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Traditionally, the form of the novel has been driven forwards by plot in ways that imitate the uni-directionality of time. In what ways do recent fictions experiment with or push back against this feeling?

Historically, literary critics have correlated the uni-directionality of time and the novel form. Peter Brooks suggests that ‘our common sense of plot’ stems from ‘the great nineteenth-century narrative tradition’ when ‘certain kinds of knowledge and truth’ were understood ‘only by way of sequence, in a temporal unfolding’ (xi). So inherent, in fact, has this sense of chronological order traditionally been to the novel, that Frank Kermode uses a very symbol of time itself − a ticking clock − as a model to explain ‘what we call a plot’; ‘tick is our word for a physical beginning, tock our word for an end’ and ‘[w]hat enables them to be different is a special kind of middle’ (44-5). Paul Ricoeur suggests ‘all fictional narratives’ tick along in this way, calling them ‘‘tales of time’ inasmuch as the structural transformations that affect the situations and the characters take time’ (101). Like train tracks that move forward in parallel, yet independent, relationship to each other, in traditional novels plot unfolds and time happens. Recent fictions, however, have pushed back against this tradition, with authors refusing to follow the uni-directionality of time. In so doing, time does not merely exist alongside plot, but stands in symbiotic relation to it; plot unfolds because time happens. Ricoeur consequently differentiates these as ‘tales about time’ (101).

Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (Goon Squad, 2010) would fall into Ricoeur’s latter category, as it is ‘the very experience of time that is at stake in [its] structural transformations’ (101). Having finished reading Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, it is perhaps unsurprising that the novel is Egan’s attempt to answer the ‘abstract question’ of what a ‘contemporary novel about time’ might look like (Egan, “Authors”). In order to ‘[reframe] the insights of Proust’, Egan plays ‘plot-line hopscotch’ and incorporates ‘time-bending tricks’ on structural, thematic and linguistic levels, in ways that push back against the linearity of traditional tick-tock plots (Cowart, 243; Vogue, qtd. in Goon Squad). This essay will first consider some of the ways Egan rejects uni-directionality, and then look at how this carves open a literary space to reflect philosophically on the nature of time, whilst encouraging readers to actively participate in these musings. I will position Goon Squad’s sense of time within the B-Theory of philosophy to suggest that Egan renders time as a manifold of unspecified volume in which the past, present and future are equally real. As such, she reimagines the answer contemporary literature can give to the perennial question of time, ultimately celebrating the power that the novel possesses in arresting it. 

Most pertinently, Goon Squad challenges uni-directionality through its non-linear structure. Readers follow a set of interrelated characters at different points in their lives, back and forth across the novel’s fifty-year timespan: moving between a present seemingly similar to the novel’s year of publication, 2010, backwards to the 1970s punk-rock era, and forwards to a futuristic vision of the 2020s. Such shifting imbues the novel with unpredictability and instability, as temporal ‘movement comes from a direction no one is expecting’ (Goon Squad, 73). In doing so, Egan rejects the traditional ‘concordance of beginning, middle, and end’, which Kermode calls ‘the essence of our explanatory fictions’ (36). She thus encourages the reader to actively participate in stringing together piece after piece to create a chronological whole. Happening as early as Goon Squad’s first page, Egan subverts expectations of a traditionally sequential ‘temporal unfolding’ (Brooks, xi). The first line, ‘[i]t began the usual way’ (Goon Squad, 3) initially appears to be a self-conscious satisfaction of plot uni-directionality; beginning with a beginning. However, the past tense indicates that Sasha is no longer in ‘the bathroom of the Lassimo Hotel’ (3) but telling her therapist, Coz, about an incident of kleptomania that happened there before. As such, the novel actually begins with a move back to the past bathroom scene, which is complicated by its unfolding in blurred parallel with her present experiences in Coz’s office.  
 
The direction of temporal movement is complicated further by the fact that, in her retelling of the event, Sasha is before a mirror (3). In the context of a therapy session, the symbolism of physically reflecting on oneself seems a fitting starting point for the act of self-reflection. But, more aptly, it creates a reciprocity of gazes reminiscent of the ‘infinity mirror effect’. This is the name given to the illusion of an infinitely receding set of reflections caused by a pair of mirrors facing each other. Since there is not a mirror behind Sasha, the reciprocating reflection is a metaphorical one. But, the opening image of present-Sasha ‘looking back’ at past-Sasha, who, in turn, is looking back at herself in the mirror, is significant. It demonstrates how the present can bounce off the past and into what will become the future, which is now experienced in both the reader, as well as Sasha’s, present (3). As such, Egan is quick to not only reject uni-directionality − since moving forwards in plot occurs by moving backwards in time − but establishes the multi-directional structure that Goon Squad’s plot will take.  

This complex coexistence of temporalities is further underlined by Egan’s frequent use of prolepsis. Defined as ‘the action or fact of representing or regarding […] something in the future as already done or existing’ (OED), prolepses move the reader away from the present narrative and propel them into the future. Choosing to include moments that anticipate what will have happened would be notable enough as another way in which Egan refutes uni-directionality, necessitating as they do the ability to supersede the narrative clock’s tick-tock. However, Egan goes further in using prolepses to warp plot-time since, paradoxically, the futures depicted within these movements forward are, in fact, movements backward; the prolepses often point to a future when the present will be looked back on as a memory, thus colouring the narrative now with sepia tones of reminiscence. For example, hauntingly, the news of Rolph’s suicide is conveyed proleptically when he and his sister are dancing; ‘this particular memory is one she’ll return to again and again, for the rest of her life, long after [he] has shot himself in the head’ (87). Of Ted, too, the reader is told that ‘on another day more than twenty years after this one’, he ‘would visit Sasha at home in the California desert […] and for an instant he would remember Naples’ (241). In a hallucinatory style akin to the ‘Out of Body’ nature of the chapter from which it is taken, a quote from Rob echoes the effect achieved by this structural device: ‘for a second, the future tunnels out and away, some version of ‘you’ at the end of it, looking back’ (209). In a temporal reimagining of the infinity mirror effect, then, Goon Squad’s proleptic movements look to a future that in turn is looking back to the past, which is currently being experienced in the present. Consequently, more than simply prolepses, one could call these ‘anterior retrospections’ through which Egan ‘[subdivides] the space between now and tomorrow until time seems to move backward’, again heightening time’s reflective and bouncing multi-directionality (208).

Like playing an accordion, Egan uses narrative techniques such as these to squeeze timeframes together, such that the past, present and future can all be heard in the same moment. Turning to philosophical understandings of time, this would align with B-Theorists who argue that there is no ‘basis for distinguishing objectively between past, present and future […] and all events in the spacetime manifold are equally existent and actual’ (W.L. Craig). Indeed, philosopher Donald C. Williams states that ‘the total of world history, is a spatio-temporal volume, of somewhat uncertain magnitude, chockablock with things and events’ in which ‘what was but has ceased, or what will be but has not begun, nevertheless is’ (457, 459). In other words, all that has happened, all that is happening and all that will happen, exists. Egan is not the first to explore this in literature, as T.S. Eliot articulates in ‘Burnt Norton’:
Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past. (Four Quartets, 1-3)
Eliot’s idea that ‘all time is eternally present’ (line 4) can be gleaned in Goon Squad from what happens when Jocelyn enquires after her former lover, Rolph, from his father, Lou. She is told euphemistically that ‘[he] didn’t make it’ sparking a revelation to dart through her: ‘in that second […] I realize that I already knew about Rolph. And Rhea knew − everyone knew. An old tragedy’ (94). Into the space of a ‘second’ in the narrative’s present, Egan compresses the ‘long time’ that has passed between Rolph’s death and Jocelyn’s learning of it (94). This condensing is mirrored in the experience of reading, since it takes only fives pages’ worth of time, from learning of his suicide to Jocelyn’s now, for it to have ‘already’ become ‘old’ news. Time, then, is given a complexly three-dimensional spherical shape as opposed to a linear, uni-directional one, whereby it seems as if all things have somehow already been, even in the moment of their being.

Goon Squad plays so freely with time that the reader is sometimes coaxed into physically flicking back and forth across pages in order to make sense of its multi-directionality. Egan achieves this most notably by dropping subtle hints of things that will become significant only when they resurface later in the book. Pushing back against uni-directionality, then, is also significant in highlighting the fact of time’s passing even in the act of reading, and the effect that this has on remembering certain narrative details. The information about Sasha’s scar, for instance, is delayed in this way; the second-person narrator in Rob’s chapter states ‘[y]ou know the scar on her left ankle from a break that had to be operated on when it didn’t heal right’ (201). Light need not necessarily be shed on this detail, since the anecdote initially serves simply to contribute to the picture being built of Sasha and Rob’s intimacy. But, in the next chapter, when Ted is walking with Sasha in Naples, he asks ‘Is that a limp?’ to which she responds, ‘I broke my ankle in Tangiers […] I fell down a long flight of steps’ (224). While Sasha cannot explain why, having ‘[worn] a cast for three and a half months’ (224), the limp persists, the reader can flick back in the book to Rob’s chapter, and thus forward in the narrative’s chronology, to learn that it is because it both will not and did not heal correctly. Egan’s non-linearity gives the reader access to narrative knowledge that is outside of time, something that can only be appreciated fully by yielding to how she encourages an unconventional movement through the book. 

A ‘picture of Rob, Sasha’s friend who had drowned in college’ (15) in the first chapter, is the stimulus for a more poignant example of delayed information. Like Alex who sees it but ‘made no comment’ (15), the book does not mention Rob again until the chapter just past the midway point when the reader learns of the events leading up to his death on the night it happens. The mention of Rob’s name again after a 174-page silence jogs the reader’s memory, and prompts them to revisit the photograph at the book’s beginning. Looking at it again with newfound knowledge on his significance replaces the original inconsequentiality of the picture with a chilling eeriness. Indeed, although in Sasha’s narrative, he is of course already dead, the ‘Out of Body’ section takes the reader to a point in the past before he has died. Hence, both the photograph and Chapter 10 necessarily tell the reader ‘death in the future’ (Roland Barthes, 96). Like Barthes’ analysis of a photograph of Lewis Payne in his cell before being hanged, the reader thus looks at Rob’s picture and ‘[observes] with horror an anterior future of which death is at stake’ (96). What was once merely glanced at as a seemingly insignificant detail in the scenery of Sasha’s apartment is now regarded with the uncomfortable realisation that, simultaneously, ‘he is dead and he is going to die’ (95). The picture therefore enacts another death, because the reader, knowing he will die, spends Chapter 10 anticipating the death they know will befall him; although he is alive at this point in the narrative chronology, he is read as a ghost. Thus, the natural ‘plot’ of birth, life and death also falls prey to Egan’s playing with sequence. 

We have seen how the plot’s multi-directionality and dropping of plotline breadcrumbs necessitate the act of moving back and forth between the novel’s pages. Egan’s freedom of temporal movement in the narrative can therefore be read as a meta-textual encouragement for the reader to explore the freedom of physical movement uniquely enabled by the form of the codex book; the reader imitates the plot’s multi-directional time-hopping through their page-flicking. To borrow Williams’ words, then, this renders the medial form of the book itself as a kind of ‘spatio-temporal volume’; its front and back cover acting as the boundaries within which ‘the total of [Goon Squad’s] history’ is contained (457). Indeed, B-Theorists, such as Williams, understand time as something of a finished product, in that ‘what was but has ceased, or what will be but has not begun, nevertheless is’ (459). One can apply this theory of time to the codex form, insofar as the sequence of events essential to its production − drafting, publishing, purchasing − must necessarily have already happened in order for it to now be held by a reader. As the reader reaches the narrative close, then, there is a sense that, on a material level, it had already finished before they finished reading it. Egan alerts the reader to this through Alex who, aptly on one of the book’s last few pages, ‘[feels] what was happening around him as if it had already happened’ (Goon Squad, 344). Thus, the B-Theory, in which all time has happened, seems a telling lens through which to read the ways Egan pushes back against linear time.  

If the final pages somehow seem aware of their own ending, the front cover might reveal something of what the book knows about its beginning. Although in narratological terms, stories begin a few pages into a book, as the first point of contact between reader and text, the front cover should not be overlooked as the book’s real starting point. Given this, it feels somewhat incongruous that the cover of the 2011 UK version of Goon Squad (see Figure 1) is made to look like an old book by exhibiting signs of wear and tear. Indeed, the top right-hand corner is shadowed to appear as though it was once folded over, and the lighter sections at the bottom show signs of discolouring and crinkling. Not only does this seem inconsistent with Goon Squad’s sci-fi-esque vision of the future, but more importantly, in a novel that explores time, these indications of ageing feel like a hypermedial nod from Egan to illustrate the material effects on paper of time passing. Additionally, the background depicts a yellow, through orange, to red downward gradient, which calls to mind an image of the sun setting (an idea heightened by the long shadow cast by the girl who appears in the centre). This evokes a sense that time has passed and the day has set on the novel before it has begun. By anteriorly looking as though it has already been read, the cover image therefore acts as a proleptic anticipation of what it will look like at some point in the future, once the reader currently holding the book has finished it. As such, Egan again pushes back against traditional uni-directionality, even on the level of form, before the reader has opened the very first page. 

However, a closer look at the white border that surrounds the cover, another one of Egan’s details that could be easily overlooked, complicates this reading. The framing device suggests that what is being used as a front cover is actually an image of an old front cover. To lean momentarily on Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin’s theory, the white border thus serves as a frame by which the text remediates itself; the ‘new’ Goon Squad tries to ‘absorb’ an ‘old’ version of Goon Squad, ‘while still marking the presence of the older media and therefore maintaining a sense of multiplicity or hypermediacy’ (47, 46). While the wear-and-tear signs of having been read suggest that the book has ‘aged’ prematurely, the white border regenerates it. There is a significant simultaneity, then, of textual life cycles which again invokes the B-Theory of time; that all events − a novel’s beginning and a novel’s ending − are equally existent, actual and, in this case, visible. One can therefore take a new approach to the sunset colour gradient in the background; reading it left-to-right as opposed to downward shows that the sun is no longer in the process of setting, but all at the same time, it is about to start setting (the yellow), is setting (the orange), and has already set (the red). 

Remediation therefore delays medial endings by renewing them in another form; Egan’s exploration of pauses is a thematic manifestation of this. Chapter 12, written in the style of PowerPoint, describes Lincoln as ‘obsessed with rock songs that have pauses in them’ (Goon Squad, 251). In a speech bubble of exasperation, his mother Sasha explains what he loves about them:
“The pause makes you think the song will end. And then the song isn’t really over, so you’re relieved. But then the song does actually end, because every song ends, obviously, and THAT. TIME. THE. END. IS. FOR. REAL.”








(289)
Lincoln’s love of the pause’s ability to delay endings coincides with the remediation effected by Goon Squad’s white border which signals the way that the codex’s ending can be prolonged. Jules’ assurance to his sister that ‘[s]ure, everything is ending […] but not yet’ (139) might be something like what remediation, if it could speak, would say, assuring the reader that there is much life contained within the ‘not yet’. As such, Goon Squad’s cover can be read as a thematic and meta-textual attempt to defeat the uni-directional movement of time; first by proleptically anticipating what it might one day look like, and then showing how even this will not signal its end, because through remediation, it can be reborn.

Ultimately, there is very little about time in Goon Squad that imitates uni-directionality. Instead, Egan replaces chronological plot with multi-directional time movements to create a kaleidoscope of tenses and eras. Philosophical B-Theory is a helpful way to approach the shape that time takes in the novel; as a spatio-temporal volume, which sees characters within it exhibiting an awareness of time’s paradoxical simultaneity. Excited by the potential made possible by the ‘very flexible, elastic, open’ novel form, the effect of this temporal dimensionality is external as well as internal (“Authors”). The ‘goon’ (134) of time plays with the reader as much as it plays with Goon Squad’s characters, coaxing them into following the narrative in a back-and-forth fashion. Indeed, Egan takes the twenty-first century habituation to technological interaction, and channels it into encouraging a more physical relationship with the codex itself. Goon Squad can therefore be read as a celebration of the book as a medial form that can not only withstand, but remediate even the most sophisticated of twenty-first century technological advancements. Speaking of a future, which is now something like our twenty-first century present, Bix’s certainty that ‘we’ll know each other for ever’ because ‘the days of losing touch are almost gone’ (209) takes on new significance; in a society where technology dependence might one day render them immaterial, Egan reimagines on inter and intra levels what it means to stay in touch with books themselves. 
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Figure 1: The front cover of Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad as published in 2011 by Corsair in London. 
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