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Abstract 

This thesis project seeks to reconcile the literary criticism of Marxist critic and advocate 

of lite

The Historical Novel is not only a valid lens with which to analyze Pynchonôs own historical 

novel, Mason & Dixon

explicate The Courierôs Tragedy, a historical drama found within the pages of Pynchonôs The 

Crying of Lot 49 -historicalò figure and the 

ñmediocreò hero of the classic historical novel to Mason & Dixon.  Chapter 4 asserts that Mason 

& Dixon enables contemporary readers to experience the 

ñprehistoryò to the present. This chapter also illustrates how the prehistory of Mason & Dixon 

anticipates Pynchonôs nonfiction essay ñA Journey into the Mind of Watts.ò  Finally, this chapter 

demonstrates how Pynchon avoids the pitfall of modernization in Mason & Dixon

defines as the dressing up of contemporary crises and psychology in a historical setting.  Chapter 

5 ties together the work of the previous four chapters

.     



 

iv 

 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................................... v 

Dedication ...................................................................................................................................... vi 

- ? .................................................................................... 1 

CHAPTER 2 - The Historical Drama and The Courierôs Tragedy .............................................. 18 

CHAPTER 3 - Embrace Mediocrity and Flout GreatnessðThe Mediocre Heroes of Mason & 

Dixon ...................................................................................................................................... 36 

CHAPTER 4 - Prehistory and Modernization .............................................................................. 54 

CHAPTER 5 - Summary and Conclusion .................................................................................... 73 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................................. 77 



 

v 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

I am deeply indebted to Dr. Tim Dayton, my Major Professor, for his selfless guidance 

and world-class mentorship throughout all stages of this project.  Dr. Dayton has inspired my 

ideas while also greatly assisting me in their expression, all while providing the ample 

motivation Iôve needed to see this challenging project through to completion.  I am similarly 

grateful to Dr. Wendy Matlock and Dr. Michael Donnelly, who, ñas fire tests gold,ò I could 

continually count on for tough yet unfailingly insightful and constructive feedback throughout 

my writing process.  Iôve been blessed by their great knowledge and professionalism.  It is 

certain that without their invaluable assistance, my final thesis submission would have been a 

considerably weaker effort.  Lastly, Iôd like to thank the faculty of the Kansas State University 

Department of English for a terrific, challenging, and thoroughly rewarding graduate experience.              



 

vi 

 

 

Dedication 

This project is dedicated to my wife Megan who has, with great grace and unimaginable 

patience, sacrificed her valuable time to enable me to make this thesis a reality.



 

1 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 - ? 

Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchevôs ñSecret Speechò to the 20
th
 Party Congress on 

February 25
th
, 1956 ushered in an ideological crisis for the political Left.  Khrushchevôs 

thorough unmasking of Stalinôs prodigious crimes against humanity committed during the purges 

of the 1930s and 40s forced many to reconsider their attitudes toward Soviet styled Marxism-

Leninism.  Despite the disclosure of the indefensible nature of Stalinismôs ugly realities, some 

intellectuals in the West, such as former New Masses editor Mike Gold, remained faithful 

adherents to orthodox Marxism-Leninism.  This shattering of the Soviet Unionôs image as a 

revolutionary paragon, however, caused a large number of others on the political Left to rethink 

traditional Marxist principles.  As a result, the late 1950s and early 60s gave rise to the ñNew 

Left.ò The New Left committed itself to a more democratic implementation of socialist ideals 

while distancing itself from the heavy-handed and authoritarian brand of socialism which 

pervaded the Second World.  In the course of establishing this dis

Stalinôs crimes reached their murderous apex.  His decision to remain in Moscow in the presence

ion, his aesthetic theories soon became regarded by many as outmoded and ill-

equipped to explain and account for art in the 20
th

, a close association 

with an evil dictator while espousing seemingly arcane notions of aesthetics should likely 

consign him The Historical Novel, contemporary 
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Marxist literary 

incarnates a moralizing approach to literary and cult

merits and explanatory power, unburdened by whatever moral culpability (however

fiction, but that real, positive knowledge is attainable th

postmodern writer Thomas Pynchon.                                 

Thomas Pynchon has earned a reputation among literary critics as one of the most 

important postmodern American authors to emerge in the years following World War II.  

Pynchon gained notoriety in publishing seven critically acclaimed novels in addition to a variety 

of articles and essays over a 45 year career.  Remarkably, his acclaim continues to thrive despite 

the fact that he leads an almost entirely reclusive existence.  Though his career is approaching 

half a century in length, the publicôs interaction with Pynchon has thus far been limited to the 

periodic publication of his novels, an occasional essay, and two recent cameo appearances on 

The Simpsons.  His reclusiveness is neither random nor unjustified.  Book critic Arthur Salm 

humorously notes of Pynchon that: 
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the man simply chooses not to be a public figure, an attitude that resonates on a 

frequency so out of phase with that of the prevailing culture that if Pynchon and 

Paris Hilton were ever to meet ð the circumstances, I admit, are beyond 

imagining ð the resulting matter/antimatter explosion would vaporize everything 

from here to Tau Ceti IV.  

For Pynchon, a public persona is not only antithetical to his personal worldview, but also as a 

hindrance to his creativity.  In all likelihood, Pynchon views an active engagement with his fame 

as threatening to his ability to roam freely and anonymously in the world he seeks to capture in 

his characteristic fractured postmodernist style.           

Given Pynchonôs unique style, it follows that certain modes of literary criticism mix 

about as poorly with his writ , upon 

initial inspection, seem to be this type of poor fit.  Naturally, one could surmise a host of 

problems that would surface when pairing a literary critic (who is an avowed advocate of 

realism

19
th
-century realist writers as 

evidence for this seeming ill-fitðone ñtypicalò and one ñanything but.ò  Sir Walter Scottôs 

Waverley, for example, embodies the proto-egalitarian values of the Enlightenment.  Scott 

conveys this important Enlightenment-era theme through a remarkably fair and even handed 

treatment of his characters across spectrums of race, class, religion, and politics.  Scottôs 

progressive sensibilities are evident in Sir Edward Waverleyôs immersion in a variety of socio-

economic spheres populated by soldiers, peasants, merchants, and even princes.  Pynchon, on the 
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other hand, less subtly embraces Enlightenment attitudes in his 1997 novel Mason & Dixon.  

Like Scott, Pynchon depends on character depictions within Mason & Dixon to illustrate 

Enlightenment values.  A sense of typicality is abandoned, however, when Pynchon conveys the 

promise of the Enlightenment through the erudite musings of a talking dog.  This ñLearn®d 

English Dogò articulates the great possibilities for human progress and scientific disco

.  In light of this ch

?  The impetus behind this pairing, as 

it turns out, is their mutual interest in historical fiction.   

Despite the aforementioned appearance of a decidedly ahistorical talking dog, critics 

universally consider Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon to be part of the historical novel genre. Exactly 

60 years before Pynchonôs 1997 release of Mason & Dixon, The 

Historical Novel. s most expansive piece of literary criticism to this 

same genre.  To test the contemporary utility of Lukacsian aesthetics, this project will use The 

Historical Novel as the primary body of theory from which to analyze Mason & Dixon.  This 

common interest of Pynch , while providing an initial spark to 

investigate the feasibility of the project, is not however sufficient to see it through to conclusion.  

First, Pynchonôs interest in historical fiction may be imposed by his status as a postmodern 

writer.  Fredric Jameson notes with irony that a postmodern artist may owe his interest in history 

not to personal curiosity, but rather to aesthetic necessity: ñ[postmodern] producers of culture 

have nowhere to turn but to the past:  the imitation of dead styles, speech through all the masks 

and voices stored up in the imaginary museum of a now global cultureò (17-18, Postmodernism, 
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Or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism).

toward Modernism (and by logical extension, post

that I will dedicate the first chapter of this thesis project. 

realism.  This defense, as well as his critical assault on modernism (which he regarded as óanti-

realismô) is mos

Pynchonôs postmodern aesthetic form.
1

Modernist movement cuts both ways, even among Marxists.  For example, Patricia Waugh 

recalls German playwright and committed Marxist Bertolt Brechtôs ñscornful dismissal of 

Lukacsian realismò which Brecht described as ña kind of Madame Tussaudôs panopticon, filled 

with nothing but durable characters from Antigone to Nana and from Aeneas to Nekhlydovò 

(Waugh, 148).  There is also, of course, fellow Marxist critic Ernst Bloch, who 

narrow view of worthy artistic enterprises to task for its rejection of Expressionism: 

] resolutely rejects any attempt on the part of artists to shatter any image 

of the world, even that of capitalism.  Any art which strives to exploit the real 

fissures in surface inter-relations and to discover the new in their crevices, 

                                                 

1
 For the purpose of discussion I, perhaps unjustly, simplify postmodernism by referring to it as a 

ñformò or ñstyle,ò and not as a ñcultural dominantò which Fredric Jameson compellingly argues is ña 

conception which allows for the presence and coexistence of a range of very different, yet 

subordinate featuresò (Postmodernism, Or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 4) .  This 

simplification should not invalidate my discussion nor any conclusions which are subsequently 

derived.   
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appears in his eyes merely as a willful act of destruction.  He thereby equates 

experiment in demolition with a condition of decadence. (Aesthetics and Politics, 

22) 

In Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon, Lady Leptonôs description of her bodice is one of many instances 

that embody the type of : 

Indeed, ótis but an ephemeral Surface, rising out of the Spaces that billow 

ambiguously below the waist, till above meltingéhere, into bare décolletage, 

producing an effect, do you mark, of someone trying to ascend into her natural 

undrapôd State, out of a Chrysalis spun of the same invisible Silk as the Social 

Web, kept from emerging into her true wingôd Self, ðperhaps then to fly away, 

ðby the gravity of her gown. (419) 

Pynchonôs prose in this passage has a smoky and dreamlike quality that is emblematic of Mason 

& Dixonôs postmodern style.  The reader does not apprehend the essence of Lady Leptonôs 

bodice via concrete, realistic description, but rather through an uneven absorption of Pynchonôs 

flowing, yet fragm

that Lu utterly incompatible with portions of Pync

ð

ð .  Jamesonôs introduction to The Historical 

Novel sson for us in the dialectical unity of a 

criticism which, engaging the historical specificity of the past, never loses sight of its 

commitments and responsibilities in our own presentò (4).  Therefore, in the way that Jameson 
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argues The Historical Novel s

ð

(despite his somewhat ironic position as the

, specifically, in his arguments on literary style and 

technique. 

ñan exclusive emphasis on formal matters can lead to serious misunderstanding of the character 

of an artistôs workò (396).  L

viewed in a totality which considers its content as well as its historical, social, political, and 

economic contexts.  Trotsky famously declared in his 1923 essay ñThe Social Roots and the 

Social Function of Literatureò that ñThe methods of formal analysis are necessary, but 

insufficient.ò  Although a distinction exists in that Trotskyôs essay focuses on the role form plays 

in performing critical analysis th form as a literary technique, 

their arguments share an important premise

articulates these ideas in a ð

, as both writers employ the formal 

innovation of interior monologue.  He does this to differentiate Mann, for whom form assists in 

the achievement of a particular artistic end, from Joyce, for whom form is the artistic end: 
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[W]ith Joyce the stream-of-consciousness technique is no mere stylistic device; it 

is itself the formative principle governing the narrative pattern and the 

presentation of character.  Technique here is something absolute; it is part and 

parcel of the aesthetic ambition informing Ulysses.  With Thomas Mann, on the 

other hand, the monologue interior is simply a technical device, allowing the 

author to explore aspects of Goetheôs world which would not have been otherwise 

available. (ñThe Ideology of Modernism,ò 395) 

This analysis conveys the opinion that formal literary or artistic innovations are not, in of 

themselves, 

these techniques, as seen in modernists, can become fetishes.  So long as such innovations serve 

a greater purpose than themselves (such as helping characters apprehend the social, historical, 

and economic

formal innovation under these circumstances creates an opening to possibly view Pynchonôs 

writing through these theories, and thereby achieve the dialectical synthesis necessary to pair this 

realist critic and a postmodern writer.   

.ò 

(Aesthetics and Politics, 37).  Thus

.  We must demonstrate that Pynchonôs 

work contains an underlying essence of reality beneath his fractured postmodern form; without 
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it, our dialectical pairing could conceivably suffer the same cataclysmic result as Arthur Salmôs 

hypothetical Thomas Pynchon/Paris Hilton meeting. 

his 

questions regarding this movementô

, ð ð

, are th

-

it registers the loss of progressive impetus within bourgeois culture, the manner in which that 

feeling is rendered in Modernism an

for modernist writers, ñManéis by nature solitary, asocial, unable to enter into relationships 

with other human beings.ò The historically specific phenomenon of alienation is projected as a 

timeless human condition.  This is in sharp contrast to the great realist literary characters of 

history such as, ñAchilles and Werther, Oedipus and Tom Jones, Antigone and Anna Kareninaò 

whose ñindividual existenceécannot be distinguished from their social and historical 

environment.ò  He sees the main strength of these characters in the fact that their ñhuman 

significance [and] their specific individuality cannot be separated from the context in which they 

were createdò (ñThe Ideology of Modernism,ò 396-397).  

providing a cognitive window through which to apprehend important social, economic, and 

historical realities, and finds that Realist literature provides this view with the highest degree of 

effectiveness.  Rather than providing insight into a particular historical and social environment, 
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modernist literature tends to wall these things off.  Accordingly, the story of Modernismð

indeed, its ñideologyòðis one of negation.  It is a ñnegation of history,ò a ñnegation of outward 

reality,ò and ultimately, ñthe negation of artò (397, 400, 412).  

typically approaches the first: 

The negation of history takes two different forms in modernist literature.  First, 

the hero is strictly confined within the limits of his own experience.  There is not 

for himðand apparently not for his creatorðany pre-existent reality beyond his 

own self, acting upon him or being acted upon by him.  Second, the hero himself 

is without personal history.  He is ñthrown into the worldò meaninglessly, 

unfathomably.  He does not develop through contact with the world; he neither 

forms nor is formed by it.  The only ñdevelopmentò in this literature is the gradual 

revelation of the human condition. (397) 

populate modernist fiction.  To him, they are ahistoric, asocial, and ultimately areal.  They 

display a sense of perverse individuality unnaturally detached from history and their fellow 

human beings.   

demand that his characters must mai

-

Mason & Dixon.  Subsequent analysis will verify these 

connections as Pynchon immerses his characters in the genuine historical crises of the time:  
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Slavery in South Africa and North America; the deepening fissures of the institution of 

colonialism and its alienating effects; complex and often hostile relations with Native 

Americans; the inexorable approach of the American Revolution.  Pynchonôs Charles Mason and 

Jeremiah Dixon cannot retreat from the series of great crises that history sets before them, and 

instead must confront them together one by one. 

Negation, as , can weaken or even completely overshadow a workôs real 

social-historical connections as well as its underlying essence of reality.  Pynchonôs postmodern 

form means Mason & Dixon will inevitably contain some instances of negation which would 

ostensibly affect these areas.  These cases of negation appear to take the form of anachronismð

the invention of pizza, Dixonôs trip to the espresso bar, a Jesuit conspiracy to destroy Feng Shui, 

or the appearance of a mechanical duck.
2
  Additionally, the ahistoric lampooning of ñworld-

historical individualsò like George Washington and Benjamin Franklin also constitutes a form of 

negation.
3
  Although these instances of negation provide somewhat of a goofy or off-beat 

mellowing to the otherwise incredibly se

.  Subordinate that these instances of negation may be, their 

presence in a postmodern writerôs repertoire must be accounted for.  Accordingly, I will largely 

defer to Fredric Jameson to help articulate why these instances of negation are not only expected 

for literature produced after 1848 but also inevitable. 

                                                 

2
 This apparent negation is accompanied b ð

ð .  Chapter 4 discusses these 

instances in greater detail and demonstrates that what appears to be Pynchonôs reference to something contemporary 

actually has firm grounding in the history of the Enlightenment. This practice gives readers a sense of ñwhat was 

true then is true nowò and compliments his construction of a prehistory in Mason & Dixon to our present moment.  
3
 Chapter 3 discusses in detail the unexpected manner in which Pynchon presents Washington and Franklin. 
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Fredric Jam

, offers important clarification to and expansion of his ideas.  Jameson 

expresses some reservations about these critical s in 

Marxism and Form:  

those works which have been able to ñreflectò social reality in its most concrete 

historicity, in short, of accounting theoretically for the existence of what he will 

call the great realists, of Goethe and Scott, Balzac, Keller, Tolstoy.  That he will 

shift, more questionably, from description to prescription and attack modern 

writers in the name of some a priori model of realism does not invalidate this 

starting point, where the word merely designates the empirical existence of a 

concrete body of works to be explored. (191, emphasis added)   

, like any othe

, 

however, emerges from what I judge to be his superior understanding of the historical nature of 

modernist and postmodernist culture.  

 Jameson is able to draw extensively on the Ernest Mandelôs periodization of capitalism 

to develop a corresponding periodization of art, literature, and culture at large.  He recalls from 

Mandel that,  
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[T]here have been three fundamental moments in capitalism, each one marking a 

dialectical expansion over the previous stage.  These are market capitalism, the 

monopoly stage or the stage of imperialism, and our own, wrongly called 

postindustrial, but what might better be termed multinational, capital [Late 

Capitalism]éAt any rate, it will also have been clear that my own cultural 

periodization of the stages of realism, modernism, and postmodernism is both 

inspired and confirmed by Mandelôs tripartite scheme.  (Postmodernism, Or the 

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 35-36) 

These periods, according to Mandel, lasted roughly from 1700-1848, 1848-1960s, and the 1960s 

until the present.  Jameson sees not only a general alignment with each cultural mode of 

production he pairs with its respective counterpa

changes which marked the 100 plus years following the middle of the 19
th
 Century.  His error, as 

Jameson demonstrates, is assuming these changes somehow constitute the voluntary expression 

of a particular ideology rooted in negationðhence, the central thesis of ñThe Ideology of 

Modernism.ò   

, Jameson asserts that the ideology in "The Ideology of 

Modernism" isn't an ideology after all, but rather constitutes a necessary and inevitable outcome 

of a particular historical moment.  He says, 

This is perhaps the moment to comment on the rejection of modern art and of 

modernism in general which is implicit in this idea of LukacséIt is both 

diagnosis and judgment: yet the whole dimension of judgment rests on an 



 

14 

 

ambiguity, for it presupposes that the modernist writer has some personal choice 

in the matter, and that his fate is not sealed for him by the logic of his moment in 

history.   (Marxism and Form, 198, emphasis added) 

The very ti ,ò (especially the word ñideologyò) 

suggests that for him, Modernism contains strong undertones of a specific social or political 

agenda; that there must be some underlying political or ideological motivation which

, these instances of negation present 

in Modernism are not, however, things that modernists wanted to say. Rather, as Jameson 

asserts, they are things that they had to say.  Modernism

ô dogmatic embrace of realism to be problematic outside of its assigned 

economic and cultural mode of production.  In contrast to Modernist art,  

For the realistic mode of presentation, the possibility of narration itself, is present 

only in those moments of history in which human life can be apprehended in 

terms of concrete, individual confrontations and dramas, in which some basic 

general truth of life can be told through the vehicle of the individual story, the 

individual plot.  Yet such moments have become relatively rare in modern times. 

(Marxism and Form, 200, emphasis added) 

Jameson suggests that significant opportunities for aspiring realist writers have all but evaporated 

not on account of any specific artistic limitation, but because of the fractured and contradictory 

times in which we live.  One might be tempted on the basis of this analysis to conclude 

prematurely -
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, however, do not 

consign him to irrelevance.  Tim Dayton notes that,  

aesthetics appear arrested at the Greek stage in Hegelôs 

schema, where

homogeneity within historical epochs, rather 

/or avant-garde art in a complete 

fashion. (Dayton, ñProblems of Marxist Aestheticsò) 

As Iôm cer -

powerless in approaching art and literature produced in the era of Modernism a

positive knowledge, so long as the critic understands the limitations to this particular lens.     

I think an apt analogy to describe the prog

1848 occurs in 

geography (perhaps even more apt given Mason and Dixonôs own geographic enterprises).  

Consider the Mercator projection of planet earth.  This particular mapôs chief benefit lies in its 

constancy of linear scale in all directions around any point, thus making intersections of 

latitudinal and longitudinal lines rendered with perfect 90 degree angles on a flat sheet of paper.  

The projection shows its limitations in the distortion of large objects as the North and South 

poles are approachedðthis accounts for the abnormally large depictions of Greenland and 
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Antarctica.  These distortions do not, however, unilaterally deplete all value 

1848.  Despite the 

progressive increase in difficulty in applying his 

exercise.  Jameson himself maintains tha (his chapter in 

Marxism and Form ò

-

s well as the theoretical gaps exposed by Marxist literary successors in Jameson, 

et al.                                           

Pynchon are not inherently and irrecon

, the text of Mason 

& Dixon must demonstrate the following:  1) The novel must contain an underlying essence of 

reality beneath its pastiche postmodern form, 2)  Pynchonôs characters must maintain some 

tangible and identifiable connections with history, society, and each other, and 3) This 

underlying reality and these social-historical connections must be strong enough to offset any 

instances of negation in his work which would constitute the  broader type of

.   Additionally, this analysis should also suggest that 

a glove-like fit of Mason & Dixon The 

Historical Novel is neither expected nor possible.  El
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.  A cursory reading 

of The Historical Novel

prefers to judge subsequent historical novels, and this standard is accordingly one that few 

authors in the historic fiction genre are able or even inclined to attain.  Thus if Pynchon, through 

Mason & Dixon,

historical fiction such as Allesandro Manzoni, 

of Manzoni that ñ[d]espite all the human and historical authenticity, despite all the psychological 

depth which their author bestows upon them, Manzoniôs characters are unable to soar to those 

historically typical heights which mark the summits of Scottôs worksò (71)

without the 

fear that inevitable misalignments between a

Mason & Dixon

, but also 

where they diverge.   
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CHAPTER 2 - The Historical Drama and The Courierôs Tragedy 

interwoven relationship between these two subsets of the historical fiction genreð1) how the 

historical novel and the historical drama each bear important stylistic fingerprints from one 

another, and 2) how they each maintain essential differences in form 

explains how the historical drama anticipates the historical novel while, at the same time, the 

latter continues to look back on the former: 

[The] modern dramaðincluding that of the Renaissance, even of Shakespeareð

has from the outset certain stylistic tendencies which in the course of development 

take it evermore in the direction of the novel.  And conversely, the dramatic 

element in the modern novel, particularly in Scott and Balzac, though arising 

primarily from the concrete historical and social needs of the time, is nevertheless 

by no means uninfluenced artistically by the preceding development of drama.  

(90) 

This relationship between historical drama and the historical novel, while interesting in its own 

right, would appear to have at best tangential relevance to Pynchon; it seems perhaps limited to 

illuminating contrasts between the generic form of the historical drama form and Mason & 

Dixonôs structure as a historical novel (indeed one of these specific contrasts will occupy the 

near entirety of Chapter 3 of this project, which discusses the historical novelôs use of the 

everyday ñmediocre heroò as its main character versus the historical dramaôs dependence on the 
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ñworld historical individualò as its principal protagonist).  Give

quarter of The Historical Novel to offering important analysis of the historical drama, I would be 

remiss in failing to fully incorporate these critical insights into this project.  Fortunately, 

Pynchonôs own experimentation w

, albeit outside the context of Mason & Dixon. 

Thomas Pynchon explores the dramatic sub-genre of historical fiction in his second 

novel, The Crying of Lot 49.  In Lot 49, Pynchon executes his own miniature historical drama by 

way of a ñplay within a playò technique. This device, used famously by Shakespeare in both The 

Taming of the Shrew and A Midsummerôs Night Dream, enables the depiction of a Jacobean 

Revenge play called The Courierôs Tragedy within the framework of Oedipa Maasôs larger story.  

Given the important critical observations found in the portion of The Historical Novel which 

explicates the historical drama, as well as The Courierôs Tragedyôs status 

regarding the historical drama to conduct a formal analysis of The Courierôs Tragedy.  This 

analysis will yield several important benef

, the practical 

consequences of this pair are heretofore unseen.  Accordingly, The Courierôs Tragedy is a 

comparatively low-st ; at just 10 pages within what is 

already Pynchonôs shortest novel, The Courierôs Tragedy is but a small fraction of Mason & 

Dixonôs prodigious size.  Second, an examination of the The Courierôs Tragedy allows for t

argues that the historical dramas of Shakespeare, which capture the emotions and raw human 
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conflict that accompanied the unraveling of feudalism, anticipate the historical novel epitomized 

in Scott.  Similarly, Pynchon's brief experiment with his (excessively graphic) historical drama in 

Lot 49 anticipates his own historical novel in Mason & Dixon.  

Before examining The Courierôs Tragedy

against the lyric.  Unlike the lyric which seeks to convey human feelings and emotions, tragedy 

and epic ñpresent the inner life of man only insofar as his feelings and thoughts manifest 

themselves in deeds and actions, in a visible interaction with objective, outer realityò (90).  In 

further contrast, the successful rendering of tragedy and epic depends on the ability of these 

artistic forms to capture the totality of life.  Totality has a big

iterary character can contain 

the infinite and inexhaustible wealth of features and reactions to be found in life itselfò (91).  

Because of this inherent limitation, he charges artists to create what is necessarily a ñrelative, 

incomplete image to appear life like itself, indeed in a more heightened, intense and alive form 

than in objective reality,ò a task he describes as a ñgeneral paradox of artò (91-92).   In summary, 

since a rote recording of lifeôs myriad of details is impossible, dramatists must select from their 

available facts and observations.  Once the dramatist selects what he believes to be a 

representative sample of historical experiences, he, through his artistic and creative process, 

condenses, magnifies and ultimately transforms this information into art.  The final product 

impacts the viewer viscerally with an immediate, though subjective awareness of lifeôs totalityð

this sense is felt despite the absence of the great majority of objective facts, observations, or 

experiences which the artist necessarily ignored during the creative process.  These creations 

ñowe their deep effect, their central and epoch-making importance in the entire cultural life of 
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mankind to their ability to arouse this feeling in the recipient.  If they have been unable to do so, 

they have completely failedò (92, emphasis added , is the raison dôetre of 

epic and tragedy. 

In addition to demonstrating what

how he accomplishes it.  Of the life-details which an artist selects, he 

must ensure that the ñessential features and all-important laws of life must appear in a new 

immediacy as the unique personal features and connections of concrete human beings and 

concrete situationsò (92).  Earlier I described the selective process which necessitates the artistôs 

continuous need in his creative process to jettison facts and observations which would dilute the 

experience of immediate totality in the recipient.  History itself aids 

, there are ña very limited number of men and human destinies [which can] arouse 

the feeling of the totality of lifeò (92).  What separates these historical grains of goldðseeds of 

dramaðfrom the far more voluminous

: 

Dramatic action...rests essentially upon colliding actions, and the true unity can 

have its basis only in total movement.  The collision, in accordance with whatever 

the particular circumstances, characters and aims, should turn out to conform so 

very much to the aims and characters, as to cancel out its contradiction.  The 

solution must then be like the action itself, at once subjective and objective.  (93) 

In effect, history does a large part of the work for the dramatist, since important historical 

collisions are readily identifiable from more ordinary or mundane moments.  

Shakespeareôs King Lear as the archetypical tragic drama which depends upon such a collision 
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which precipitates the disintegration of the feudal family.  He sees the ñrelations of Lear and his 

daughters, Gloucester and his sonsò as ñextreme að ð

- .  

He argues that any att

 

this compromise the immediacy of the experience of totality.  He summarizes: 

This psychological richness of the contending characters grouped around the 

collision, the exhaustive totality with which, complementing one another, they 

reflect all the possibilities of this collision, produces the ñtotality of movementò in 

the play. (94) 

, while Shakespeareôs plays do contain a level of diversity which 

exceeds that of his Greek predecessors, this results from ñthe increasing objective, social-

historical complexity of human relations, [thus] the structure of the col

Shakespeare takes care to ensure that the resulting ñdiversity is reduced to what is typically 

necessaryò while maintaining ñprinciples of dramatic composition [that] are fundamentally the 

same as those of the Greeksò (95).  Here, in 

. 

act social-historical forces have on specific eras in drama.  

He observes that: ñIt is certainly no accident that the great periods of tragedy coincide with the 
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great, world-historical changes in human societyò (97).  Just as the emergence of the Greek polis 

coincided with the tragedies written by Sophocles and Aeschylus, Shakespeareôs great work 

developed within ñthe second flowering of tragedy duri

observes that in the latter case ñthe world-historical collision between dying feudalism and the 

birth pangs of the final class society provides the preconditions in subject-matter and form for 

the resurgence of dramaò (97).  While history guides form and subject matter for a dramatist, it 

also has immeasurable effect on character choices.    

Among historically influenced character choices, of particular importance is how the 

dramatist selects as his or her protagonist.  History certainly does a good bit of the work filtering 

away situations (and thus candidates) unworthy to take the lead in a drama.  Those remaining are 

often ñworld-historicalò in nature.  The ñworld-historical individualò is one who, in the course of 

his or her life, exercised unique power and influence at apex of, and in the subsequent resolution 

to, a great historical crisis.  Recall Shakespeareôs Lear.  Lear is a classic tragic ñworld-historicalò 

figure in that, as a man with ostensible material power and influence, he futilely attempts to 

preserve these power structures when they are under assault from the overwhelming social-

historical forces which accompanied the collapse of the feudal mode of production.  

Metaphorically, Lear would be better served trying to hold down a rocket launch with his bare 

hands.  Hegel summarizes this type of figure:  ñThese are the great human beings in history 

whose own particular purposes contain the substantial, which is the will of the world spirit.  This 

content is their true poweréò (103).  The great human beings whom Hegel discusses are, 

, the optimal and indeed the only choice for a dramatic lead.  He notes, ñThe 

óworld-historical individualô has a dramatic character.  He is destined by life itself to be a hero, 

to be the central figure in dramaò (104).  These ñworld-hi
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often find themselves in recurring types of collisions.  Identifying the nature of these collisions 

will assist in making structural conclusions about the historical drama. 

, is essential to dramatists conveying the powerful, 

immediate sense of totality upon which the success of their art depends.  Briefly, he asserts that 

via collision, the ñdramatic form generalizes a typical fact of life and makes of it an intense 

experienceò (99).  Two artistic conventions assist the dramatist in the construction of these 

collisions.  The first is - - -

, in the course of a dramatic collision, the 

ñworld-historicalò figure must make important decisions at certain moments.  He is careful to 

qualify that ñthese decisions are not free in the sense of an idealist voluntarism, [and] that they 

do not represent human independence in a vacuumò but instead are made ñwithin the historically 

given, necessarily prescribed framework of all human activity and as a result of the contradictory 

basis of all social and historical developmentéò (100). I again refer to Lear.  The weight of 

Learôs crown is doubtlessly increased by the same social-historical pressures which would 

eventually lead to the disintegration of the feudal order.  These pressures compel Lear to 

prematurely relinquish power to his daughters Goneril and Regan, thereby initiating the collision 

that ends tragically.  Shakespeareôs accompanying story of Gloucester, Edmund, and Edgar 

further illustrates the dubious nature of gaining and maintaining what is inherently unstable 

power in the late feudal period.  This is what 

ñworld-historicalò figures are not made in an atmosphere of freedom, but are rather coerced by 

the powerful social-historical forces of the age.   
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ð

n general terms:   

Parties have gradually ceased to be real representatives of the class interest in 

whose defense they were founded, and have heaped failure upon failure in this 

respect without incurring any real consequences.  Then ñsuddenlyò there is a 

social crisis, and a party which yesterday was powerful is ñsuddenlyò discredited 

and abandoned before the eyes of its previous supporters.  History is full of such 

facts, and, obviously not only with regard to political parties in a narrow sense 

(101).                      

Oedipus

use the two chief conventions to express collision:  

ñthe parting-of-the-waysò and ñcalling to account.ò  These collisions, however, must happen 

somewhere .    

 exists for each of these collisions to fully 

manifest itself.  He observes that while ñThe driving forces of life are represented in drama only 

insofar as they lead to these central conflicts, insofar as they are motive forces of these actual 

collisions,ò these forces are necessarily struggling over something spatial (107).  It is irrelevant 

whether these struggles occur on a material or psychological planeðthe point is that these 

struggles, these collisions, originate on and usually take place over some s
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:  ñEvery action, every translation of a collision into deeds requires a certain 

common territory between the opponents, even if this ñcommunityò is one of sworn social 

enmity.  Exploiter and exploited, oppressor and 

, a dramaôs mass impact isnôt everythingðitôs the only thing.  

mass audience, he asserts this necessity has profound influence on dramatic form and content:       

The actual, immediate dependence of dramatic form on immediate mass impact 

has very deep consequences for its entire structure, for the organization of its 

whole content, in sharp contrast to the formal requirements of all large epic works 

which lack this direct connection with the multitude, this necessity of immediate 

impact upon the multitude. (130-131)   

Lu

prevented dramatists from conveying a mass public impact: ñDramatic form stands or falls with 

the direct public character specific to itò even arguing that it may on occasion ñdisappear from 

lifeò (133-134).  These disappearances tend to correspond with relatively ñstableò periods of 

social-historical-economic orders, while the emergence of drama with a strong public character 

coincides with periods of change (the emergence of the polis in Greece or the decline of 

feudalism/emergence of capitalism in the Renaissance). 



 

27 

 

will apply to The Courierôs Tragedy.  First, dramatists must use their artistic prowess to 

transform important yet objectively incomplete historical information into a subjectively 

complete experience of immediate totality for their audience.  Their effectiveness as artists 

depends upon creating a closed system of intense collision; this framework avoids extraneous 

plot elements that can lead to ñpsychological and moral tautologyò (94)

period of composition, he acknowledges that the complexity in which dramatic elements interact 

and convey this totality varies according period. We will show the complexity of Pynchonôs 

drama exceeds that of Shakespeare in the way that the complexity of Shakespeareôs drama 

exceeds that of Sophocles.  These varying degrees of complexity, however, do not invalidate the 

fundamental .  Third, the ñworld-historical individualò of manifest 

power and influence at a time of crisis is the necessary star of the drama.  Dramatists principally 

employ two chief conventions to express collisions involving the ñworld-historical individualòð

-of-the-waysò and ñcalling to account.ò  These conventions which 

convey collisions must occur spatially on a shared or contested form of territory; this territory 

need not be physical, as an ideological pl

analysis of The Courierôs Tragedy. 

The first element of The Courierôs Tragedy

ô observation that 

the dramatist must forsake insignificant details of life or history to enable the magnification and 
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intensification of those details which will then facilitate the creation of the essential experience 

of totality.  Oneôs immediate impression of The Courierôs Tragedy is that, despite its brevity, in 

it Pynchon bites off and presents a dizzying chunk of history.  Absent a close reading of the text, 

the story appears to be torturously convolutedðthe large number of characters and violent 

interactions whiz by the typical reader at a frantic and disorienting pace.  The storyôs fast-paced 

complexity aside, its historical basis is still firmly rooted in the same crisis of feudal decay as 

Shakespeareôs King Lear and other historical dramas of the period.  Obviously, a readerôs 

response to The Courierôs Tragedy and just about any of Shakespeareôs historical dramas will 

differ despite their roots in the same historical crisis.  These different responses are a 

consequence of form; form, as weôve discussed in Chapter 1, is itself largely a consequence of 

the period in which an artist lives.  Accordingly, Shakespeareôs historical dramasðcomposed 

during feudalismôs decline and the ñbirth pangsò of capitalismðwill have a significantly 

different look and feel than Pynchonôs postmodern efforts in the era of Late Capitalism.  

Pynchon himself tries to emphasize these contrasts between the fictional author of The Courierôs 

Tragedy and Shakespeare.  Shortly after The Courierôs Tragedy is performed, Oedipa Mass 

speaks to Randolph Driblette, who directed the play.  He is exceptionally curt with her:  ñóYou 

came to talk about the play,ô he said.  óLet me discourage you.  It was written to entertain people.  

Like horror movies.  It isnôt literature, it doesnôt mean anything.  Wharfinger was no 

Shakespeareôò (The Crying of Lot 49, 60).  Although Dribletteôs warning serves the greater plot 

purpose of attempting to dissuade Oedipa from uncovering the mystery of the Trystero and the 

W.A.S.T.E. system, it enables Pynchon to give a quiet nod to the differences between his 

postmodern vision of the historical dram
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The Courierôs Tragedy.  While the contrasts in form between a traditional dramatist like 

Shakespeare and the postmodernist Pynchon are obvious (the latterôs The Courierôs Tragedy 

appears to be at best a fragmented and incomplete summary of a Jacobean tragedy), the chief 

difference between the two centers on the nature of the conflicts or collisions that Pynchon 

includes for his play to provide the sense of intensity and totality .      

Pynchon designs the ostensible central collision of The Courierôs Tragedy around three 

characters.  On one side of this collision is the Duke of Squamuglia, named Angelo, and his 

illegitimate son Pasquele.  Together Angelo and Pasquele oppose Niccolo, the playôs hero.  Prior 

to the play Angelo poisoned Niccoloôs father, his rival the Duke of Faggioðthis enabled 

Angeloôs illegitimate son Pasquale, who was growing up in the Faggio court, to take over as 

regent of Faggio.  Niccolo, the rightful heir to the Faggio Dukedom, is forced to flee from the 

murderous intentions of Pasquele.  He disguises himself and finds employment as a courier in 

Angeloôs court.  As Pynchon explains, ñthe real reason Niccolo is waiting around is of course to 

get a crack at the Dukeò (50).  This central conflict, however, can easily be lost among the 

convoluted weaving of the playôs countless side stories.  These include orgies, [Pasquele and 

Angelo each host one at one point in the play, (53,57)], incest [Angelo, who had been sleeping 

with his sister Francesca, plans to consolidate power by having her marry her own son Pasquele 

ñthe Faggian usurper,ò (53)], sadistic torture [Angelo forces a Cardinal who refuses to sanction 

this incestuous marriage to perform a deplorable mock rite of consecration.  After Angelo has the 

Cardinalôs big toe cut off, he ñis made to hold it up like a Host and say, óThis is my body,ôò 

(53)], and a large helping of death and destruction ["Every mode of violent death available to 

Renaissance Man, including a lye pit, land mines, a trained falcon with envenom'd talons, is 

employed.  It plays, as Metzger remarked later, like a Road Runner cartoon in blank verse" (58)].  
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These numerous ñside collisionsò can mean two different things according to .  The first, 

and less attractive option is that these conflicts constitute egregious ñpsychological and moral 

tautologyò outside the central collision of Angelo, Pasquele, and Niccolo, thereby inhibiting the 

playôs ability to convey a sense of immediacy and ñtotality of movementò to the audience.  The 

typical readerôs difficulty in immediately apprehending The Courierôs Tragedy would support 

this view.  The other approach attributes these complexities in The Courierôs Tragedy to the era 

in which Pynchon wrote The Crying of Lot 49.  Recall that

, 

the complexity of drama is a function of history when comparing the drama of the Greeks and 

Shakespeare, would not historyôs influence remain the unchanged when comparing Shakespeare 

to the hyper-complex Pynchon?  The judgment as to whether Pynchon, Shakespeare, and the 

Greeks all share the same ñprinciples of dramatic compositionò must not be made on content or 

form, as history has great power to shape these (95).  Pynchonôs true value in his brief foray into 

historical drama must be measured by effectðnamely how well The Courierôs Tragedy 

appreciates ñthe necessity of immediate impact upon the multitudeò (131). 

The public effect of immediate totality conveyed by The Courierôs Tragedy determines 

the ultimate success of Pynchonôs fragmented intra-novel summary of a Jacobean tragedy.  As 

asserted earlier, the public effect of The Courierôs Tragedy on the reader of The Crying of Lot 49 

is poor.  The playôs public effect suffers from its aforementioned quixotic form and tautological 

plot strings.  Rather than there being one central collision or ñexplosionò which resolves the 

dramatic tension, the reader is subjected to a series of miniature collisions which buzz past him 

like machine gun fire.  As a result, the reader has little choice but to keep his head down and 
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hope to survive long enough to rejoin Oedipa on her quest.  Thus, often lost alongside this sense 

of immediacy and totality is the central mystery of The Courierôs Tragedy, which is that Angelo 

and Niccolo both die through the machinations of the Trystero
4
.  While the playôs easily missed 

riddle and dubious public effect generally constitute a failure of historical drama for the reader of 

The Crying of Lot 49, we must remember, however, that The Courierôs Tragedy is really a ñplay 

within a story.ò  Hence, we must not only account for the playôs public character for the reader of 

The Crying of Lot 49, but also for Pynchonôs fictional characters who watch the play take place 

in the novel.

spectators as something immediate, with no need of special explanation, otherwise it can have no 

effectò (129).  This experience of totality is in no way diminished by the tim

, 

We have to experience a happening of long ago as if it is actually taking place in 

the present and has direct reference to us.  If mere antiquarian interest, mere 

curiosity can ruin the effect of a historical novel, then the experience of mere 

prehistory will not evoke the immediate and sweeping impact of drama.  Thus, 

while the essence of a collision must remain historically authentic, historical 

drama must bring out those features in men and their destinies which will make a 

spectator, separated by these events by centuries, feel himself a direct participant 

of them.  (152)   

                                                 

4
 As the play reaches its climax, Angelo sends Niccolo (his courier) to his enemy Gennaro with a letter containing a 

false offer of peace.  Angelo then, learning Niccoloôs true identity, dispatches the Trystero to kill him.  The Trystero, 

after killing Niccolo, replaces the original letter with a forged one containing not only a reference to Niccoloôs 

death, but also a ñmiraculously a long confession by Angelo of all his crimes, closing with the revelation of what 

happened to the Lost Guard of Faggio (57).ò  Gennaro is thus inspired to destroy Angelo (holed up in his castle 

having an orgy) and his city.     
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King 

Lear, for example, with the same vibrant sense of totality as did the playgoers of Shakespeareôs 

time. It then follows that Oedipa, despite not being a Jacobean-era playgoer herself, can and does 

experience The Courierôs Tragedy as something immediate.  She approaches Driblette after the 

play precisely because she feels that visceral sense of immediate totality as she watched the 

performance.  This powerful connection between Oedipa and the play stems from her innate 

understanding of the Trystero and The Courierôs Tragedy as a prehistory to the historical crisis 

of her own timeða crisis of alienation wrought upon individuals pushed to societyôs marginsð

the same ones whom the Trysteroôs W.A.S.T.E. system seeks to accommodate.
5
  As a result, we 

see a curious dialectic emerge with respect to the playôs public character.  While The Courierôs 

Tragedy is ineffective in conveying a sense of immediacy and totality to the typical reader of The 

Crying of Lot 49, it strongly succeeds in providing the same to the novelôs protagonist.

, albeit 

on the intra-novel level.  Pynchonôs decision to evince a strong public character for The 

Courierôs Tragedy only to his characters watching the play indicates a high level of complexity 

in his composition.  This complexity emerges from Pynchonôs efforts to describe a Jacobean 

tragedy within the powerful indigenous social, economic, and historical forces of Late 

Capitalism.
6
 

                                                 

5
 Pynchonôs effective use of prehistory within the framework of The Courierôs Tragedy 

suggests his own awareness of the overarching relationship between the historical drama and the historical novel.  

To the degree that Pynchonôs Mason & Dixon, as a historical novel, captures this sense of prehistory to 

contemporary readers will be discussed in Chapter 4.    

 
6
Recall Jamesonôs observation that ñ[postmodern] producers of culture have nowhere to turn but to the past:  the 

imitation of dead styles, speech through all the masks and voices stored up in the imaginary museum of a now global 

cultureò (17-18, Postmodernism, Or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism).  In light of this, Pynchonôs decisions to 

revisit and appropriately adjust the Jacobean revenge play to his purposes, (especially within a postmodern novel 

that freely samples from history, religion, politics, culture, etc.), are more easily understood.  
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The Courierôs Tragedy, while displaying the pastiche content and form expected from a 

drama composed in the historical epoch of Late Capitalism, still ultimately aligns with

historical dramas (ñparting-of-the- waysò and ñcalling to accountò), as well as the spatial 

requirement for these collisions, can be applied to The Courierôs Tragedy conventionally if not 

anti-climactically.  Angelo, Pasquale, and Niccolo are all ñcalled to accountò for their decisions 

when the play arrives at tragic resolution in their deaths.  The space in which these collisions 

take place is in the geographic and structural power arenas of the Sqaumuglia and Faggio 

Dukedoms.  The Courierôs Tragedy with little 

difficulty, his ideas on the problem of the ñworld-historical individualò requires deeper analysis.             

Pynchonôs The Courierôs Tragedy dually achieves both the satisfac

-

-

idea of a ñworld-historical individual,ò one whom, 

in the course of his or her life, exercises unique power and influence at the apex of, and 

subsequent resolution to, a great historical crisis.  Angelo, Pasquale, and Niccolo all ostensibly 

meet this definition of a ñworld-historical individual.ò  Each acts in a manner typically expected 

(at least as far as Pynchon goes) to confront the threat to their respective power structures 

precipitated by the historical crisis of feudal decay.  Pynchon employs a plot device in his 

historical drama, however, which arguably anticipates the historical novel

while in the historical drama the ñworld-historical individualò is the principal hero or 

protagonist, in the historical novel, he is necessarily

Balzac with the following observation: 
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[I]n the classic historical novel, not only is the ñworld-historical individualò a 

minor figure, but in most cases he only ever appears when the action is nearing its 

climax.  His appearance is prepared by a broad picture of the times, which allows 

us to perceive, re-experience and understand this specific character of his 

significance. (128)                  

If we view The Courierôs Tragedy as an anticipation of the historical novel and look at it briefly 

in terms of , who then is the ñworld-historical individualò?  From 

this point of view, we can exclude the playôs original ñworld-historical individualsò Angelo, 

Pasquale, and Niccolo, since all are present throughout the playôs duration.  The only one who 

meets the qualification of appearing ñwhen the action is nearing its climaxò isnôt an individual, 

but a group.  The Trystero, in its murder of Niccolo and his betrayal of Angelo, shapes the 

climactic resolution of The Courierôs Tragedy. Hence, when The Courierôs Tragedy is seen as a 

preview to the historical novel, only the anonymous members of the 

-

that the ñflowering of drama precedes the great development of the novelò while the ñmodern 

dramaéhas from the outset certain stylis

the specific writing career of Thomas Pynchon.   

between the historical drama and the historical novel in his own writing career as reflected in the 

specific relationship between The Courierôs Tragedy and Mason & Dixon. The strikingly 
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uncanny parallels demonstrated between these two arcs raise what I believe to be some really 

intriguing questions:  Did Pynchon plan these parallels on some level or are they merely 

coincidental?  If these parallels were intentional, h , (or other thinkers from the 

Western or Frankfurt traditions of Marxism) has Pynchon read?  To what degree have these 

influences permeated not only Mason & Dixon and The Crying of Lot 49, but his other novels as 

well?  Unfortunately, the reclusive Pynchon wonôt be available to answer these questions 

publicly in the foreseeable future, and as such, any conclusion derived regarding the specific 

relationship between Pynchon and the Western School remains therefore speculative in nature.  

Given, however, Pynchonôs unrivaled ability to incorporate an enormous and diverse range of 

subjects into his work (including elements of culture, society, history, politics, literature, 

philosophy, religion, and economics), as well as Pynchonôs seemingly innate grasp of concepts 

within The Historical Novel, it would be foolhardy to rule out the influence of Western Marxists 

on his writing.  Despite the necessarily inconclusive nature of our aforementioned analysis, the 

preponderance of evidence suggests that Pynchonôs influence from the Western Marxist tradition 

is more likely than not.  This possibility lends new support for this project,

assertions regarding role of the ñworld-historical individualò versus the ñmiddle of the road 

heroò as they each appear in Mason & Dixon, it is w -

thinkers of the Western Marxist tradition.                        
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CHAPTER 3 - Embrace Mediocrity and Flout GreatnessðThe 

Mediocre Heroes of Mason & Dixon 

assertion as to what type of character must assume the dramatic lead, namely the ñworld-

historical individual.ò  The ñworld-historicalò figureôs role in the historical novel, however, has a 

significantly smaller scope.   Recall that when viewing The Courierôs Tragedy

s of the historical novel, the designated ñworld-historical individual,ò the Trystero, 

only emerges du -

- - -

, the ñmiddle-of-the-roadò hero is of central 

importance to the historical novel, how well do the titular characters of Mason & Dixon fit that 

classification? I will argue that the evidence presented within Mason & Dixon

.  

Th - - -

, as well as having the 

characters maintain genuine connections with history, society, and each other.  Additionally, I 

will address the problem of Mason & Dixon - ð

ð -historical 

individualsò only appear during the historical novelôs climactic resolution.  While we will 
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demonstrate that the curious depictions of Washington and Franklin constitute a form of negation 

that must be addressed, this negation is of secondary importance.  Pynchon primarily introduces 

Washington and Franklin to falsely signal a climax in his historical novel that he knows isnôt 

coming.  Through this stylistic device, Pynchon demonstrates awareness of and indeed relies on

, 

Pynchon clearly uses it to create the type of ñred herringò that famously vexes his readers and 

critics alike.        

To determine the extent that Charles M

- - -

of the - - - -

, simple

: 

a plain man of the people, an Englishmen [sic] of puritan outlook, [who] is deeply 

attracted to the simple, human nobility of the Indians and enters into an 

inseparable human bond with the survivors of the Delawareséhis moral attitude 

on the whole remains that of a European, but his uncurbed love of freedom, his 

attraction to a simple, human life bring him closer to these Indians than to the 

European colonizers with whom he belongs in objective social terms.  (65) 

The commonality and outright plainness of Bumppo singles him out in 

archetypical ñmiddle-of-the-roadò hero.  He is distinguished by neither his education nor his 
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class, but rather by his small presence within geopolitical, economic, and world-historical forces 

vastly larger than himself.  Bumppo thus e

-

; that is, the freedom that Bumppo 

seeks in emigrati

-realist pioneer and Russian/Soviet author Maxim Gorky 

in his assessment of Bumppo: 

As an explorer of the forests and prairies of the ñNew Worldò he blazes new trails 

in them for people who later condemn him as a criminal because he has infringed 

their mercenary and, to his sense of freedom, unintelligible laws.  All his life he 

has unconsciously served the great cause of the geographical expansion of 

material culture in a country of uncivilized people andðfound himself incapable 

of living in the conditions of this culture for which he had struck the first paths. 

(65) 

Restating Gorkyôs assessment of Bumppo, -historical tragedy could 

be portrayed through the destiny of a mediocre man of the people.ò  A heroôs personal 

mediocrity is not, in itself however, a sufficient foundation for an effective historical novel; an 

author must fi rst make

observes that the artistic rendering of a tragedy such as Bumppoôs increases in power if set in a 

time period ñwhere the immediate economic contrasts and the moral ones arising from them 
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grow organically out of everyday problemsò (65).  Cooperôs successful incorporation of 

characters and historical epoch thus solidifies his legacy within the historical fiction genre. 

work the ñmiddle-of-the-roadò hero used with great effect in the historical novels of Cooper.  He 

identifies Alexander Pushkin, writer of the historical novel The Captainôs Daughter and the 

novel fragment The Negro of Peter the Great

,  

Pushkin also follows Scott in introducing his ñmiddle-of-the-roadò heroes into 

great human conflicts during a historical crisis, and in imposing exceptional tests 

and conditions beyond their previous averageness, in order to bring out the true 

and humanly genuine qualities in them and in the people. (72)    

, in the example of Pushkin, how historical circumstances fundamentally 

and ultimately decide the destinies of otherwise average characters, while providing additional 

evidence that the authorôs diachronic considerations buttress the significance of Pushkinôs 

historical fiction.  With -of-the-roadò hero in mind, we are now 

able to explore how well they apply to Mason & Dixonôs titular heroes. 

At first glance the historical figures Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon seem to be a 

dubious choice to assume the 

average ñmiddle-of-the-roadò characters.  There are indeed some readily identifiable contrasts 

between the pair and the other mediocre heroes which populate the historical novels of Scot
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of Bumppo as an early colonial ñilliterate, simple huntsman.ò  Bumppo stands in contrast to 

Mason and Dixon, who despite lack of conspicuous wealth, are educated (education an obvious 

prerequisite to the respective professions of Astronomy and Surveying), well traveled (Great 

Britain, Cape Town, Saint Helena, and British colonies in North America), and somewhat 

famous (on account of surveying the Pennsylvania-Maryland-Delaware border which continues 

to bear their names).  I believe Pynchon understands how these genuine historical considerations 

make the ñrealò Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon initially appear to be anything but 

ñaverage.ò  Pynchon, however, takes great pains to emphasize the average, mediocre, and 

fundamentally ñmiddle-of-the-roadò aspects of the two in a way that would dampen their 

extraordinary qualities.  This ñdressing downò of Mason and Dixon demonstrates that Pynchon 

strongly embraces 

protagonists. This fact again raises the question first posed near the conclusion of Chapter 2: 

Given Pynchonôs stout determination to make his heroes appear average and ordinary, how much 

has The Historical Novel influenced his artistic decisions?  Knowingly or unknowingly

rmula, Pynchon continually accentuates the mediocre and unremarkable 

characteristics of Mason and Dixon.  Pynchonôs desire to portray his heroes in a typical and 

unassuming light is apparent from the novelôs onset in his choosing of the Reverend Wicks 

Cherrycoke as the storyôs narrator.   

Mason and Dixon maintain an iridescent historical gloss which has for centuries 

illuminated the minds of readers as a result of generations of history text-books.  Pynchonôs 

savvy selection of Reverend (anachronistically abbreviated Rev
d
) Cherrycoke as the unofficial 

keeper of oral history concerning all matters relating to the surveyors, however, serves as his first 

indication that he intends to grind down the extraordinary (and decidedly un-average) veneer of 
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historical stature built up around the two.    In doing so, Pynchon makes the real, human qualities 

of the two accessible to his readers in a way that conventional history, learned from the sterile 

pages of textbook, cannot.  He soon reveals that Rev
d
 Cherrycokeôs primary motivation in telling 

the story is self-serving.  Pynchon writes that,  

[Cherrycoke] has lingerôd as a Guest in the Home of his sister Elizabeth, the Wife, 

for many years, of Mr. J. Wade LeSpark, a respected Merchant active in Town 

Affairs, whilst in his home yet Sultan enough to convey to the Rev
d
, thoô without 

ever so stipulating, that, for as long as he can keep the children amusôd, he may 

remain,ð too much evidence of Juvenile Rampage at the wrong moment, 

however, and Boppo! ótwill be Out the Door with him, where waits the Winterôs 

Block and Blade. (6)       

Barely two pages into the novel Pynchon gives the reader ample reason to question the reliability 

of his narrator.  The breakdown of Cherrycokeôs reliability as a narrator anticipates Pynchonôs 

intended erosion of the gloss which coated the real-life historical figures of Mason and Dixon.  

Essentially, Cherrycoke must tailor his narrative in order to produce a palatable story for his 

nephews Pliny and Pitt, as well as for the rest of the LeSpark household. Cherrycokeôs shaping 

of the narrative consists of relating the adventures of Mason and Dixon from an average, 

everyman perspective, thus making them more accessible to both his family and to the reader.  

This intended accessibility is apparent in Cherrycokeôs description of Dixon: 

Dixon is a couple of inches taller, sloping more than towering, wearing a red coat 

of military cut, with brocade and silver buttons, and a matching red three-cornerôd 

Hat with some gaudy North-Road Cockade stuck in it.  He will be the first to 
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catch the average Eye, often causing future strangers to remember them as Dixon 

and Mason.  But the Uniform accords with neither his Quaker Profession, nor his 

present Bearing,ð a civilian Slouch grown lop-sided, too often observôd, alas, in 

Devotees of the Taproom.  (16) 

In the first part of the description Pynchon gives the reader an impressive sense of Dixon not 

unlike what they would imagine from history books.  He is quick, however, to qualify this 

illustration by stating that this appearance deceives the essence of Dixonôs otherwise Quaker 

sensibilities, poor posture, and penchant for drinking beer among common, every

to why evaluating appearance is an inadequate means to

, ñthe crux of the matter is to understand the correct 

dialectical unity of appearance and essence.  What matters is that the slice of life shaped and 

depicted by the artist and re-experienced by the reader should reveal the relations between 

appearance and essence without the need for any external commentaryò (34).  We can see now 

that, in just a few sentences, Pynchon stunningly achieves this dialectical unity with Dixon.  The 

arresting yet illusory appearance of Dixon derived from history books is supplanted by a true 

everyman, whose ñmiddle-of-the-roadò essence is decidedly at odds with the formerðan essence 

well suited for the role of hero in Pynchonôs historical novel. 

Pynchon takes also takes care to humanize Dixonôs partner Mason by casting him in a 

similar ñmiddle-of-the-roadò light.  Mason laments the passing of his first wife Rebekah 

throughout the novel yet struggles to present an appearance which diminishes the seriousness of 
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this pain.  A moment during the pairôs voyage to Cape Town upon The Seahorse reveals the 

inner grief with which Mason wrestles: 

[The Captain] find[s] Mason busy at the same Arts, morose and silent, beetle-

backôd against the Wind, keeping Vigil all day and night of 13 February, the 

second Anniversary of his Wife Rebekahôs passing, touching neither Food nor 

Drink,ð with no one upon the Ship, including Capt. Grant, willing to approach 

too near, ð till the final eight Bells, when Mason reaches for a Loaf and a Bottle 

and becomes upon the instant convivial as anyone has ever seen him.  (52) 

Masonôs shipmates would doubtlessly recognize his happy appearance following this episode to 

be at best, fleeting, and at worst, an outright false cover of his inner and essential melancholy.  

Pynchon insists on imbuing Mason with this type of core sadness in order to affirm his humanity 

and, perhaps more importantly, his ñmiddle-of-the-roadò commonality.  In sum, even though the 

dialectical unity of essence and appearance proves relatively easy to identify in Mason (as 

mentioned the other characters would have little problem making this resolution), it is no way 

less powerful than the less obvious dialectical resolution required of Dixon.  In an observation 

that a -of-the-roadò heroesô 

ñrelative lack of contour to their personalities, the absence of passions which would cause them 

to take up major, decisive, one-sided positions, their contact with

Masonôs painful struggle with loss, along with Dixonôs carefree approaches to both posture and 

free-flowing beer, together provide Pynchon the precise average ñmiddle-of-the-roadò characters 
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he needs to build his historical novel.  Additionally, the dialectical unity of essence and 

appea

; Pynchon provides it 

to us by way of this dialectical unity of essence and appearance in his main characters.     

Beyond conveying the average and ordinary nature of Mason & Dixonôs titular characters 

through offering glimpses into their personalities, Pynchon reinforces their everyday status with 

carefully calculated and well placed vignettes of the two en route to their culminating survey of 

the Pennsylvania/Maryland/Delaware borders.  These wide-ranging revelations facilitate the 

erosion of any remaining surplus historical stature of Mason and Dixon, including Masonôs 

fruitless flirtations with the town coquette at the hanging of Lord Ferrers (111), Masonôs receipt 

of a horoscope from astronomy mentor Nevil Maskeylyne (138-139), the pairôs observation of 

high stakes gambling by Soldiers on the Wind (159), Mason and Dixonôs unexpected fist fight 

(315), and Dixonôs partaking of ñarguably the first British pizzaòðan ad hoc concoction of a 

risen loaf, Ketjap, leftover cheese, and pickled anchovies (234-237).  Mason himself reflects on 

his current station in life and his undistinguished origins.  He muses to Dixon,  

Someday, someone will ask, How did a bakerôs son get to be Assistant to the 

Astronomer Royal?  Howôd a Geordie Land-Surveyor get to be his Second on the 

most coveted Star-gazing Assignment of the Century?  Happen ótwas my 

looksé?  Thy charmé?  Or are we being usôd, by Forces invisible even to thy 

Invisible College?  (73) 

Mason demonstrates an awareness of just how ordinary he and Dixon are.  Further, he astutely 

understands that there are forces at work shaping his destiny that are much larger than he.  Later 
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in the novel, while completing his survey work in America, Mason recognizes the pressure of 

these forces: 

ñWhy am I doing this?ò Mason inquires aloud of no one in particular, ñ-Damme, 

that is an intriguing Question.  I mean, I suppose I could say itôs for the Money, or 

to Advance our Knowledge of,ðò ñEeh, ð regard thaself, thouôre reacting,ò says 

Dixon.  ñJust what Friend Cresap here said not to do, ð thouôre doing ité?ò 

(642)  

, economic and world-historical 

forces which initiated the tragic alienation of Cooperôs Bumppo are now accomplishing the same 

in the form of a passive and reactive posture of Mason.  Indeed, at the conclusion of Mason & 

Dixon, the two heroes find themselves in a situation not unlike that of Bumppo. Recall Gorkyôs 

observation that Bumppo ñfound himself incapable of living in the conditions of this culture for 

which he had struck the first paths.ò  The corresponding alienation of Mason and Dixon is 

strikingly similar.  When the time arrives for their retirement, Pynchon explains a restlessness 

that can only be attributed to this disaffection.  He writes that ñ[b]etwixt themselves, neither feels 

British enough anymore, nor quite American, for either side of the Ocean.  They are content to 

reside like Ferrymen or Bridge-keepers, ever in a Ubiquity of Flow, before a ceaseless Spectacle 

of Transitionò (713).  The social-historical connections of Mason and Dixon are thus clearly 

present for both characters, as each suffers considerably on their account. There is further 

evidence that each man is unsuited and indeed repulsed by the world he helped bring into being, 

as both men unknowingly created a line that helped to geographically institutionalize slavery.  

Dixon laments,  
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Didnôt we take the Kingôs money, as here weôre taking it again? Whilst Slaves 

waited upon us, and we neither one objected, as little as we have here, in certain 

houses south of the Line,ð Where does it end? No matter where in it we go, shall 

we find all the World Tyrants and Slaves?  America is the one place we should 

not have found them. (693)     

The collision of Mason and Dixon with the institution of slaveryðwhich in Chapter 4 I argue 

constitutes Pynchonôs construction of a prehistory to contemporary problems of raceðis 

wrought with tragic undertones.  Accordingly, Gorkyôs sobering assessment of Bumppo now 

fully applies to Pynchonôs heroes:  The ñworld-historical tragedyò of Mason and Dixon unravels 

for each as ñthe destiny of a mediocre man of the peopleò (65).       

Both the personalities and exploits of Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon demonstrate 

their suitability as ñmiddle-of-the-roadò heroes.  

ñmiddle-of-the-roadò hero constitute the bulk of a historical novel, then a historically significant 

figure will necessarily be relegated to a minor role.  He explains this phenomenon: 

The great historical figure, as a minor character, is able to live himself out to the 

full as a human being, to display freely all his splendid and petty human qualities.  

However, his place in the action is such that he can only act and express himself 

in situations of historical importance.  He achieves here a many-sided and full 

expression of his personality, but only insofar as it is linked with the big events of 

history.  (45) 

The great historical figure must thus, according to , only emerge during certain key 

moments of the narrative.  This intentional limitation of the ñworld-historical individualôsò 



 

47 

 

exposure therefore avoids his placement in typical or mundane situations which inevitably dulls 

his great historical luste

the ideal placement of a great historical figure within a historical novel.  Ludwig writes that ñ[h]e 

can appear all the more significant, because we do not follow his life step by step; we see him 

only at moments when he is significant; he surprises us by his omnipresence, he reveals himself 

only in the most interesting attitudes.ò  The historical novelôs message or ñportrait of the age,ò 

which is primarily addressed through the lives of the dominant middling characters, becomes 

crystallized through short and sporadic yet unfailingly intense appearances of these great 

historical figures (128).  Recall 

-

-of-the-

roadò hero applies demonstrably and convincingly in Mason & Dixon, his rules concerning the 

ñworld-historical individual,ò while explicating certain parts of the novel with precision, do not 

apply quite as seamlessly.  

Several ñworld-historical individualsò appear throughout Mason & Dixon.  They include 

famed astronomer Nevil Maskelyne, ñeminent Philadelphianò Benjamin Franklin, and future 

Commander in Chief of the Continental Army and eventual first President of the United States 

George Washington (266).  As towering figures of the American Revolution, the characters of 

Franklin and Washington are most readily identified as ñworld-historical individualsò in Mason 

& Dixon

mandate that the great historical figure appear in brief and sporadic episodes throughout the 

historical novel applies well to both Franklin and Washington.  Mason and Dixon first encounter 

Franklin in the back alleys of Philadelphia ñquite by chanceò (266).  The little group soon finds 




























































