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Whether through “strea of consciousness” 
or the less strict adherence to continuous thought 
of psychological realism, it has become an almost 
reflexive assumption among many writers and 
readers that the job of serious fiction is to penetrate 
the veil of speech and action and reveal the human 
mind at work. It is often said, in fact (think James 
Wood), that what separates the art of fiction from all 
other modern narrative practices is precisely that it 
is able to “go deep” beneath the surface of ordinary 
reality and to capture the role of consciousness in 
processing and shaping that reality, thus enhancing 
the ostensible story a work of fiction relates with, 
in effect, an additional story (even the “real” story): 
an account of the mind attempting to make sense of 
the world it confronts. But is it really the case that 
this is therefore the presumed goal that writers of 
fiction should pursue if they want to fulfill fiction’s 
artistic mission? Is stream of consciousness literary 
fiction’s consummate achievement?

Reviewers of Mauro Javier Cárdenas’s 
first novel, The Revolutionaries Try Again (2016), 
as well as his most recent, Aphasia, have referred 
to his narrative strategy in both as stream of 
consciousness, and it seems an accurate enough 
characterization. While the term is often used very 

loosely in describing almost any attempt to suggest 
“what’s happening” inside the mind of a fictional 
character, in Cárdenas’s case the effort is not just a 
routine exercise in “free indirect discourse” or the 
creation of an especially introspective first-person 
narrator. Each of the novels, most emphatically 
Aphasia, with its focus on the consciousness of a 
single character, offers propulsive but meticulous 
renditions of subjective states of rumination and 
perception, not always reflecting a habit of strictly 
linear thinking — indeed, Aphasia really does seem 
to evoke the “flow” of mental awareness.
 The notion that narrative discourse in fiction 
might be shaped to mimic the human thought process 
is of course most familiar from the work of the early 
modernists (perhaps also encompassing Henry 
James’s emphasis on a “central consciousness”). In 
its historical context, this strategy can be regarded as 
part of the broader modernist search for alternatives 
to the reigning assumptions of realist fiction: Stream 
of consciousness implicitly proposes that reality is 
to be discovered in its most essential manifestation 
in the phenomenon of perception, while at the same 
time in enacts a radical experiment in point of 
view, effectually  inverting the synoptic vision of 
the third-person omniscient perspective employed 
by many nineteenth-century novelists, in favor of 
the subjective outlook of the created character’s 
understanding. This paradigmatic version of the 
stream of consciousness technique, if not the 
technique itself, has been profoundly influential in 

the widespread appeal to what is more broadly called 
“psychological realism” in the years following on 
high modernism.
 Missing from most criticism considering 
the devices that produce psychological depth is 
the acknowledgement that the impression of such 
depth is indeed an illusion created by the writer 
successfully exploiting artificial devices. It seems 
highly unlikely that most—if any — emulations of 
Mind in fiction actually resemble the phenomena of 
consciousness as understood by psychologists and 
neuroscientists. What the best psychological realism 
brings to the treatment of human thinking in fiction 
is art, the verbal artistry we should expect from 
novelists and poets, not some special insight into 
the way the brain works. Unfortunately, the moves 
required to invoke the illusion of a perceiving mind 
have become sufficiently routine through repetition 
that they have come to function more as shorthand 
than as expressions of literary art, although for this 
very reason writers who do manifestly bring literary 
art to the portrayal of a character’s internal state 
are perhaps all the more noteworthy. Happily, this 
is precisely what Mauro Javier Cardenas brings to 
his account of the experience of Aphasia’s harried 
protagonist, Antonio.
 Antonio is a Colombian - American 
immigrant writer and database manager attempting 
to manage several ongoing and overlapping 
dilemmas in his own life. He is a divorced father of 
two daughters attempting to preserve a relationship 
with them by living in an apartment in the same 
building in which they and Antonio’s former wife 
live. Although he is trying to maintain a civil 
relationship with the former wife, he is also seeing 
a number of (mostly younger) women through a 
“dating service” called Your Sugar Arrangements 

but hoping to keep this hidden from the wife. Most 
stressfully, he is doing his best to avoid thinking 
about his mentally ill sister, who has fled the 
institution to which Antonio and his mother have 
confined her and is currently subject to arrest. 

These strands, as well as others related 
to them — scenes of Antonio speaking to other 
characters, passages in which he considers other 
literary works he is reading — braid through 
and around Antonio’s consciousness, combining 
seamlessly together in continuous passages of 
unbroken paragraphs consisting of multiple phrases 
and clauses fused into a single sentence. 

God will punish you, my mother would 
say, the lord said that what you inflict on 
your mother and father will return to you 
fivefold, so now you know what awaits you 
in life, my god what’s going to happen to 
me, I would say, what will I have to endure 
later in life, everything magnified through a 
child’s imagination, of course, if I’d said to 
my mother, for instance, I am running away 
from this house because I can’t stand it here 
anymore because my parents are unjust, 
and my mother would reply your words 
will be punished by god because a son or 
a daughter can’t say this to her parents, and 
later the nightmares I would have my god 
what’s going to happen to happen to me, 
what will I have to endure. . . .

The audacity of this strategy is admirable, but 
more so is the way in which Cárdenas is able to 
achieve a kind of dramatic momentum while also 
maintaining clarity and recognition for the reader 
through syntactical linkages and variations. Readers 
must slow down while negotiating Cárdenas’s 
prose in Aphasia, but this serves the illusionist 
goal of mimicking the “flow” of Antonio’s active 
awareness.
 Although the effect the story gains could be 
called realist, the effort to simulate this awareness 
seems almost as much a kind of convenient 
camouflage for an exhibition of the prose style in and 
for itself. The meandering sentences, approaching a 
conventional end point but refusing it in favor of the 
next turn of thought or expository element, might 
seem reminiscent of Thomas Bernhard, or the García 
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Márquez  of The Autumn of the Patriarch (1975), or 
Mathias Enard’s Zone (2008), although Aphasia is 
more concentrated in its scope, less rhetorical than a 
Bernhardian “rant” and less dependent on narrative 
than García Márquez  and Enard (even the nested, 
retrospective narrative of Zone). Discursive as they 
are, Cárdenas’s long sentences in a sense seem more 
crafted, more deliberately composed to signify 
the presence of consciousness. If writers such as 
Marquez and Bernhard are among the writers who 
first challenged not just conventional narrative form 
or the protocols of realism but the structural and 
syntactical expectations of fictional discourse itself, 
Cárdenas is able to adapt their practice to a self-
sufficient verbal strategy that uses this disrupted 
discourse as an available aesthetic resource.
 What is most admirable about Aphasia 
is the way in which he does in fact execute this 
strategy not just for the purpose of depicting 
his protagonist’s stream of consciousness but to 
realize what turns out to be a fully developed and 
conventionally recognizable crisis narrative in which 
the protagonist faces the various causes of his crisis 
and in the end manages, if not a solution to all of his 
problems, at least a reprieve. Along the way, much 
is revealed about Antonio and his past, contributing 
to the creation of a “well-rounded” character, as 
at the same time we are provided an account of 
his present actions (principally his interactions 
with his former wife and daughters, but also his 
“arrangements” with the women from the dating 
app) and his ultimate reunion with his sister, who is 
again being treated for her mental illness. In addition 
to these channels of Antonio’s direct experience, the 
separate chapters focused on Antonio’s reading of 
various works of fiction (presumably as a substitute 
for his own current inability to write much himself) 
are integrated into the novel’s narrative structure, 

incorporated into Antonio’s ongoing reckoning 
with his circumstances.
 Cárdenas’s endeavor to create the 
appearance of stream of consciousness, then, is 
not simply carrying out the imperative to provide 
psychological depth (to “get inside” for its own 
sake) but is another means of accommodating the 
breadth of Antonio’s experience, through something 
other than usual formal and stylistic conventions. In 
short, Cárdenas uses stream of consciousness as an 
aesthetic device, not as a revelation of the human 
mind at work. The former, I would argue, is what 
makes Aphasia most worth the reader’s attention, 
what signals to us an author taking his medium 
seriously as literary art, not the novelist’s putative 
authority to probe the human mind. Indeed, to the 
extent that the impression of Antonio’s mind at work 
is largely created by the writer’s loosely joined, 
onrushing sentences, Aphasia could be called an 
exercise in style, albeit one absent the standard sort 
of decorative lyricism that often passes for style in 
American fiction.
 It is through style that we come to know 
Antonio, even though the novel is not a first-person 
narrative. Being a writer, not his routinized job as a 
data analyst, clearly seems an essential ingredient 
in his sense of identity, and it is more likely that 
the novel’s prose is a reflection of Antonio’s own 
writing than a facsimile of his thought process. 
Such a presumption is only reinforced by those 
parts of the book that are not in fact representations 
of thought but include Antonio’s transcriptions of 
tapes of his mother speaking, his conversations 
with former girlfriends, and his reunion with his 
sister. These sections employ the same elongated 
sentences as those depicting Antonio’s solitary 
deliberations, indicating that Aphasia’s focus on 
the protagonist’s internal state provides a suitable 

context for Cárdenas to effect the sort of prose style 
he favors, not the subject in service of which a prose 
style has been fashioned.
 Rendering the internal perspective is 
not finally the most serious task that a work of 
fiction might undertake. At best it can fool us into 
believing we have access to a character’s inner self 
(and by analogy to human inwardness in general). 
This is not an inconsequential feat, if not the form’s 
raison d’etre. Even if you think that pulling off 
such a feat is the preeminent achievement of fiction, 
however, Aphasia would surely be judged a success 
in satisfying this goal. But in this case it would 
hardly suffice in acknowledging either the novel’s 
ambition or its value to say it is a successful work 
of psychological realism. Yes, we might say we are 
provided with a vivid portrayal of Antonio’s state of 
mind, but that is not really the point. What Cárdenas 
has really done is in a sense to merge style and form 
so that style actually produces form, a move that is 
seriously impressive.

Daniel Green is a literary critic and former 
academic whose reviews and essays have appeared 
both online and in print (including ABR). He is the 
author of Beyond the Blurb: On Critics and Criticism 
(2016) and maintains the literary weblog, The 
Reading Experience (www.thereadingexperience.
net).

“There are a lot of funny movies,” one of 
my students recently remarked in a conversation 
about genre, “but serious literature is not often very 
funny.” The comment sat with me. Yes, there are 
some funny books among serious literature, but 
why do we associate seriousness with darkness and 
tragedy? And which authors right now resist that 
association? 

Lee Siegel is one of them. Since his first 
novel Love in a Dead Language (1999) he has 
established himself as a serious novelist, crafting 
playful and complex stories that brim with ideas 
about textuality, meaning, history, technology, 
and media — all of which are driven by the 
undeniable, and undeniably absurd, force of love. 
In their self-conscious play with narrative structure, 
coupled with their embrace of the body, Siegel’s 
novels inherit the tradition of Nabokov and John 
Barth, Philip Roth and James Joyce, exploring the 

euphoria of love, its connection to language, and the 
deep physicality of both.

His latest, Typerotica, autobiographically 
examines the artist as a young man, but its idea of 
desire is starkly different from Stephen Dedalus’s 
shameridden riot of the body. Instead, Siegel’s 
novel is playfully silly about the ways our desire 
— and our language — are shaped. Structured as 
an introduction and two novellas, Typerotica layers 
three different moments in the life of Lee Siegel: a 
fifteen-year-old Siegel’s infatuation with his typing 
teacher; a twenty-year-old Siegel’s love affair with 
a married woman in Paris, during which he composed 

QWERTYUIOP (about the typing teacher); and a 
seventy-three-year-old Siegel’s reflections on these 
experiences, during which he writes AZERTYUIOP 
(about Paris), annotates both novellas, and pens the 
introduction. 

That introduction recounts Typerotica’s 
genesis: Siegel’s mother, reading through a box of 
his juvenalia in the basement, found the manuscript 
of QWERTYUIOP: “Kind of dirty,” she says, “but 
I like it anyway.” Reading it, Siegel recalls the 
“delirious exhilaration” of writing’s sexuality: 
“Typing on a typewriter was for me to writing fiction 
what sex was to love.” Though his pretentious 

and naïve youthful manuscript embarrasses him, 
it reminds him of his promise, to his Parisian 
girlfriend Seraphine, that he would write a love 
story about her. With AZERTYUIOP Siegel fulfills 
that promise.

Before we meet Seraphine, though, 
QWERTYUIOP plunges us into Siegel’s coming-
of-age with Miss Josephine Hammond, typing 
instructor at the Kitzler Academy of the Secretarial 
Arts and Sciences in Summer 1960. Learning to 
type allows Siegel to prepare manuscripts but also 
to connect with Miss Hammond, helping her train 
for a typing competition. In one of their meetings, 
a blindfolded Siegel “explored her body with the 
fingers she herself had trained to type by touch” 
and “applied all that I had learned ... about typing 
to lovemaking.” Five years later in Paris, Siegel 
obtains the same model of typewriter (and a new 
girlfriend, Seraphine) while writing the story of 
Miss Hammond; along the way, he learns a lot about 
love, loss, and French literature from Seraphine, 
who is an avant-garde dancer married to “Le Grand 
Denys,” the absurd genius director of her troupe. 
Fifty years later, rejuvenating his writing mojo, 
Siegel purchases the same typewriter — a Royal De 
Luxe.

The association between the physicality 
of the typewriter and of sex is one of the dominant 
ideas of the book. One’s hands, which must develop 
the precision, rhythm, and strength to work the 
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