as she pleases. In a god-like position a first person 

narrator can do basically whatever she wants, following a cycle of creating, remembering, 

recreating, and then changing, (mis-)remembering, recreating. The inconsistencies and the 

very act of change become a part of the world and consequently the option of a coherent 

singular world ceases to be a viable one. This kind of radical creation and recreation on the 

narrator’s part then, again, means that the dominant must shift to the ontological one as 

epistemological search becomes impossible when the facts can be changed so easily and for 

no apparent reason.  

 At the same time this brings solipsism to the level of language, the physical world is 

not that easily changed at will. But then, language is all we have when it comes to a novel. 

Marculescu (1989) in writing about Beckett's lonely solipsistic characters writes: 

 Modern solipsism, in shifting emphasis from everyday experience and 

the man on the street to an "author in search of a characters" or of subject-

matter, proves undeniably subtler, more elusive but also more "realistic," if 

this would be permitted now, than the classical one. It is a solipsism of 
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language and meanings, not one of being and knowledge. 

 

And why not? If we are to believe Wittgenstein when he says, "the limits of my language are 

the limits of my world" (Tractatus, 5.6) then language is where solipsism manifests itself. But 

once again the contrast between earlier and later Wittgenstein makes all the difference. His 

late period "private-language argument" makes language of one an impossibility. Ultimately 

the weight of the language and its meanings is too much to put on one shoulders. Following 

along with the parallel between early and late Wittgenstein and the epistemological and the 

ontological dominant: if modern solipsism is solipsism of language and meaning, is then 

postmodern solipsism an oxymoron? Does the move from facts to indeterminacy also 

destabilize the ego as a possible center for the world? 
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4. Then What? 

 

Previously I have made the claim that WM should be approached as a postmodern text. The 

answer to the question whether it should be approached from the perspective of Wittgenstein's 

earlier or later theories is perhaps that both could be used. Kate in the novel is functioning 

with ideas from earlier Wittgenstein but the reading of it I think should be more focused on 

the later phase of Wittgenstein's thinking. 

 With this in mind I will now try to examine the issues that come up once these 

approaches are taken in to account. Firstly I will explore the role of culture in the novel. It has 

distinct functions both for the character Kate and to the novel as a postmodern text. Secondly 

I will focus on the use of language and its inadequacies. This too has functions both for the 

character and for the novel as a postmodern text. Thirdly I will briefly discuss the how 

language and the act of writing functions as a weapon against the idea of solipsism. The basis 

for this comes from Wittgenstein's later phase of thinking. 

 

4.1 At the End of Culture  

 

4.1.1 Curator and Scavenger 

 

Kate, the narrator of the novel, stands at the end of culture. The human race has been wiped 

out and she is the sole survivor. As the last human on earth Kate's relationship with culture 

and history is bound to be somewhat problematic. In her writing she uses many bits of 

information from past and present culture, albeit always filtered through her own mind and 

thoughts. She talks about things she remembers reading about or remembers hearing about, 

such as the ancient Greeks and renaissance painters. As Palleau-Papin says "she has one foot 
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in the world, one in the imaginary world of her making, using cultural icons as props for her 

mental world" (2011, 191).  

 Kate calls herself "a curator of all the world" (WM, 227). She is, in a way, compiling a 

final exhibition of mankind's achievements in her writing. Her background as an artist, a 

painter, undoubtedly serves as a background for this curatorial tendency, and guides her 

decision making as to what to include in her "exhibition". Evelin E. Sullivan (1990, 241) 

writes "Kate the artist's world is her personal world. The world of a mathematician or botanist 

or sailor would be different." When she realized that she was the last person on earth Kate 

initially, during the period when she was still looking for other survivors, took shelter in art 

museums, beginning with the Met in New York and as she traveled the world she stayed at 

notable museums in Europe: Tate in London, Hermitage in St Petersburg and Louvre in Paris. 

As an artist she felt safer in an environment like that, a place that was familiar to her and 

filled with things she enjoyed. At the beginning of her solitude, in New York, she would also 

hang her own paintings in the Met alongside the other works on display there. Even if her 

works did not at their time merit a place among the established masterworks displayed there, 

now that all mankind was gone her works quite literally are the best contemporary artworks 

available.  

 Similarly when Kate is writing the final history of the human race, her place as the last 

person guarantees her an important role in it. What is naturally guiding her writing process are 

her own interests and preoccupations, which as an artist and a painter lean towards the history 

of art and culture. And, as David Foster Wallace puts it "via her memorial project, Kate makes 

'external' history her own" (1990, 227), that is, everything gets filtered through her 

consciousness and her point of view, the point of view a middle-aged woman and an artist. 

Her intention is not to give an objective account of the history of western world - she picks 

and chooses as she pleases without giving that much conscious thought to her process. Kate's 
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curating is personal and the story she tells with her exhibition is that of her own relationship 

to the culture that once was. As a painter her history is filled with painters, composers and 

other artists from the past. It is also a history of individuals, not of great movements and 

historical trends defining the ages. 

 One can see some underlying structuring principles in her account of culture and 

history. Both David Foster Wallace (1990) and Grace (1990) posit the idea that Kate is 

actually offering a kind of feminist reading of history. Kate's writing "add[s] up to a kind of 

testament (covenant, witnessing, will) to three millennia of Western, patriarchal civilization" 

(Grace, 214). At the end of civilization Kate looks back with subtle sarcasm on all the folly of 

men throughout history, "she insists on retelling patriarchal stories, subverting them, 

completing them, filling in the gaps" (ibid.). One story she often refers to and comes back to 

its inconsistencies is Homer's Odyssey. She remembers reading it, along with some other 

Greek literature. 

But frequently making up new version of the stories on my own part, too, 

one's fanciful private improvisations 

 Such as Helen, slipping down from the battlements and meeting 

Achilles beside the Scamander on the sly. 

 Or Penelope, making love to one after another of all those suitors, while 

Odysseus was away. 

 Wouldn't she have? Surely, with so many of them hanging about? And 

if it was truly ten years for the war and still another ten before the husband 

of hers materialized? (WM, 21) 

 

 

Kate refuses to accept the canonical version of what really happened.  

 This is the same twenty years during which Penelope is said to have 

spent her time weaving. Naturally, if one wishes to believe that.  

 I doubt that I believe one word of it, myself. (ibid. 82) 

 

 

She is interested in what went on with Penelope and Helen and Clytemnestra who in the 

"official" stories have been made into unimportant characters in the world where men went 

around killing each other (over them). Thus she subverts some historical stories and offers her 
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own input and ideas as to how things actually went down, based on her own experience of 

how the world works.  

 But while she does that one should also keep in mind that she is not taking her job as a 

historian very seriously. She imagines a dialogue between the painter Rembrandt and the 

philosopher Spinoza, two contemporaries who lived in Amsterdam in the 1600's:  

 Good morning, Rembrandt. Good morning to you, Spinoza. 

 I was extremely sorry to hear about your bankruptcy, Rembrandt. I was 

extremely sorry to hear about you excommunication, Spinoza. 

 Do have a good day, Rembrandt. Do have the same, Spinoza. (WM, 

142) 

 

There is not much to be gleaned from that exchange. Clearly giving a full and balanced and 

truthful historical account is not a priority for Kate. She approaches her task not so much as 

rigorous scholarship, but rather it is just a way to ease her boredom. 

 

Still, one can see that Kate's curatorial work does have a purpose to it, and in a way it is not 

only a celebration of the accomplishments of man throughout history but also a critique, 

namely a critique of the patriarchal dominance and the misogynies that prevail in society. 

However, since Kate's determination in this project is irresolute at best it is perhaps not 

appropriate to call her a great subverter of historical narratives. In fact, Palleau-Papin (2011, 

111) calls Kate a "scavenger", and sees her more as someone scavenging and hoarding 

cultural entities for personal use than collecting them for display. In a way this is perhaps 

closer to what Kate is doing since it highlights the personal aspect of her activity and 

downplays the importance of her collection as a memorial and a testament to the struggles 

human race. The focus in the novel is definitely on Kate's personal struggle, not that of the 

human species throughout its history. 

 Indeed, one major difference between curating and scavenging is the intended 

audience for the collected materials: when curating an exhibition, it is done for an external 
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audience that comes to see it; when scavenging, it is done solely for the person doing the 

scavenging. Another difference is that scavenging can imply a necessity, scavenging is done 

in order to sustain oneself and to gather things that are necessary for survival. Curating on the 

other hand implies a less severe activity, if you will, something almost superfluous and 

certainly not a matter of life and death. For Kate, who is the only survivor of the human race, 

maintaining a connection with the human race through its culture and history can be a 

necessity, in terms of her, admittedly dubious, mental health, at least. I will speak more of her 

need for and attempts at maintaining connections later on below, in section 4.3 that deals with 

solipsism. 

 Furthermore, a curator's job includes the attempt to impose an order to the things 

collected. A good exhibition has a meaning behind it and tells a story as a whole - ideally it 

becomes more than just the sum of its parts. This is something Kate manifestly fails at. She 

fails to make sense of any of the things she talks about, and as for her imposing an order to 

the things she talks about that is not what happens. The historical and cultural entities Kate 

writes about, or plays around with, never give her a satisfactory narrative. Partly due to her 

unfocused attempt at history writing and partly due the fact that she only relies on her 

memory and loses her way in it. 

 Kate has, overall, a propensity for not thinking too much about her situation. In her 

writing she tries to keep a positive air, to keep it light, and it is only in subtle undertones and 

some slight wordings that the reader senses the desperation and loneliness of her situation. 

Her life on the beach house is dull and repetitious and it is through the "thought-experiments" 

and making up little scenarios that she tries to keep her wits about and escape the numbing 

boredom and anxiety of loneliness. Kate's writing is marked with repetition, she goes over the 

same things many times coming to them from slightly different angles, because she allows her 

thoughts to wander and go where they please and refuses to go back even a few pages to see 
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what she has written about the same thing earlier, or to go back to investigate what has 

brought a particular feeling on: 

 I have already forgotten what I had been typing when I began to 

feel this way.  

 Obviously I could look back. Surely that part cannot be very 

many pages behind the line I am typing at this moment. 

 On second thought I will not look back. 

(WM, 71-72) 

 

That is to say she is not very focused - and her task at hand with regards to writing history can 

be aptly categorized as play. But that play is still marked with an attempt to create a somewhat 

sensible narrative about the past and to make some sense of the world around her. The 

problem is that Kate's unorganized way of operating, and the fact that she is working solely 

from her memory do not allow for a solid enough structure for her to base her narrative on. 

The fact that the world her writing creates is fluid and unstable is very much linked with the 

fact that she is unable to find or to create a narrative out of the historical and cultural elements 

she is working with. As is shown above, the move from the epistemological dominant to the 

ontological dominant takes the focus out of the facts and into the realm of usage. What really 

happened is not important, what is important is how Kate uses the material and how she 

relates to it and why.  

 This idea ties in with her whole writing project and the reasons behind it, and the way 

language itself eventually fails to give a satisfactory account of her situation. I will get back to 

that later on in section 4.2 that is concerned with language. 

 

4.1.2 Wittgenstein's Mistress as a postmodern allegory 

  

When looked at from the outside, Kate's play with historical and cultural entities seems 

exemplary postmodern activity. This kind of scavenging of cultural and historical entities can 

be seen even as an archetypical postmodern activity, and thus the novel can, on some level, be 
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seen as an allegory of the postmodern. Fredric Jameson (1990) understands postmodernism as 

a cultural dominant that informs the functioning of various entities in a late-capitalist society. 

Jameson purports one of the defining aspect of postmodernism to be a sense of being at "the 

end of this and that (the end of ideology, art, or social class; the "crisis" of Leninism, social 

democracy, or the welfare state, etc., etc.)" (ibid, 1). That is, postmodernism's historical 

position is at the end of history. This results in a detachment from history where cultural and 

historical entities are not weighed down by their historical weight, but they are light and 

easily molded into whatever purpose is at hand. Unlike modernism of the early 1900's, that 

was deeply integrated to a historical lineage and its experimental aesthetic functioned as a 

response to the Victorian culture preceding it (ibid, 3), postmodernism is more separate and 

free to use all of preceding history as raw materials without much consideration as to the 

deeper contexts of the historically formed cultural entities.  

 In WM we have Kate quite literally at the end of history, engaged in a more or less 

superficial play on historical and cultural signifiers. Her position as the last person on earth 

places her, in a way, outside of history and culture. She is no longer a part of any historically 

or culturally formed society, and as such she is detached from some of the historical and 

cultural weight and meaning of the things she talks about. Kate collects these various cultural 

entities and bounces them around for a while and then discards them. Whether it is curating or 

scavenging it amounts to the same thing: as a piece in a museum or as a scavenged piece in a 

personal collection the original context has weakened, especially considering Kate's 

haphazard organization of the "collection". Similarly, this is essential in Jameson's view of 

postmodernism: the weakening of the historical and cultural context and the commodifying of 

the cultural entity (ibid, 3).  

 What is characteristic of the way Kate uses historical events is the superficiality and 

vagueness of her references. She may wonder about some things that happened, "God, the 
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things men used to do" (WM, 219), but the object of the reference is far away and the 

connection is in no way a direct one. It is not certain whether she even ever visited the 

Mediterranean, which makes her telling of the time she was at Peloponnesus at the scene of 

the thirty year war, pondering upon its madness, become more abstract, the frames of 

reference more obscured, and this in turn makes her whole connection to culture and history is 

made vague and somewhat indeterminate. Since Kate is no longer an active participant in a 

society the connection is always diminished and indirect. Having lost the context of human 

society, the cultural and historical elements are seen as more detached and separate and so 

Kate can take them and play with them as she pleases without worrying about rules and 

conventions and the proper readings and proper procedures. The fact that she is an unreliable 

narrator is also reflected in the way she uses historical and cultural entities in her writing. That 

is, her handling of them is unreliable too. You cannot know for certain if what she is saying of 

a particular historical event or person is true or not. Nor can the reader know for sure whether 

if she knows the truth if she is deliberately disregarding it or just forgetting it for the moment. 

 This echoes the sentiment expressed by Jameson that in the postmodern discourse 

"depth is replaced by surfaces, or multiple surfaces" (1990, 12). History is seen as images, 

little snippets from here and there, while the deeper structures and currents are ignored and 

not searched for. Jameson continues: "what is often called intertextuality is in that sense no 

longer a matter of depth" (ibid). This sentiment deserves more examination with regards to 

WM since it includes many an intertextual reference. 

 Steven Moore (1990, 165) points out that "Markson is not merely name-dropping here; 

the references are an integral component of the characters he creates and the milieu in which 

they move." Indeed, just the number of various references in WM is staggering and it would 

be absurd not to allow a proper function for them. In some sense it is fair to say that the 

intertextuality in WM is not a matter of depth, but in a way it is the very depthlessness of the 
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references that makes it, in the end, so poignant. Since Kate literally lacks a civilization, the 

surface elements are all the culture and humanity that she has at her disposal. Moore (ibid, 

175) posits that "[i]n Wittgenstein's Mistress [...] culture is unstable and subjective, a fading 

memory of "baggage" that teases Kate with false connections, "inconsequential perplexities", 

and meaningless coincidences." The purpose of the excessive intertextuality then is to 

highlight Kate's disconnection and alienation. Even as the last person on earth she cannot (re-

)create the path that has led to her. The past does not seem to make any sense and 

consequently her current situation does not seem to make any sense either. Kate is trying to 

rid herself of all the mental baggage, so that she would feel the weight of the past even less, 

because the meaninglessness and senselessness of the past does not help her in her situation at 

all. It is more like just a painful reminder of her solitude. According to Joseph Tabbi (1997, 

757) the novel points out that  

thinking and reading have always been bound up in one another, and that 

other peoples' ideas - the network of quotations that make up every one of 

Markson's novels - are as much of the material of thinking as they are an 

obstacle to it; as much a means of reflecting on life as a needful means of 

blocking out thoughts of life's end. 

 

 The baggage Kate is trying to shed throughout the novel is both physical and mental. 

When she first discovered she was the last person on earth and subsequently traveled the 

globe she had a lot of luggage with her; a generator, kerosene lamp, cigarettes, and the like. 

On her way she left some of it behind wherever she was, until eventually she did not have 

anything with her when she settled at the beach where she resides at the time of the writing. 

Similarly she has tried to shed her mental baggage, which is not as easily done as the physical 

one. Those unuseful memories and emotions do not disappear completely even if one does 

one's best to not think about them. Kate has to admit that, "Still, perhaps there is baggage after 

all, for all that I believed I had left baggage behind. / Of a sort. The baggage that remains in 

one's head, meaning remnants of whatever one ever knew." (WM, 15) Feelings that Kate has 
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tried to suppress and forget inevitably come back to haunt her. When she is feeling anxious 

she has to admit again that all that baggage is not gone. "Though to tell the truth I would have 

believed I had shed most of such feelings, as long ago as when I shed most of my other sort of 

baggage." (ibid. 72)  

 For Kate, culture is essentially both a haven and a burden, both a connection to the 

now extinct human race and a painful remainder. Kate makes a remark about Herodotus, the 

Greek commonly thought of as having been the first historian, noting their places at opposite 

ends of the line of historical writing, only to regret making the point right after because it 

brings on feelings of melancholy. 

 And Herodotus was almost always spoken about as having been the 

first person ever to write down any real history, incidentally. 

 Even if I am not overjoyed at being the last one.  

 As a matter of fact I am quite sorry I said that.  

 Such thoughts again being exactly the sort one would have wished to 

believe one had gotten rid of with the rest of one's baggage, naturally. (WM, 

189) 

 

 

 The sense of culture as "unstable and subjective" (Moore 1990, 175) is enhanced by 

the fact that Kate only utilizes her memory in the world's construction. The whole world 

exists essentially in Kate's mind, as part of the baggage that she carries around with her. 

"[T]he connections exist because every bit of information or memory or notion residing in 

Kate's mind is connected to everything else in her mind through mental associations, which 

link remembered history and myth with personal memories and notions" (Sullivan 1991, 242). 

This means that the history and culture of the world have a solipsistic quality to them. 

Everything that Kate writes is her own extrapolation. Her refusal to use any sources 

accomplishes two things: it disqualifies her endeavor as a proper history and makes it out to 

be an extension of her own thoughts.  

 There's a difference with regards to the purpose for which Kate uses culture and 

Markson uses culture. For Markson the allegorical implications are more important and he has 
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a more macro perspective to the whole scenario. But Markson's use is not limited to that. The 

allegorical aspect is just one aspect of what he is doing. The usage of history and culture as 

tools of self-definition and a way of situating oneself within the world do not only serve an 

allegorical purpose but also show a fundamental aspect of the way a human mind construct its 

personal world. It is not just a point of society's failure to appreciate its past but a human 

consciousness to make sense of the world around it. Markson's concerns here are ontological, 

having to do with existing in the world, constructing what is around you into a coherent 

world.  Kate however does not manage to create anything coherent out of the bits and pieces 

of culture she uses, the whole eludes her and she cannot create a world that would really make 

sense and offer an easy way to belong and exist. It shows the tension between wanting to be a 

part of a larger system and wanting things your own way. As a solitary, solipsistic creator Kate 

has complete control over her world, but at the same time she feels lost without the larger 

constructions and guidelines and community.  

 Before I get further into solipsism and the problems of the singular consciousness I 

will look at language, the tool with which Kate and Markson work with. 

 

4.2 "To the castle, a sign must have said" - The Failure of Language 

 

4.2.1 Using Language 

 

Earlier I have established that the move to the ontological dominant in the text makes the 

division between mimesis and representation invalid, that one cannot presuppose the world to 

precede its telling, the relationship goes both ways and neither is set above the other. I have 

also pointed out that the move to the ontological dominant occurs for the reader while Kate, 

the narrator remains struggling with her epistemological concerns. It is essentially Kate's 
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failure with her epistemological searching that allows the reader to move to the ontological. 

And since Kate's tool in her search is language, it is essentially the failure of language that 

pushes the questions into ontological ones.  

 As with culture and history, Kate struggles to make language work for her only to end 

up with inconclusive results. In the midst of her writing she sometimes puzzles over the 

meanings of phrases, as happens for example with "time out of mind":  

 Time out of mind. Which is a phrase I suspect I may have never 

properly understood, now that I happen to use it. 

 Time out of mind meaning mad, or time out of mind meaning simply 

forgotten? (WM, 7) 

 

She comes back to the phrase two pages later and it has taken on another dimension: "Time 

out of mind. Meaning that one can even momentarily forget the name of one's only child, who 

would be thirty by now?" (WM, 9)  

 Or when she uses the opening lines of Wittgenstein's Tractatus without knowing where 

she got the phrase or what it means:  

 The world is everything that is the case. 

 I have no idea what I mean by the sentence that I have just typed, by the 

way. 

 For some reason I seem to have had it in my head all day, however, 

although without the vaguest notion about where it might have come from. 

(WM, 78) 

 

 She also worries over imprecise language and possible misinterpretations arising from 

her use of language:  

 There is a painting of Penelope weaving in the National Gallery, 

actually, by someone named Pinturicchio. 

 I have said that quite badly, I suspect. 

 One scarcely meaning that were Penelope is doing her weaving is in the 

National Gallery. Where she is doing that is on the island of Ithaca, 

naturally. (WM, 22-3) 

 

The meaning is quite clear from the context of the sentences but still she feels the need to 

point out the intended meaning. She strives to minimize any ambivalence in her writing, 
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which often leads to superfluous explanations like the one above. "One's language is often 

imprecise in that manner, I have discovered" (WM, 12, 42), is a line she writes more than 

once in different situations. Kate is very aware, or at least makes the reader aware, of fact that 

the surroundings of words and their context within a sentence can inflict changes to their 

meanings. In a way her writing is an exercise in showing the way language works. Context is 

everything, and even simple words in slightly different contexts can come to mean different 

things. As Kate keeps writing, she "accumulates examples of the approximations of our 

common language, and thus saws of the branch on which she is sitting" (Palleau-Papin 2010, 

211). The more she notices the inaccuracies and pays attention to them the more she 

acknowledges the somewhat haphazard nature of communication and it becomes harder to get 

to the meanings she wants to express. Especially considering the fact that she does not seem 

to know the message she ultimately wants to deliver, which make the inaccuracies in language 

perhaps even more unfortunate: not only does she not know what she wants to say but if she 

did it would probably not even come across properly.   

 Still she goes on writing, trying to figure things out. With a human consciousness full 

of these words what else is there to do. The problem is words do not directly represent the 

world. Their relationship to the things they represent is arbitrary and convention-bound. 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1959, 66) writes of the linguistic sign: "The linguistic sign unites, not 

a thing and a name, but a concept and a sound-image". The real world does not enter language 

directly: our senses and imagination inform the concept to which the sound-image refers to, 

the reality of the world is elsewhere. Saussure also points out that "the linguistic sign is 

arbitrary" (ibid., 67). Which is to say that the sound-image (or signifier) does not have any 

logical relation to the concept (or signified) it refers to, their relation to each other is arbitrary 

and conventional.  

 Kate has found from the cellar of the house she is living in books written in German 
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and Spanish, both languages she cannot read properly. Of the German books she only 

recognizes the names of the writers on the covers of the books. She will often write about 

other languages, noting that whichever person she is talking about would have said what he 

said in his native language. She is faced with this plurality of languages alien to her and 

inadvertently comes to notice the fact that language and words as they are do not necessarily 

have any meaning at all. You have to learn a language and you have to learn how it works, its 

internal and external mechanisms, in order to use it properly. This keeps on the surface the 

idea that that there is a fragility to the communication between people. The arbitrary nature of 

language, and languages, means that depending on which country you happen to be born in 

you will be able to only understand certain of the people of the world. Kate's meanderings 

take her all over the globe in space and time, but her language keeps her in the English 

speaking world. 

  

Kate uses the phrase "To the castle, a sign must have said" (WM, 39), in the novel when she is  

telling about the time she was in Spain and was driving towards a castle that did not seem to 

get any closer. She reasons that she must have been driving on a circular road going around 

the castle and that there must have been an exit on the road that would have led to the castle 

but she never saw one. This scene echoes the premise of Franz Kafka's novel The Castle 

(1926) where a surveyor comes to a town and tries to get the castle that is the legislative 

center of it but is never able to. No matter how far the surveyor walks, somehow the castle 

keeps its distance. There is a slight echo also in the characters' names, Kafka's main character 

is called K. Palleau-Papin (2010, 183) observes that "[w]hat Kate borrows from this unnamed 

alter ego is the aporia, literally a pathless path, of a road that indicates a place at its end but 

does not get there." For the first few times Kate uses 'sign' in this sentence she is referring to a 

road sign. But she later uses the phrase again, at the very end of the novel, and there phrase 
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becomes a metaphor for her journey in writing. It becomes a metaphor for the failure of 

words. The word 'sign' comes to signify words in general. The sentence becomes a symbol for 

the futility of her writing project. The circular movement of driving around the castle is 

similar to Kate's repetitive writing where she goes over the same things again and again. 

Despite her multiple attempts, she never gets to the bottom of any of the things she talks 

about, just like she never gets to the castle. Ultimately the sign has failed her. She has written 

more than two hundred pages and gotten next to nothing out of it. She is still alone on the 

beach, only her vague memories and imaginings to keep her company - the words have not 

alleviated her condition. For the reference to also import Kafka's metaphysical sense of 

futility it emphasizes the finality of her failure because language is supposed to be her last-

ditch effort at achieving something.  

 As we can see from Saussure's model of the linguistic sign, words work on a different, 

abstract level from material reality. ""This road does not lead to action." as John Crowe 

Ransom says" (McHale, 1987, 31). That is, the words do not reach experience, they do not 

reach being. Just like the road Kate drives on does not lead to the castle, the words she uses do 

not reach "reality". But at the same time there is nowhere else to turn to. Because in the end, 

as Wittgenstein (1921, 5.6) puts it, "The limits of my language mean the limits of my world."  

While language does not necessarily reach into "facts" and "truths" it is still the only way for 

us to explain and understand the world around us. What is necessary, then, is the acceptance 

of a certain amount of indeterminacy in our relationship with the world that is around us.  

 Ludwig Wittgenstein writes in Philosophical Investigations (1952, 309) that the aim of 

philosophy is "to shew the fly out of the fly-bottle". If we put this next to Markson's metaphor 

of language ("To the castle, a sign must have said") we can perhaps see that philosophy could 

offer a way for Kate to get out of the circular road and if not to the castle at least somewhere. 

Wittgenstein's early philosophy suggests that the world consists of atomical states of affairs, 
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and that one can get to those fundamental particles through rigorous logical investigation of 

reality (Proops 2010). Wittgenstein however never got around to devising a formula or a way 

to actually get to those fundamental particles, those "tractarian objects" (ibid.). In a way 

Kate's repetitive meanderings can be seen as attempts at getting to the heart of things, but as 

she lacks the discipline, and perhaps the brainpower, her logical chains of thoughts never 

reach their objective and she is forced to go over things again and again because the things do 

not render themselves clear and clearly defined objects. This furthermore affirms the claim I 

have made in the previous section that Kate's narration can be seen as a parody of 

Wittgenstein's logical atomism - it shows that in the end it only leads to circling around some 

object that in actuality defies a clear definition.   

 So we must turn our eyes and minds to the point of view of Wittgenstein's later 

thinking, language-games and such, so that we can get further and get a better understanding 

of how language works and what it does. In his later thinking, namely Philosophical 

Investigations (1953), Wittgenstein takes the position that language works similarly to a 

game, with agreed upon rules and regulations but ultimately without a steady foundation. 

Language is seen as a function of social activity and the meanings within language are defined 

by their use in a specific context (PI 43). Kate has not grown up in solitude; she does not 

come out of a vacuum, only late in life has she come to be alone. That is to say, she is familiar 

with language and its functions. But since Kate has no one to play the language-game with it 

becomes a solitaire and with the absence of other participants her use of language becomes 

hermetic and stagnant. The language is not alive, as it were. This, along with the fact that she 

has a lot of time to kill, results in her thinking about the imprecisions and ever so slightly 

differing meanings more and more. With her as the only user of language its mutability and 

variations are not as great as they would be in a thriving society of speakers. The repetition in 

the writing, in its own way, attests to the fact that Kate's language is not especially rich. Just 
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as Kate's experiences are diminished in her solitude so is her language. Her language offers 

only echoes of the possibilities, both of life and words.  

 Kate describes a moment in her life where she burns the pages of a book (the book's 

identity varies from one telling to the next) after reading them. She throws them into the fire 

and watches the ashes rise up on air currents into the sky where they look like flying seagulls. 

This scene symbolizes the disconnection, the rupture between her and the language of the 

civilization before her. In a sort of passive aggressive way Kate establishes her position at the 

end culture, end of language. In some ways she has no use for language as it once was which 

makes her relationship with it a peculiar one. What does she need language for then? What is 

the purpose of her writing these pages? What does it mean to her? Mathieu Duplay argues that 

"Mainly, this book operates a mutation of language, separating words from their meaning and 

precipitating them deliberately into nonsense" (quoted in Palleau-Papin 2011, 215). What 

Kate is doing is appropriating language for herself, for her own purposes. She is dismantling 

language similarly to the way she dismantles the house on the beach. A short distance from 

the house she is living in on the beach is a house she is dismantling for firewood. The 

dismantling of the house is another clever way of pointing out Kate's scavenging qualities, her 

propensity to appropriate things for her own uses. A house, a shelter, a basic unit of human 

society, something fundamentally necessary is now standing empty and useless on the beach, 

its occupants long gone. So Kate goes over and takes pieces of it and burns them to keep her 

warm and to survive the cold.  

 Earlier I have discussed the way Kate uses culture and history as play tools to keep her 

occupied and her mind busy. The same can be said of language. As Kate is standing at the end 

of the line, language too becomes nothing more than raw materials, something to play with. 

Just like the cultural objects she toys around with do not have much historical weight behind 

them, the words of the language do not have historical weight behind them and thus become 
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shallower and the meanings fade. While participating in language-games is what always gives 

language its meaning, it is when you have to play the solitaire version, like Kate is forced to 

do, when it becomes less fruitful. 

 As the unreliable narrator of the novel struggles to say things, the reader struggles 

doubly to make sense of the things said. Here Markson is examining the very nature of 

language - how we relate to it and how it relates to the world. And what surfaces is a 

fundamental indeterminacy in the act of defining and describing. At this point the 

epistemological approach is of no use: the most urgent questions posed are on an ontological 

level. This acceptance of the fundamental indeterminacy in our relationship to the world 

(through language) is also the key change in the thinking on Wittgenstein between his early 

and later periods.  

 

4.2.2 Formal aspects of the novel - constructions out of language  

 

Earlier I have suggested that the novel, and Kate's meanderings, can be seen as parody of 

early thinking of Wittgenstein. Further connection that enhances the linkage between WM and 

Wittgenstein can also be found in the formal aspects of the text. Joseph Tabbi (1997, 750) 

observes:  

Like Wittgenstein over years of writing [...], Markson evolved a 

nonsequential method of that breaks the work into distinct lexical units of at 

most a paragraph or two; and Markson, also like Wittgenstein, makes jumps 

from one topic to another and has his protagonists continually return to a 

single idea from a number of different perspectives. 

 

But although the linearity of the narrative is fractured,  

 

both Markson and Wittgenstein respect the alphabetic linearity of print, as is 

evident in the "numeric coding system" that Wittgenstein used for Tractatus 

and that Markson actually considered adopting, if only parodically, for 

Wittgenstein's Mistress (Leisto 88) (ibid.). 

 

As we can see the parodic re-representation of Wittgenstein was on Markson's mind and it 
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comes across in the novel's form and in the ideas in the writing. The name of the novel, 

Wittgenstein's Mistress, is not inconsequential. Kate's writing functions on a "tractarian" level 

of logical atomism and she fails to find any answers which forces the reader of the novel to 

question the process and question the methods used - to move to the level of Wittgenstein's 

later thinking. Kate acts as a catalyst for the development in the reader's perception of what it 

is she is reading and how. As I have stated above, in a way Kate, by failing at her 

epistemological search, forces the reader to move to ontological questions. Kate acts as a kind 

of a muse for the thinking of the reader, she does not actually get anywhere herself but she 

pushes the observer forward. And since the movement follows the development of 

Wittgenstein's thinking Kate represents the catalyst for the change. The change becomes 

necessary because of her condition, because she is stuck and needs something to get her 

moving again. 

 Another point of interest about the formal aspects of the book is when towards the end 

Kate thinks about turning her manuscript into a novel. She thinks about starting over and 

writing "an absolutely autobiographical novel", "a novel about somebody who woke up one 

Wednesday or Thursday to discover that there was apparently not one other person left in the 

world." (WM, 230) At first this looks like a cute metafictional trick but it serves a definite 

thematic purpose in the novel. Kate has been writing for two hundred pages and has come no 

closer to any satisfactory culmination to her activity. The form of a novel could help structure 

her experience and possibly help in processing it. It is one thing to use words and make 

sentences, and another to gather them together into structured formations, to tell stories. Kate 

imagines writing scenes about her experiences that she has already written about throughout 

the book but quickly comes to a realization that it would most likely not work. "Except that 

what one senses even this readily is that there would very likely be almost no way for such a 

novel to end" (WM, 231). Immediately the form of a traditional novel, of plot with a 
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beginning, middle and an end proves inadequate. She is stuck in the middle and cannot and 

does not want to imagine an end to it. Because what possible ending would a story with only 

one character and minimal activity have other than the characters death? For Kate, who for 

the most part blocks out her past because it is too painful for her to deal with, imagining her 

eventual demise is not going to be an option that will present itself as in any way appealing to 

her.  

 For Markson the author this refusal to wrap things up nicely is a way to critique 

conventional narratives and storytelling. As I have said before, the story not so much 

progresses as it accumulates, the same things are repeated in slightly varied formations and 

that instead of being given one "true" account of the events, we are presented with a multitude 

of possibilities. The circular movement of the narrative does away with traditional ideas of 

beginning, middle and end, and thanks to Kate's constant denarration we cannot be sure what 

has actually transpired. Markson thus shifts the focus away from the events and into action 

and states of being (that is to say into ontological questions).  

 The focus, since Kate is still there, typing away at the keys, is on her relationship to 

her action and her action's relationship to the surrounding world. Her relationship to the 

surrounding world can only really be discussed through her action of typing the words, since 

that is all we have of her and of the world. The words mediate everything, which leads to the 

fact that the distinction between fabula and sjuzet becomes unclear and it becomes impossible 

to find a way to the fabula, if such a thing even exists. A narration of pure imagination on the 

narrator's part does not necessarily require there is a coherent backbone and a foundation to it 

other than the narrator's mind. In fact, considering Kate's refusal to look back at what she has 

written few pages ago and her admission of madness should make one wonder what kind of 

order is even possible under the circumstances. This in turn makes the idea of a 

straightforward linear narrative a strange one and makes it look inherently false.  
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 There is a connection between narrative and language in this, when one becomes 

indeterminate the other automatically follows. The move from the epistemological dominant 

to the ontological one happens in both realms. Denarration and some other postmodern 

techniques in the novel first disrupt the easy flow of narrative, then they go on to disrupt the 

easy flow of the words and meanings that are supposed to be the stable building blocks of the 

story. Wittgenstein's idea of language-games emphasizes the fluid, unstable nature of 

meanings - they are convention-bound and ever slightly changing depending on context. One 

plays with slightly different rules with everyone one interacts with. At the very heart of 

language is its communal nature. Language means nothing without communication, that is, 

without shared meanings. Narratives, in turn, are the conventionally structured arrangements 

of these meanings. Narrative forms get their meanings from the shared and conventional 

methods and forms one uses when relating an event to someone else. Namely, the exposition 

of a succession of events (Rimmon-Kenan 1986, 3) in a manner familiar to the all participants 

in the information exchange process. 

 Since the use of language and the making of narratives are both game-like activities, 

requiring multiple players, a certain amount of interference is bound to occur when played as 

solitaire. Kate's writing, although it still follows syntactical rules and makes sense, is not easy 

and fluent, the narrative and the language are strained and almost at the brink of 

disintegration. David Foster Wallace (1990, 238) suggest the use of the term deterioration for 

this kind of a textual phenomenon. He defines it as "deconstruction made passive" (ibid.). 

When she is left to her own devices at the end of the world Kate's narrative and her language 

deteriorate to a state where telling her story in a straightforward fashion seems pretty much 

impossible. But she is not actively doing anything to help that process, to lead it on. 

Deterioration happens when things are left unattended, unmaintained. In addition the fact that 

there is no one to communicate with Kate does not make any real effort to maintain a 
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relationship with language. She finds a box of books in the basement of the house she is in but 

after one or two of them turn out to be in a language she does not understand she doesn't 

bother to look through the others to find out what they are. Before that she had burned the 

pages of the Greek plays she had been reading after reading them, preventing any further use 

for them. That is to say, she only relies on what her mind can come up with on its own. 

 Kate's language and thoughts become increasingly confused and erratic towards the 

end of the book. She finds it increasingly difficult to stay positive and finds her moods more 

unstable. The act of writing has not been sufficient maintenance for a mind infused with 

language. The conventional nature of language and narrative-making are both undermined by 

her solitude because of the social nature of language and lack of players in the games.  

  

Wittgenstein's formal construction of his arguments in Philosophical Investigations (1952) is 

similarly circular and repetitive as WM. He looks at the same things from various slightly 

different angles. But Wittgenstein repetition serves his purpose because he "elaborates not a 

system but a dialectical process" (Palleau-Papin, 2011, 234). Wittgenstein represents language 

as process rather than a rigid system. Language is something always changing and mutating 

according to the situation. Similarly what Markson is representing in WM is a process rather 

than a system. Due to the lack of plot and action in WM there is no systematic solving of 

anything. The novel cannot be said to represent an organized set of things that would come 

together as a working system. What it can be said to represent is a process, namely Kate's 

process of writing. She points out in her metafictional aside that "there is no way for a novel 

like that to end" (WM, 231). Just like her life her writing is always in a state of becoming, it 

can never be finished. Because language is a process, the language-product, a book, has to be 

a process too. The fluidity of meanings keeps the language alive and moving all the time and 

it resists completion and definiteness. 
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 Kate's writing is ultimately not about telling a story at all. The radical denunciation of 

literary forms, the lack of a beginning, middle and an end, and the general aimlessness and 

haphazard nature of her writing all point to the fact that her motivations do not lie in telling a 

story, or even describing her situation or having something to say. Rather, Kate's writing 

functions and exists as an action. Kate's use of language is not about communicating 

something but about the act of communicating itself. She does not want to convey certain 

things, she just wants a connection. This is also reinforced by the fact that her subject matter 

tends towards culture and history, the achievements of the human race. And furthermore this 

is also reinforced by the fact that her handling of the cultural and historical elements is 

inconsistent and unfocused. Kate does not need to know the details about things in order to 

talk about them, nor does she care about them other than knowing that they are there. There is 

no other obligation for her other than being there, being the last link in the chain. 

 Like the protagonist-narrator of William H. Gass' The Tunnel (1996, 4), Kohler, 

another solitary person in front of a typewriter, writes "writing still, hammering type like 

tacks into the page, speaking without a listening ear [...] Whose eye do I hope to catch and 

charm and fill with tears and understanding, if not my own, my own ordinary, unforgiving and 

unfeeling eye?" "What else is there for [Kate] but the onanistic pleasure of a precise 

description addressed only to herself when the road leads nowhere, to no one and nothing?" 

(Palleau-Papin 2010, 184) Like Kohler or like Krapp of Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape or 

Malone of Malone Dies, the person they are writing (or making tapes) for is themselves. 

Whether this actually helps their loneliness or not is of course questionable. The futility of the 

attempt at getting to the castle, of trying to say something when no one hears is not 

necessarily alleviated by the writing. It is a coping mechanism for the lonely, an almost-

companion of your own devising. Language exists for them for their own purposes, to try 

making sense of the world around them and to use language as a space to go to in order to get 
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a sense of belonging to something bigger, to something.  

 With this in mind, in the next section I will take a look at how the act of writing can be 

used as a tool in the battle against the idea of solipsism and how just by virtue of using 

language one can stay out of reaching that crushing conclusion. 

 

4.3 Fighting Solipsism 

 

In the analysis above it has hopefully become clear that we can really make no statements as 

to what is real or not in the world of the story. The world behind the text is not something we 

can get to and we should not even be thinking in those terms because the text is its own world. 

Because the writing is riddled with indeterminacy there is no way to assign priority to either 

to the text or the implied world it is based on. The question of solipsism does not rest on 

whether we can prove that Kate is alone or in her world or not. It has to do with the fact that 

Kate alone is the source of the whole world she inhabits. If the world of the story does not 

precede its telling then the world of the story is in the telling. And the whole telling is what 

Kate types out for us to see.  

 What Kate tells us is that she is now alone but in the past there have been other people. 

But since she does not interact with anyone during the time of the writing it means that all 

other people exist only in her memories. Furthermore, her very limited locale during the time 

of her writing, the beach, means that most of the world exists only in her memory. Her 

activities consist of sleeping, writing, watching sunsets and dismantling a house, which in turn 

means that most activities exist only in her memories. All this is to say that most of the world 

she writes about exists only in her memories. And the rest is mediated through her 

consciousness too, we never get beyond her mind. The further the things in her memory 

recede the more they begin to fade and distort. When there is nothing around her to help her 
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recollections and the memories are vague and unreliable, as is the nature of memories, the 

whole notion of the world around starts to seem unstable and fragile. In the last section I 

mentioned the process of deterioration effecting language. As it happens language is the world 

of the novel, so the whole world begins to deteriorate. Deconstruction of language means 

deconstruction of the world. Because we remember Wittgenstein's sentence "The limits of my 

language mean the limits of my world" (Tractatus, 5.6) 

 Ileana Marculescu (1999) in her article about Samuel Beckett asks the question "why 

speak of solipsism? Isn't loneliness sufficient as a critical category?" She goes on in a vein of 

an answer "The paradox of solipsism exhibits almost literally the same shape as that of 

Beckett's ultimate and most profoundly stated apori: impossible, therefore unavoidable. I 

can't, I shall." What the notion of solipsism brings to the table is a more pronounced concern 

about the limits and functions of consciousness, and about the fact that one can never get 

beyond it. Loneliness implies aloneness, a separation from other people, from this and that, 

and a psychological anxiety about that fact. Whereas the implications of solipsism are more 

profound, it implies a whole ontology, a way of being in the world. One could apply McHale's 

(1985) distinction between the epistemological and ontological in these two, so that loneliness 

is an epistemological category and solipsism an ontological one. One can look at facts and 

take measurements and determine whether a person is alone in the world. But with solipsism 

the shattering doubt about the nature of one's being overwhelms and uncertainty prevails. For 

Beckett's solitary narrators, such as Malone in Malone Dies, the denarration serves to 

profoundly destabilize the world of the text. The same happens in WM with Kate. As I've 

suggested earlier the destabilized and indeterminate fictional world of WM makes the 

ontological dominant prevalent, and therefore Kate's solitary position would be more 

appropriately addressed from the point of view of solipsism. 

 But what are we really talking about when we talk about solipsism? What does 
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solipsism mean in literature? Marculescu (1989) writes: 

 Modern solipsism, in shifting emphasis from everyday experience and 

the man on the street to an "author in search of a characters" or of subject-

matter, proves undeniably subtler, more elusive but also more "realistic," if 

this would be permitted now, than the classical one. It is a solipsism of 

language and meanings, not one of being and knowledge. 

 

In consideration of what to make of this we can turn to Wittgenstein's thinking. Solipsism of 

language and meanings is where the logical atomism fashioned from early Wittgenstein leads 

to. But his later work critiques that position, and fact that logical atomism would inevitably 

lead to solipsism is one of the key elements that made him re-examine his position. 

 The private language argument, derived from Wittgenstein's Philosophical 

Investigations by later commentators, can be summarized thusly:  

The conclusion is that a language in principle unintelligible to anyone but its 

originating user is impossible. The reason for this is that such a so-called 

language would, necessarily, be unintelligible to its supposed originator too, 

for he would be unable to establish meaning for its putative signs. (Candlish 

& Wrisley 2010) 

 

From which would follow that the very existence of complex language(s) would mean that 

there exists a community of users, multiple conscious participants in a language-game. 

Solipsism too is a linguistic concept and since things outside language cannot be thought 

about "a non-linguistic solipsism is unthinkable and a thinkable solipsism is necessarily 

linguistic. Solipsism therefore presupposes the very thing it seeks to deny." (Thorton 2010). 

When thinking about language as language-games, the idea of solipsistic language, solipsism 

of language and meanings, is not valid. For Wittgenstein, and/or some of his commentators, 

the very existence of language is enough evidence to deliver us from solipsism. In a sense, the 

inherent indeterminacy of language is its promise of connection and community. If we were 

able to convey our experience unhindered and unadulterated it would be like looking in a 

mirror. How could we even differentiate between ourselves and the outside? Paradoxically, 



56 

 

the failure to communicate assures us that we are not alone.  

 "This road does not lead to action." (Ransom quoted in McHale 1987, 31) parallels the 

notion that this language does not lead to experience. But we get a sense of it, an 

approximation that we sort of recognize because of our shared language that is a function of 

our shared human form of life (that is, what Wittgenstein calls "the common behavior of 

mankind" (PI 206) in a very general and overarching way). It is not my intention to argue 

about the finer points of Wittgenstein's philosophy, but rather to use his ideas to get some 

sense of the nature of communication and language, and what that would mean in terms of the 

solitary narrator of WM.  

 By the time Kate starts writing she has already spent about ten years by herself. She 

has accumulated a certain amount of solitary memories of her time alone. It is only after she 

has gotten over the desire to seek out other people, after she has given up the hope that there 

might be someone else out there, that she takes up writing. She finds herself in the house by 

the beach and starts writing, not only out of boredom but, one could argue, out of a desire, 

perhaps unconscious on her part, to maintain a connection with her form of life. Ultimately 

Kate's process of writing is an act of reaching out, trying to maintain a link to the human 

species and to society. Typing out her existence into language, into a non-solipsistic form, 

keeps her from disappearing completely. In a way, she gets out of her head and into a different 

kind of space. Joseph Tabbi (1997), with the help of Neil Hertz, brings up the idea that a 

person in great distress has a tendency to create a double for herself, There happens "an 

inevitable split in consciousness, in which the mind faces its overwhelming threat by 

conjuring up an imaginative double for oneself, "an agent of sublime blockage, an eloquent 

voice at the end of the line" (Hertz 54)" (Tabbi 1997, 759). This double is the written form of 

oneself that is manifest in the text. In an overwhelming situation of absolute solitude Kate 

creates a version of herself in writing that allows her to "consider [her] own predicament as if 
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it belonged to another" (Tabbi, 760). But not only to some personified another in the text but 

in a wider context of language as a space. The space of language is not the space of her being, 

not of her experience: it is a space once removed from the physical self but at the same time 

one step closer to everyone else, to a world outside the consciousness. By incorporating 

writing, active participation in language, into her existence Kate is implementing something 

one could call augmented being. She is adding a dimension that allows for an expansion of 

her world. 

 Beckett's unnamed narrator of The Unnamable (2010, 314) says "I have nothing to do, 

that is to say nothing in particular. I have to speak, whatever that means. Having nothing to 

say, no words but the words of others, I have to speak." Beckett's narrator has a compulsion to 

speak, to somehow interact, to participate in language. He sits alone in darkness and has quite 

literally nothing but his thoughts and his words to occupy his consciousness with. By saying 

his words are "the words of others" he offers himself a possible route away from total 

solipsism that his absolute isolation would otherwise make the only conclusion possible. The 

words he speaks bring in the world, and make him a part of something bigger, something that 

exists also outside himself. Kate's situation in WM is not in quite as dire as we find in Beckett 

- she is free to move around and interact with her physical surroundings, admire the rosy-

fingered dawns and beautiful sunsets - still, all that remains of the world that existed before 

the natural disaster that wiped out all other animal life, is what is in her head. For this to not 

turn into solipsism she turns to language and she writes. In language there is community, since 

"[t]here is no self to be spoken, no inner locus that is the source of meaning, for the locus of 

speaking is merely speaking itself" (Thiher 82, 82).  

 Kate starts her writing process with the sentences "In the beginning, sometimes I left 

messages on the street. / Somebody is living in the Louvre, certain of the messages would say. 

Or in the National Gallery." (WM, 7) and ends it with the sentence "Somebody is living on 
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this beach" (ibid. 240). She begins by saying she used to leave messages in the places she 

stayed in in case someone should find them and subsequently find her. The last sentence of 

the novel turns the whole text into a similar message. It bears a final poignant attempt at 

communication, connection with other members of her society, of her species. This is Kate 

reaching out, groping in the dark. Like Beckett's unnamed narrator Kate has to speak, even 

though there is no one to hear her, no one to read her words on the pages, she has to go on 

because ultimately that is what it means to be human.   
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5. Conclusion  

 

David Markson's Wittgenstein's Mistress is an unconventional novel that on the surface seems 

like the ramblings of a madwoman but once you get beyond the surface you find an intricately 

constructed novel full of philosophical insights. It raises complex questions about the nature 

of language and the role it plays in our lives. In my analysis above I have used theories of 

narratology and postmodernism and Wittgenstein's philosophy to examine what is going on in 

the book.  

 The construction of the novel is based on repetition and it does not have a 

conventional plot. The story accumulates rather than progresses, it is told in flashbacks and 

the events are repeated several times, in different variations more or less different from each 

other. I have employed the concept of denarration in explaining the way many events are 

reversed and even outright denied. The result is that the world of the novel is not to be trusted 

and one cannot know what it is that is actually going on. The indeterminacy in the sjuzet 

means that the fabula cannot be reached, which makes it indeterminate too. The unstable and 

indeterminate world of the novel makes the text a postmodern one. For postmodern theory I 

have mostly relied on Brian McHale's division between epistemological dominant and 

ontological dominant as the primary mode of operating in a text. He argues that 

postmodernism concerns itself with questions of ontological stature rather than 

epistemological ones. This happens in WM because the epistemological search for solid facts 

and a stable, coherent world is not possible.  

 The novel also functions as a postmodern allegory. Kate, the narrator, is the last person 

on earth and if looked through the lens of Fredric Jameson's ideas of postmodern culture she 

becomes a perfect example of postmodern activity and a symbol for the culture. 

 I have found, and hopefully made it apparent in my analysis, that the difference 
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between epistemological dominant and ontological dominant, as offered by Brian McHale, 

can be seen to have parallels with the difference between Wittgenstein's early and late 

philosophies. In both cases the former one is concerned with logic and finding out the facts of 

and about the world, the latter of both pairs is more concerned with indeterminacy and 

fluidity. In a postmodern text such as WM the latter of both is much more suitable and offer 

up more fruitful avenues of analysis.  

 Wittgenstein is of course a philosopher and not a literary theorist. The reason I used 

him in my analysis is first of all his appearance in the novel, in the title and on the pages. But 

even more than that, his ideas seem resonate with the content of the book. At some points 

WM can be seen clearly as a commentary on Wittgenstein, namely a parody of his early 

logical atomism and an invitation to move forward to the ideas present in the later phase of his 

thinking. Furthermore, I find that Wittgenstein's ideas about language are very suitable for use 

in connection with the kind of material WM has in it. Using philosophy in literary analysis is 

not without its problems but it can be warranted if the materials are suitable. The 

aforementioned indeterminacy does not limit itself to the narration and world of the novel. It 

can be found in the language too. And amid this feast of indeterminacy it becomes apparent 

that as an area of study language cannot be separated from the areas of content and narrative. 

When the lines between fabula and sjuzet get clouded and there can be seen no clear logical 

priority between them, we have to accept that language, as it is offers to us in the construction 

of sjuzet, is in fact constructing the world of the text if not in its entirety at least in significant 

part.  

 Once we find that language plays such an important part in how the novel works and 

functions as a work of art, it is only natural to turn to language philosophy for some ideas as 

to the nature of language. The narrator of the novel claims to be the last person on earth. She 

is alone in the vastness that is the world, without any companion, not even animals. The 
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question of solipsism naturally comes up. As it happens Wittgenstein by what he wrote in 

Philosophical Investigations (1952) offers a possible solution to this problem. The private-

language argument makes the case that a language of one is basically impossible. Language 

by its nature is a social construct. What this means in terms of solipsism is that the very 

existence of language presupposes a society of some sort. What this means in terms of Kate, 

the lonely narrator of WM, is that after all humans are gone from the planet, they remain in 

the language that they once shared.  

 One can imagine that for the last person on earth the using of language is a bittersweet 

experience. On one hand it establishes a connection, however weak, with the human race that 

once populated the beautiful blue planet that now offers habitat for her alone. On the other 

hand the communication will always be one-sided, there is no way for anyone to answer back, 

to engage in a conversation or to even just acknowledge the effort. When language-games are 

played as a solitaire it is not the same thing. 

 What this study has shown is that an experimental novel can raise questions that go 

beyond the concerns of plot and formal aspects of a text. I have tried to have in my analysis a 

progression of analytical depth. I started with an examination of some narratological concern, 

establishing an unreliable narrator and a questioning the relationship between fabula and 

sjuzet. Then I moved forward with that knowledge to examine what that means in terms of 

reading the text, what kind of questions follow from this. I found that there is a direct 

correlation between the formal innovativeness and experimental nature of the text and the 

philosophical and overall thematical concerns it raises. One would not arrive at the questions 

regarding the nature of language if the narrative was not and unusual one wrought with 

indeterminacy. The formal aspects of the novel are invaluable to the intellectual content it 

provides.  

 It is important when analyzing literature that uses experimental techniques and 
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unconventional approaches to try to see what it is that these techniques are saying 

thematically and what kind of ideas they provide with regards to the interpretation of the text. 

Mere numeration of technicalities will not suffice for a comprehensive study of experimental 

texts. While it is true that this study is of limited scope and could have gone further still into 

its territory, I feel it at least shows an attempt to recognize the experimental novel as a novel 

of ideas. In making connections between the formal aspects and the content of the narration it 

acknowledges the artistry and vision behind the work and brings attention to the fact that there 

can be much below the surface of an unconventional facade. 
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