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Abstracts 



Roshaunda Cade

Across the Sally-verse: Reading William Wells Brown’s Clotel as Multiversal Speculative Fiction

William Wells Brown’s 1853 novel Clotel can be read as a multiverse investigating the possible life outcomes of Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman owned by Thomas Jefferson. Anachronisms and problematic linear progressions could suggest Clotel is an alternative history, but Brown’s novel is not one of a singular alternative history with a specific moment of departure, nor does the novel answer a singular meaningful What If question possible outside of a multiverse. By subverting the generic conventions of romance and sentimentalism, Brown creates space to propose alternative histories of Sally Hemings. Brown highlights canon events for the characters who serve as avatars of Sally Hemings’s experience. By demonstrating why Brown’s Clotel does not neatly fit the generic expectations of romance and sentimentalism, that it does not follow a linear chronology, and that it instead adheres to possibilities inherent in a multiverse, reading Clotel as a multiverse becomes a possibility. This essay demonstrates that it is possible to read Brown’s timeline slippages as indicative of Clotel as a work of speculative fiction highlighting a multiverse created to explore alternative histories and futures for Sally Hemings, the real-life enslaved concubine of Thomas Jefferson. However, it is the aspects Brown uses to build his multiverse that are seen as the flaws in his work.  In this essay, Brown’s ostensible inconsistencies in genre and chronology coalesce to reveal the building blocks of a multiverse: something that is everywhere and in all times, all at the same time.  This essay’s close reading of Brown’s text establishes that Brown’s novel should be considered a piece of speculative fiction beyond an alternative history; this essay demonstrates that Clotel constructs a multiverse. Brown uses slippery timelines to create a Sally Hemings-centric multiverse, the Sally-verse.

John Irish

“I Was Grendel”: Myth, Monstrosity, and the Fantasies of Belonging

This essay explores John Gardner’s Grendel as a philosophical meditation on identity, ideology, and exclusion, reframing the monster’s narrative as a failed search for community. Through Grendel’s encounters with Hrothgar’s nationalist order and the dragon’s anarchistic individualism, the novel stages a dialectic between two competing worldviews:  each of which ultimately defines Grendel not as a subject, but as a symbolic necessity. This essay argues that Grendel’s identity is forged not through freedom, but through rejection and ontological Othering. Grendel’s longing to belong is mirrored by his realization that he is the thing against which belonging is defined. Not just excluded, Grendel becomes the symbolic boundary of the human. In this duality—drawn to meaning but cast out from it—Grendel discovers the root of his coming crisis.  His final self-declaration, “I was Grendel,” is not a moment of self-actualization, but a bitter concession to the role assigned to him by myth and ideology. Grendel dramatizes the existential tension between myth and nihilism, belonging and solitude, order and chaos. Gardner constructs Grendel’s arc as a philosophical test case: a character caught between the seductions of communal myth and the isolating clarity of radical egoism, asking whether meaning is discovered or imposed, and whether any system—political, religious, or existential—can accommodate the outcast without first defining him as monstrous.  Grendel’s journey is a philosophical tragedy in which both nationalism and anarchism prove inadequate for those outside their boundaries as the necessary Other; the dragon’s nihilism denies him value. His transformation is not the triumph of autonomy, but the resignation of a being with no place left to go.  Grendel becomes a haunting realization that some identities are not chosen, but imposed—and that exile, once understood, may be final.  By tracing Grendel’s emotional and philosophical arc from longing and disillusionment to reluctant resignation, this essay interprets Gardner’s novel as a critique of the structural limits of belonging and the existential isolation faced by those who haunt the edges of meaning.  

Yandrey Lay

Mimesis and Epistemology of the Fantastic

Through the concept of phantasie, which phenomenology enunciates, and Tomás Albaladejo Mayordomo's typology of worlds, this essay proves that any object, phenomenon, and process considered fantastic or belonging to fantasy should satisfy two conditions: its existence is thinkable or discursive, and its behavior should be incompatible with the laws of the real world. According to this theory, it is possible to affirm that, remembering Aristotle's concept of mimesis, fantasy does not reproduce objective reality, but fantasy is its own reality.  This essay argues that there are four types of relationships between real and fantastic worlds: separation, incursion, invasion, and standardization. These arguments explain theoretical problems enunciated by Tzvetan Todorov, Ana Maria Barrenechea, and Jaime Alazraki about the inclusion or exclusion of fairy tales from fantastic literature, the hypothetical exhaustion of the fantastic genre in the face of reality's encroachments, and the notable discontinuity between the canonical fantastic texts of the nineteenth century and those written in the second half of the twentieth century.  This essay affirms that the fantastic does not imitate what nature is not but rather that the fantastic is what nature is not. Fantasy creates new relationships between objects, processes, and phenomena that differ from those established by sensory perception and scientific discourse.  Fantastic literature does not imitate reality but is its own reality.

Jessica Kormos

Walking Away from Omelas: How BTS Used Genre Fiction to Escape the Basement of the K-Pop Archetype

This article draws on Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas” to examine how the K-pop group BTS leverages genre fiction to critique the idol industry and transcend traditional K-pop storytelling archetypes. Through analysis of their songs, music videos, and public personas, it explores how genre elements deepen global fan connection while challenging industry norms. The article positions the male K-pop idol as a genre fiction construct and examines how BTS deconstructs—and ultimately walks away from—that archetype. In doing so, the group reclaims narrative agency. Here, genre fiction becomes not just an artistic framework but a resistance strategy within contemporary K-pop. BTS does not merely walk away from Omelas—they build another world entirely, inviting ARMY and the global community to help shape it alongside them.

Alice Marinelli

“The wonder of the World, the admiration of all ages”: Merpeople and Wonder from the Early Modern Wunderkammer to Post-Truth Media Culture

This article traces the history of the grotesque and taxonomically ambiguous mermaid/merman figure first popularized in the early modern Wunderkammer and examines its reemergence in twenty-first-century Euro-American media, particularly in formats such as tabloids and hoax documentaries that deliberately blur the boundaries between truth and fiction. While existing scholarship has often seen the legacy of the Wunderkammer in the development of the modern museum, less attention has been paid to how its aesthetics of hybridity, exoticism, and epistemic instability, which aimed at provoking the viewers’ suspension of disbelief and at constructing Eurocentric worldviews, persist in digital and post-truth culture. In the media discussed here, the Wunderkammer mermaid-type continues to function as a fantastical figure of wonder. However, as this article argues, both the notion of wonder and that of the fantastic that these creatures embody remain deeply entangled with their colonial histories of spectacle, appropriation, and epistemic control. Drawing on postcolonial theory, the article demonstrates how contemporary representations of merpeople reactivate visual and narrative strategies rooted in colonial systems of classification and othering, now repackaged as entertainment. Today’s representations of these creatures and the fascination they activate in their audiences reveal how the contemporary media discussed not only evoke, but also risk amplifying, colonial logics under the aesthetic of mystery, emotional appeal, and wonder, thus underscoring the pressing need for decolonial critique.
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Britney Rossman

To Be Fully Seen:  Unmasking, Survival, and Authenticity in African and Diaspora Literature

Analyzing African and Diaspora literature suggests that survival comes with fully unmasking and facing the difficulty behind self-acceptance. This concept has opened a perspective that challenges the misconception that power is a display of strength. The analyzed texts in this essay demonstrate that, throughout Africa and the African Diaspora, literary tradition offers a power, verging on a superpower, that can be accessed from within.  By focusing on power, self-awareness, and self-confidence as core ideals, this essay explores ways in which authenticity may be demonstrated to be the key element of survival. The texts explored here include examples of how people facing adversity manage to find a sense of control; using Afropantheology and Reader Response, womanist, feminist, and de-colonialist analytical lenses to understand myth, literature, and documentary, these texts reflect the concept that the path to freedom frequently begins with the bravery to unmask. This essay argues that survival can feel impossible if one is not allowed the freedom to live in one's truth; literature and theory from Africa and its Diaspora by writers such as Oghenechovwe Donald Ekpeki, Mame Bougouma Diene and Woppa Diallo, Shingai Njeri Kagunda, and Sofia Samatar provide an opportunity to understand this dynamic.

Zita Husing

Posthuman Gothic Networks and Psychic Connections in Sense8

This essay examines the Netflix series Sense8 through the intersecting lenses of posthuman theory and the Gothic mode to argue that the show envisions an empathic, networked form of subjectivity that challenges humanist notions of autonomy and embodiment of the human in one body. The Sensates—psychically connected individuals who transcend spatial, linguistic, and bodily boundaries—serve as posthuman figures who reframe monstrosity, otherness, and identity through affective interdependence. While Sense8 is grounded in science fiction tropes of genetic mutation and global technology, its emotional and aesthetic atmosphere is shaped by the Gothic. Gothic elements in Sense8 appear through affectively charged spaces and spectral figures that destabilize the boundaries between life and death, past and present, self and other. Drawing on science fiction traditions of collective consciousness and the Gothic’s history of boundary transgression, conjuring the Gothic sublime in its juxtaposition of dread and grandeur (Botting 4), Sense8 constructs a narrative of the fantastic in which affective labor, shared trauma, and erotic utopia generate a radical politics of empathy and care. In the end, the most Gothic element of Sense8 may not be its scenes of death, decay, or monstrosity, but its insistence that love, empathy, and shared suffering remain radical choices in a fractured world. This vision makes Sense8 a valuable text for examining the intersections of posthumanism, the Gothic, and networked digital life in contemporary science fiction. While existing scholarship has examined Sense8’s queer politics and posthuman imaginaries, this article argues that Sense8 allows examination of the networked intersections of the Posthuman Gothic to demonstrate redefinition of digital networks as embodied, affective, and erotic.

Sreelakshmy Mohan

Narrativizing Memory in Prayaag Akbar’s Leila

Set in a segregated dystopic world ruled by absolute order and the mythical element of purity, Prayaag Akbar’s Leila is a novel with an unreliable narrative because of the delusional episodes of the first-person narrator, Shalini. I study Leila as an attempt at narrativizing the protagonist Shalini’s seemingly unnarratable past. Shalini’s memory is culture-specific, recounting the truths and lies of a dystopia bent on the idea of corporeal purity. Much like the world-building of high fantasy, Leila’s world is governed by a definitive set of laws around purity and caste that are enforced with magical reverence. Memory, which usually serves as a tool to remember, assess, and reclaim one’s past, is cryptic and misleading in the novel, often acting as a deterrent, leading both the narrator and reader astray. The trauma that is brought upon Shalini aggravates the untrustworthiness of her story. Even though Shalini’s experiences revolve around Leila, they are shaped by the regressive community that structurally dictates the lives of its citizens. Akbar rewrites the idea of community as a place of refuge in Leila, instead locating it as a nexus of servitude and surveillance.  

John Glover

Uses of The Somatics of Media, Corporeal-Affective Nostalgia, and Experiencing Horror

The presence of media in works of Horror may serve multiple purposes, sometimes heightening dread and sometimes creating unease. Films and novels created after the digital turn use analogue media and associated equipment differently than their predecessors, often to ends other than building the emotion most commonly identified as the core justification for Horror’s existence as a genre. The corporeal-affective nostalgia that media evoke in these works is absent from some works where media is used primarily as plot device, not aimed at evoking historicized sensations. The affective roles played by media in some horror films provide a useful counter to ubiquitous claims that works of Horror exist solely or primarily to evoke horror and related feelings.

James H. Ford, Jr.

Creative Think Piece: Fragmonious—Freedom for a Genomically Created Human

Fragmonious’s discovery of a hidden letter reveals a history of his ancestors, setting the stage for a dystopian beginning that ultimately unfolds into Fragmonious’s present life, controlled by artificial intelligence and the era of human chipping.  The letter, written by a great ancestor and co-protagonist, reveals his life and the lives of his ancestors, forgotten and relegated to the trash files of history.  Mosesemic could be offered answers to his questions concerning whether life has changed or if the people have overcome.  Fragmonious and Vazenion's journey deep into the future, as genomically created humans who are mentally chipped by the controlling power, follows a path similar to that of older cultures Mosesemic describes, which employed tattoos, branding, and physical whipping for control.  The chips, of course, imply that the Government now enslaves Fragmonious and Vazenion, along with the other denizens of this new culture.  For Fragmonious and Vazenion, genomic human-ware, removing the chips from their bodies means that the Governmental control established over them is gone.  But now the bigger and more immediate question is where will Fragmonious and Vazenion go?  After they remove the chips, they immediately set out to dominate their new world while subduing the old world of mental owners.
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W

ILLIAM WELLS BROWN’S 1853 NOVEL CLOTEL is a sentimental abolitionist novel. By design, it elicits emotional responses from readers to forward the abolitionist cause. Brown points to stark, verifiable aspects of chattel slavery to heighten emotional responses from readers and also to sensitize them to aspects of slavery they may be oblivious to. Brown’s work is regarded by some researchers as the first novel published by an African American, being a full-length novel unlike Frederick Douglass’s novella The Heroic Slave and having been published before The Bondwoman’s Narrative and Our Nig, but its inclusion of historical documents and anecdotes moves it beyond traditional generic sentimentalism. Significantly for this essay, the storyline appears to begin in approximately 1856, but it ends in 1842. However, the lives of the characters in the novel appear to move forward in a linear progression as the timeline appears to move backward. This makes the novel’s end happen ostensibly before its beginning. Clotel marks many achievements, but it is not a traditional work of sentimental fiction but rather an early foray into the speculative realm of the multiverse as analyzed by Paul Halpern. In Clotel, Brown takes readers on a journey not necessarily through linear time, but rather through multiple perspectives of lived realities for chattel enslaved people. Brown uses achronological narrative logic to articulate a specific form of knowledge: a speculative epistemology grounded in real historical conditions.

Brown focuses especially on the “class of slaves” known as “mulatto women, or quadroons, as they are familiarly known, and [who] are distinguished for their fascinating beauty” (Brown Clotel 118). In antebellum U. S., a Mulatto, a denigrating classification, was regarded as a person of multiple racial heritages, particularly European and African ancestry. To be a White person was understood as a person whose phenotype marked them socially as being of European descent and legally free, while to be a Black person was understood as a person whose phenotype marked them as socially of African descent and possibly chattel enslaved. Then and now, these designations prove unreliable and incapable of encapsulating the essence of personhood. White and Black served as the broad categories of social and legal racial classification during the chattel enslavement era of Brown’s novel, and these terms are also used in this essay. 

Specifically, in the context of Brown’s novel and similar literary works, a Mulatto is an insulting term for a person assumed to have one African parent and one European/American parent, making them supposedly half White and half Black. The African parent is assumed to be an enslaved person, and most often a woman, while the European/American parent is assumed most often to be the owner of the enslaved person. A Quadroon, then, is the denigrating classification for a person with one designated Mulatto parent and one European/American parent, making them three fourths European/American and one fourth African.  An Octoroon, an additional offensive designation employed for terms of sale and identification, was presumed to have one Quadroon parent and one European/American parent, making them seven-eighths European/American and one-eighth African.  This offensive nomenclature emphasizes the proportion of African ancestry of chattel-enslaved people, because most people discussed in these terms were chattel enslaved. Despite their European-appearing skin color, the naming devices of the predominant culture were designed to keep multiracial people tied to the population of enslaved chattel who were denied citizenship until Emancipation and the ratifying of the Fourteenth Amendment, instead of to the population of recognized European-descent citizen Americans considered to be free rather than property.

Brown writes his novel to “lay bare the institution” of chattel slavery by calling out “persons in high places” who own enslaved people (Brown Clotel 74, 73).  Clotel, therefore, is about the fictional daughters of Thomas Jefferson, Clotel and Althesa, whom he fathers with an enslaved woman named Currer. The novel follows the lives of Currer, who is designated a Mulatto, and Clotel and Althesa, who are therefore both designated Quadroons, as they are sold and separated and try to make lives for themselves, despite the dehumanization of chattel slavery. Currer represents Sally Hemings, the enslaved woman with whom Thomas Jefferson had several children. While the rumors of the Jefferson-Hemings relationship began circulating in the early 1800s (see Farrison “Origin”), the relationship was not confirmed until 1998 (“Life of Sally Hemings” np). Annette Gordon-Reed argues, “The story of Jefferson's relationship with Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman on his plantation, long denied by white historians, has been an article of faith among black Americans” (Gordon-Reed “Engaging Jefferson” 174). W. Edward Farrison adds that although historians negated the allegations of Jefferson’s sexual involvement with Hemings, in 1802 Thomas Callendar wrote, “There is not an individual in the neighborhood of Charlottesville who does not believe the story; and not a few who know it" (qtd. in Farrison “Origin” 350). Many people believed in the veracity of the rumors:  Black people because they lived through those types of liaisons (see Giddings When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America), and White people because they watched or participated as such liaisons played out.

William Wells Brown’s Clotel operates through a narrative strategy that unfolds the potential trajectories of one historical figure, Sally Hemings, across several fictionalized characters. The chattel-enslaved women in the novel serve as the fictionalized characters. Brown highlights the intermingled racial background in the characters he creates and conflates them with Sally Hemings, who is described at various times as both White and Mulatto in U. S. census data (“Life of Sally Hemmings” np). While the historical person Sally Hemings lived only one life, the parallel, simultaneously possible worlds, expressed through multiple character arcs, invite analysis in terms of their structural commonalities, minimal differences, and shared narrative logic. Thus, Brown’s work opens up the possibility of a multiverse. According to Yilun Fan, a multiverse in literature explores alternate histories and futures as real occurrences in some world, somewhere (Fan 343). Michael Moorcock adds that a multiverse also uses avatars that share personality traits of an “overarching character” but exist in parallel worlds (Halpern 10). Brown creates multiverse fiction to explore the possible lives of Sally Hemings, where the avatars, Brown’s fictional characters, move in parallel through anachronistic timelines until they arrive in 1831, the year of Nat Turner’s Rebellion and a yellow fever epidemic. Linking the literary transformation of historical events from the nineteenth century with a narrative tradition that emerged extensively in literary form only in the wake of quantum physics and, consequently, much later—in the mid-twentieth century—enables readers to reconceptualize the narrative logic and structural affordances of multiverse fiction from a different historical vantage point. William Wells Brown builds his multiverse fiction in Clotel through problematic timelines, implicit multiversal logic, and typological character constellations.

Problematic Timelines

Brown does not indicate that he is telling the true historical stories of Thomas Jefferson’s daughters, but he does frame his novel as a true tale by including copious historical documents to point to the veracity of his writing. These historical markers, both explicit and implicit, create a problematic, anachronistic timeline in the novel.  

In the universe of the novel, Thomas Jefferson begins his relationship with Currer while he is a “young slaveholder” (Brown 119). He leaves his sexual partner Currer, whom he does not own, but rather whose time he hires as a housekeeper from a different slaveholder, when he takes a “government appointment” (Brown 119). That government appointment is most likely Jefferson’s historical appointment as Secretary of State. Focusing on the word “appointment” precludes the role of Jefferson as President, because President is an elected position, rather than an appointed one. Although Brown does not specifically mention a date, that government appointment corresponds to Jefferson’s becoming Secretary of State in 1790. Considering 1790 as a factual point of time in the novel, however, proves untenable. Currer has two children by Jefferson, so for those children to be sixteen (Clotel) and fourteen (Althesa) years old, when Brown introduces them as the action of the novel begins, they had to have been born, at the latest, 1789 and 1791. That would make the beginning of the novel approximately 1805, but Brown opens the novel by placing the time at least a few years after the death of Henry Clay. Henry Clay died in 1852, so at least a few years after his death could be approximately any time between 1854 and 1858.

The mention of Clay’s death is on the first page of Brown’s novel, excluding the preface and Brown’s own autobiography, which are included before the novel begins. Clay’s death begins Brown’s litany of historical background to help readers place the time and situation of the lives of the novel’s characters. The characters’ stories begin when Brown writes, “At the close of the year” (Brown 119). This “close of the year” could mean the end of the calendar year, which it, in fact, does, as Brown introduces a human trade auction on Monday, November 10, which is toward the end of the calendar year. Brown does not list a specific year for this human trade auction on Monday, November 10, but November 10 did fall on a Monday in 1856. Brown could mean both the close of the calendar year as well as the close of the year that is “some years since” Henry Clay’s death (Brown 115). This dating is problematic, however, because if 1856 is the setting of the novel, the date of 1790 does not correspond to the ages of Jefferson’s fictional children, Clotel and Althesa, and the story becomes a future that Brown is imagining, since he published Clotel in 1853, rather than a history that he is retelling.

Other years serve as possibilities for the setting of the novel. For example, November 10 was also a Monday in 1800. That would fit with Clotel and Althesa being conceived prior to Jefferson’s becoming Secretary of State in 1790. The Monday, November 10, 1800 scenario as a starting point of the novel would mean that Clotel was born in 1784 and Althesa in 1786.

This 1800 start of the novel also works regarding the internal dating of 1831 that occurs later in the novel. In 1831, both Clotel and Althesa would have been old enough to have teenage daughters, which they do in the novel. Brown does not give an exact age for Clotel’s daughter Mary in 1831, but he describes her as a girl “fast coming to maturity,” which indicates puberty and adolescence (Brown 261). When Mary, Clotel’s daughter, is ten years old, she becomes chattel-enslaved in the home of her father, Horatio Green (Brown 193). Clotel is also sold at this time, and Brown describes Clotel as “nearly thirty years of age” (Brown 194). “Nearly thirty years of age” could be anywhere from approximately twenty-five years old to twenty-nine years old. Clotel became sexually involved with Horatio when he purchased her at sixteen years old and could have easily borne Mary at the age of eighteen, which would make Clotel approximately twenty-eight years old or “nearly thirty years of age” when Mary is ten years old. If Mary is approximately fifteen years old in 1831, which aligns with “fast coming to maturity,” then Clotel would have been approximately thirty-three years old in 1831. This makes an 1800 start to the novel untenable. If the 1800 start of the novel were accurate, and Clotel had been born in 1784, then Clotel would have been approximately forty-seven years old in 1831, which is older than Brown depicts her. 

Similarly, Althesa has two children in 1831: Ellen “the eldest” and Jane who is fifteen (Brown 248). Althesa is fifteen years old when she meets Henry Morton, who purchases Althesa. Morton purchases Althesa from Mr. Crawford, who purchased her at the age of fourteen from the human trafficker, Dick Walker. Henry Morton purchases Althesa with the intent to marry her, six months after they meet (Brown 165-166). After “five years had passed away,” Morton and Althesa’s “happiness was increased by two lovely daughters” (Brown 189). Althesa would have been approximately twenty-one years old by the time both of her children had been born. If Althesa is twenty-one years older than her younger daughter, who is fifteen years old in 1831, then Althesa would have been thirty-six in 1831. A thirty-six-year-old Althesa in 1831 problematizes a thirty-three-year-old Clotel in 1831, as Clotel is two years older than Althesa. Even if, however, Clotel is thirty-eight years old in 1831, both Clotel and Althesa’s ages negate a potential 1800 start to the novel, because Clotel would have been forty-seven in 1831 and Althesa forty-five, based on this timeline. Both Clotel and Althesa began sexual activity shortly after they were sold at the respective ages of sixteen and approximately fifteen.  If they had their children a year or two after their sexual relationships began, at approximately the ages of eighteen and seventeen, which were not unusual ages for enslaved girls and women to begin to bear children from voluntary or involuntary sexual activity, then those children would be in their late twenties rather than their teens, in 1831. And at forty-seven and forty-five years old, the potential 1800 start of the novel makes Clotel and Althesa older than Brown indicates that they are. 

Similarly, November 10 was on a Monday in 1806, but that is too late for Clotel and Althesa to be sixteen and fourteen at the beginning of the novel, if a literal timeline is being followed, regarding Jefferson’s assuming the role of Secretary of State in 1790. An 1806 start, like an 1800 start, makes Clotel and Althesa appear to be too old to have teenage children in 1831. 1817 is, perhaps, the best contender for the year that begins Brown’s novel. November 10 was on a Monday in 1817, and if Clotel and Althesa were sixteen and fourteen, respectively, in that year, then they likely would have had teenage children in 1831. Brown does not name 1790 as the date Jefferson becomes Secretary of State, but historical record dates the appointment as such. If Clotel and Althesa were born in the late 1790s, and possibly the early 1800s, their ages in 1831 would better correspond to their having teenage children. This is a fair reading of the dating of the start of the novel, but it does not account for other nuances within the text, such as beginning the novel “some years since” (Brown 115) Henry Clay’s death in 1852.

Further complicating the idea of dating the timeline of the novel, Brown specifically mentions the Fugitive Slave Act. The first Fugitive Slave Act was passed in 1793, but by placing the beginning of the novel after the death of Henry Clay, who played a role in drafting legislation that led to the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, Brown links his text to the later, harsher version of the Fugitive Slave Act. Whereas the 1793 Fugitive Slave Act authorized local governments to capture and return people who escaped from chattel slavery, the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act required seizure and return of people who had escaped from chattel slavery, and it also imposed fines for noncompliance (Fugitive Slave Act “Fugitive Slave Acts”).  Because Brown published Clotel in 1853 as an excoriation of chattel slavery, Brown would likely rely on the harsher of the Fugitive Slave Acts as his exemplar. Of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, Mary Ganster writes: “its very real presence in the lives of all Americans looms ominously over the novel from the beginning of the narrative” (Ganster 437). The omnipresence of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act is another argument for 1856 as a start date for the novel. Yet the novel very clearly ends in 1842. In Chapter Twenty-seven, which harkens the closing sequences of the novel, Brown situates the action “In the year 1842” (Brown 270).

Beyond the midpoint of the novel, Brown specifically references a yellow fever epidemic of 1831, along with the Nat Turner Rebellion of 1831.  The close of the novel takes place ten years after a participant in the Nat Turner Rebellion had spent a year in jail. So, the novel clearly ends in 1842, regardless of when it begins, whether that is 1800, 1806, 1817, 1856, or some other date.

Clotel’s Implicit Multiversal Logic

To say the least, the timeline in Clotel is problematic. This problem could just be one of the author’s slippery dating or maybe even sloppy dating. Some scholars suggest that Brown’s novel is flawed in many respects, and inaccurate timelines could easily be one of its flaws. Ganster notes that some analysts criticize Brown’s novel “as lacking narrative coherency” and that a “charge of anachronism in historical fiction follows from this resistant attitude and usually connotes a loose standard of historical accuracy” (Ganster 436). Brown’s novel is replete with anachronisms and questionable chronologies. Brown references, quotes, and even plagiarizes newspaper articles, speeches, religious treatises, legislation, and various works and events ranging in date from the late 1700s to the early 1850s. Some of these he gives exact dates for, such as the advertisement of a fugitive catcher dated November 6, 1845 (Brown 131). Some he describes with such detail that readers can likely place the events, such as the Democratic Convention of 1844 (Brown 235; “National Park Service”) and the 1840 or 1850 census (Brown 224-225; United States Census Bureau). An example of a text Brown plagiarizes is the 1847 religious treatise, The Church as it Is, by Rev. Parker Pillsbury (Brown 116-117; Pillsbury np).

The linear progression of time, in terms of accurately representing verifiable historical events, seems to mean very little to Brown except for the events of 1831, which seem to mean a great deal to him. Rather, Brown focuses on the forward progressions of the storylines of his characters. Thus, beyond thinking of Brown’s slippery dating as indicative of a flawed text, it is possible to read these timeline slippages as indicative of Clotel as a work of speculative fiction highlighting a multiverse that Brown creates to explore alternative histories and futures for Sally Hemings, the real-life enslaved concubine of Thomas Jefferson who bore him several children. Brown’s Clotel becomes a Sally-verse of multiple possibilities.

To explore a reading of Clotel as a multiverse begins with explaining why the novel is not simply an alternative history. Brown’s novel is not one of a singular alternative history with a specific moment of departure. The novel does not cleanly follow any linear timeline closely enough to delineate a particular moment of departure. Instead of one moment of departure, Brown has multiple moments of possibility. Lacking a moment of departure distances Brown’s Clotel from alternative histories such as A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court by Mark Twain, Underground Airlines by Ben H. Winters, P.’s Correspondence by Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Flight to Canada by Ishmael Reed.

Clotel does ask several What If questions: what if Jefferson had not traveled to France before beginning his post as Secretary of State? In recorded history, Thomas Jefferson traveled to France prior to becoming Secretary of State. He traveled ahead of his daughter and her aunt and maid, Sally Hemings, who eventually joined him in France. Hemings was approximately fifteen years old on this trip, and when she returned to the US, she was sixteen and pregnant with Jefferson’s child.  She continued to live as Jefferson’s enslaved sexual companion for the rest of Jefferson’s life. None of that happens in Brown’s novel. Jefferson does not travel to France. Currer is not his human chattel property. Currer has to have had at least one child by Jefferson before he becomes Secretary of State. Jefferson leaves Currer when he takes on the role of Secretary of State. All of these events in Brown’s novel answer the What If question, what if Jefferson had not traveled to France before beginning his post as Secretary of State? But that question is far more Jefferson-centric than the novel itself is, so it is not particularly salient to how the novel unfolds.

A more salient What If question might be: what if Thomas Jefferson had an enslaved daughter instead of an enslaved concubine when he began his post as Secretary of State? This question reflects Brown’s stated intent of exposing the cruelties of chattel slavery perpetrated by people in high positions, and it even sets up the character of Clotel as Hemings’s fictional counterpart instead of Currer, which creates an alternative, albeit less prominent, reading of the novel. In many respects, Clotel is much more like Hemings than Currer. Hemings and Clotel are both designated as Quadroons (Gordon-Reed Hemingses 93), while Currer is designated as a Mulatto. Both Clotel and Hemings are approximately sixteen years old and chattel-enslaved when they begin sexual relationships with powerful American citizen men, similarly to the conditions described in Linda Brent’s/Harriet Jacobs’s autobiographical Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Both are childless when Jefferson begins his appointment as Secretary of State, although Hemings does have a child in utero at the time. What cannot be escaped in this What If question, however, is that Jefferson must begin a relationship with an enslaved girl or woman to produce enslaved offspring, so asking what if Thomas Jefferson had an enslaved daughter instead of an enslaved concubine when he began his post as Secretary of State is moot. This question is also too narrow, as it does not account for the plethora of mixed-race enslaved girls and women who are linked to Jefferson in Clotel. Brown’s novel follows not only the lives of Currer, Clotel, and Althesa, but also Ellen and Jane, who are Althesa’s Octoroon-designated daughters, and Mary, Clotel’s Octoroon-designated daughter.

An additional What If question must manifest to satisfy the idea of alternative histories, particularly without a clearly defined moment of the storyline’s departure. Having eliminated previously possible What If questions, this one surfaces: what if all of the potentially passing enslaved girls and women in Brown’s novel represent different possible life outcomes for Sally Hemings? Answering that question demands that Brown’s novel be seen as a piece of speculative fiction beyond an alternative history; it demands a multiverse. 

The very aspects Brown uses to build his multiverse are the seeming flaws in his work. Brown’s ostensible inconsistencies in genre and chronology coalesce to reveal the building blocks of a multiverse. Clotel, according to Gerald Rosselot, “has often been a disappointment because the romance elements in it have been unrecognized” (Rosselot 296). Rosselot cites criticisms about the novel such as it “abounds in imperfections,” moves “too rapidly,” and contains “enough material for a dozen novels [...] crowded into its two hundred and forty-five pages.” It “suffers from sketchiness,” and “Brown’s greatest weakness is that he doesn’t know how to make his characters come alive” (Rosselot 296). Rosselot points to these apparent shortcomings as romance elements that make Brown’s inadequately developed characters “emerge as significant symbols in the violence and anguish that slavery fostered” (Rosselot 297). Significant symbols are exactly what Brown’s characters are, but in the form of alternative possibilities for Sally Hemings. Rosselot continues by arguing that “Brown’s perspective had of necessity to be broad” so he could cover “so much time and distance” in order to catalog “so many aspects of slavery” (Rosselot 298). Therefore, the sketchiness and weakness of an overcrowded novel is the result, not of authorial shortcomings, but rather of creating a multiverse without having the popular recognition of language or generic form to express it. Indeed, “By refusing to adhere totally to the novel’s generic expectations, Brown constructs a narrative space in which he shows readers that the ubiquitous discourses of slavery necessitate equally ubiquitous antislavery discourses” (Ganster 435). This acknowledges that Brown intentionally refuses to adhere to the expectations of the form of the novel, the romance, or anything else, and in so doing, he creates space to show the "ubiquitous discourses of slavery." In other words, his writing style lends itself to a multiverse: something that is everywhere and in all times, all at the same time.

Therefore, Brown does not need to spend a lot of time developing each character, because they are all essentially the same character. The underage girls and women in the novel are symbols of Sally Hemings, and the men in the novel symbolize the European-American citizen men with whom the girls and women have sexual activity. While readers do not have a lot of opportunity to get to know each individual character, what readers learn about all the characters combined paints a full picture of many of the possible lives Sally Hemings could have led. The rapid movement does not simply jar readers from one anachronism to another; it allows readers to travel into the various layers of the multiverse. If a romance “is rendered in less volume and detail” than a sentimental novel (Rosselot 302), if it uses “special techniques to communicate complex and subtle meanings” (VanSpanckeren par. 1), and if “the romance form is dark and forbidding, indicating how difficult it is to create an identity without a stable society (ibid.), then the romance genre is the best available form for Brown to use as a base on which to create his multiverse of the dark, complex, and subtle ways to form and understand identity as a European-appearing chattel-enslaved girl and woman. Brown’s “apparent flaws” in “the discursive and generic expectations of realism, sentimentalism, history, and fiction” are actually a “web of rhetorical strategies” to promote the complex potential of the alternative histories of Sally Hemings, a mixed-race enslaved girl becoming a woman (Ganster 437).

Chronology, like genre, is another building block Brown uses to create his Sally-verse. Ganster argues that “Clotel’s anachronisms arise not from inattention to factual detail but rather out of Brown’s project of constructing a hybrid representation of slavery’s industry of violence” (Ganster 437). This hybrid representation reflects how Brown uses each of the main female characters in Clotel as composite portions of the untold possible histories of Sally Hemings’s life.  In discussing how multiverses differ from alternative histories, Yilun Fan posits that “it is the anachronic protagonist, rather than the twist of a historical event” (Fan 335) that forwards plot action. Accordingly, Brown employs anachronisms as vehicles to move readers through his multiverse. Many of Brown’s anachronisms come from his inclusion of historical documents and allusions. The integration of these sources “with fictional elements argues for the inadequacy of reified history for representing an event, place, or experience” because these “texts always leave out something, namely the perspectives of marginalized and oppressed communities” (Ganster 433). To extrapolate: using documentary texts helps Brown demonstrate that history is inadequate to represent the lives of “marginalized and oppressed” people, including enslaved people of any percentage of African descent, and specifically, Sally Hemings. Brown uses the form of the novel “to represent multiple perspectives.” Brown intentionally manipulates history to show multiple perspectives to create a multiverse. Simply put, Brown rejects “linear temporality” in favor of creating a multiverse by using anachronisms (Ganster 435).

In the 2011 novel Mandate of Heaven, author Qian Lifang uses the concept of a multiverse to explore “the relationship between time, history and fate” (Fan 333). Brown does much the same thing in his 1853 novel, Clotel, with his manipulation of genre and chronology. Fan criticizes Qian Lifang’s ideas as “lacking of narrative strategy,” which is similar to many critiques of Brown’s work. If, in 2011, an author attempting to write a multiverse experiences narrative challenges, with all of the available genres and means of storytelling, it seems probable that Brown would, too, while writing a multiverse over 150 years earlier. Brown’s multiverse hinges on the coalescence of the diverse experiences of his characters into the production of the possible histories of one person, Sally Hemings.  Picking up the idea of diverse experiences, Ganster writes:


Whether diverse experiences arise in the interiority of an individual character or across a variety of social and geographic locations, the bringing together of ‘disparate experiences’ within a novel constitutes a conscious attempt at synthesis. Brown’s inclusion of factual documents within Clotel’s fictional narrative, then, both represents diversity of experience and attempts to unite—through juxtaposition—those experiences in such a way that the reader realizes his own position within the machinery of slavery. (Ganster 434)





Brown's inclusion of documentary items in Clotel is how he can represent the “diversity of experience” of “an individual character [...] across a variety of social and geographic locations.”

That is to say that Brown’s anachronistic timeline allows him to create a multiverse to explore several of the possible histories and futures of a single character. The character Brown explores, however, is not Currer, Clotel, or Althesa. Rather, the character Brown explores is Sally Hemings as represented by Currer, Clotel, Althesa, and their daughters.  Brown uses slippery timelines to create a Sally Hemings-centric multiverse, the Sally-verse.

A multiverse in physics works through the notion of “sum over histories” (Halpern 6), which notes that 


a particle’s overall behavior emerges from an array of different paths, each weighed with different probabilities. We witness the overall outcome, not the alternate histories that went into it. Fundamentally, therefore, the world we see contains only a fraction of all information about its potential characteristics. (Halpern 6) 



Similarly, a multiverse in literature “implies that all possible alternate histories and futures are real [...] and everything that could possibly have happened in [the] past, but did not happen, has occurred in the past of some other world or worlds” (Fan 343). In other words, whether discussing physics or literature, a multiverse is a way to account for the possibility that many histories may exist, even though only one is experienced at any one point in time. Brown is taking the idea of “sum over histories” (Halpern 6) and giving readers space to see multiple different probabilities. What the world knows of Sally Hemings is the “overall outcome” (Halpern 6) and what Brown portrays in Clotel are the probable “alternate histories” (Fan 343) that went into her story. In the case of Brown’s novel, the singular non-fictional history that exists for Sally Hemings is only one of the possible histories that could exist for her. Brown imagines other possible histories for Hemings through the characters of Currer, Clotel, Althesa, Ellen, Jane, and Mary.

Typological Character Constellations

A hallmark of a multiverse in literature is Michael Moorcock’s idea of “different avatars in various parallel worlds [where] each avatar would share some, but not all, of the personality traits of the overarching character” (Halpern 10). In Brown’s novel, Sally Hemings is the overarching character, and several of the chattel-enslaved girls and women of the novel are her avatars. Situating Brown’s text thusly aligns with the “dreamscape” model of multiverse that is “a hypothetical domain of possibilities [...] used mainly for purposes of comparison” (Halpern 16). In his multiversal dreamscape, Brown creates different possibilities through the avatars of Currer and each of her female descendants to compare against the singular history of Sally Hemings. In a multiverse, each avatar travels along its own path, pleasantly unaware of the other avatars and their paths (Halpern 101). In Brown’s novel, however, the different avatars start off in contact with each other, but they each take separate trajectories that prevent them from reuniting. Although the avatars do not reunite in 1831, with the outbreak of yellow fever and Nat Turner’s Rebellion, all of their trajectories collide in 1831.  

According to the Marvel Cinematic Universe, avatars in a multiverse, while all experiencing various life trajectories, also all experience the same canon events (“Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse (2023) Canon Event Scene”). Canon events span across avatars’ lifespans and anchor their trajectories. For example, in Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse, a 2023 Marvel animated film, all of the spider-people experience the death of a relative and the death of a beloved police captain. Those events are vital to their storylines, and acting in any way that disrupts the occurrence of those canon events results in an anomaly. For Sally Hemings, and for all her avatars in Brown’s novel, the canon events are starting a sexual relationship with a man who is a powerful European-American citizen and dying, in some form, as a result of the historical events of 1831, namely a yellow fever epidemic and Nat Turner’s Rebellion.
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