The Literature of Exhaustion

YES, WELL.
"Ewery man is nol only himsell,'" says Sir Thomas Browne: ""Men are lived

over again.” At one point during my lenure at Penn State, a fellow with the
same name as mine in that big-universily small town was arrested on charges of
molesling a young woman. His interesting delense was that he was a Slanis-
lavsky Method actor rehearsing for the role of rapist m an upeoming sludent-the-
ater pisca. For some while after, his fans occasionally rang me up by mistake,
One of them, when enough conversation had revealed his error, said ““Sormy:
You're the wrong John Barlh."

Mol for that reason, in 1965 | moved my family from Pine Grove Mills—an
Allegheny mounlain village not far from Stale Collega, Pennsylvanis—up and
over the Appalachians 1o Bullalo, where for Ihe next seven years | taughl in the
new and prosperous State Unbversity of New York's operation at the old Univer-
sity of Buffalo. In fime | was appointed lo thal universily"s Edward 5. Buller Pro-
tessarship, endowed by and named lor a late local philanthroplst, Thus il came
lo be declared, on the jackets of sEome adilions of the books | publishad in hose
years, that thair author “is currenlly Edward 5. Buller Prolessor ol Literalure al
lha Slale University of Mew York al Bultalo.” And sure enough (O world oul
lhere, what innocents you harbar!). mail began coming in addressed o “Ed-
ward 5. Bullar, Professor of Literalure,"' and author—under that nom de plume

du jour, | presume the authors of lhose letters to have presumed—aof Giles

Goal-Hoy, Lost in the Funhouse, and Chimera.

Those years—1865-1273-—were the American High Sixlies. The Viel-
nam War was in overdriva lhraugh most of the period; the U.S. economy was fal
and bloody; academic imperialism was as popular ag the polilical kind. Among
Governor Nelson Rockafellar's ambilions was to eslablish major university cen-
lers al each end and the middle of the Themas E. Daweay Thruway (Slony Brook,
Albany, Butlale) as a tiara for the Empire State's 57-campus university systam.
SUNY /Buffalo therefore was givan virtual carle bienche to pirate professors
away frorm olher universilies and build bulldings for them to teach in: Al one
dizzy point in its planning, Gordon Bunshall's proposed new campus complex
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for the school was reporled to be the largest single architeclural project in the
workd, aller Biasilia. Fighty percenl of the populous English department | joined
had been hired within the preceding two years, as additions 1o the original staff:
g0 numerous were our illustrious immigrants from raided facullies, troubled
marriages, and more straillaced life-slyles, wa came to call curselves proudly
tha Ellis Island of Academia. The somewhat shabby older buildings and hastily
built new ones, all am-packed amnd about to be abandoned, reinforced thal
image.

The politically aclive among aur faculty and sludents had their own ambi-
tions for the place: the Berkeley of the East. They wanled no part of Mr. Bun-
shaft's suburban New Jerusalem rising Irom filled-in marshland north of the city
(" All great cultures,” my new collzague Leslie Fiedlsr remarked, "are built an
marshes"). In same humors, a5 when our government lied with more than usual
egregiousnass aboul its war, they wanted lillle enough of the old campus,
ailher. Thay struck and trashed; then the police and Malional Guard struck and
trashed them. Mace and peppergas wafted through the academic groves: the
red llag of communism and the black llag ol anarchism were lilerally waved al
English Departmant faculty-student mectings, which—a sighl as aslonishing o
me as those flags—uwere allendad by hundreds, like an Allen Ginsberg poetry
reading with harmanium and Tibetan finger-cymbals.

Allegelher a stimulating place to work through those Iroubled years: Pop
Art popping at the Albrightnox Missaum: strange new music from Lukas Foss,
Lejaran Hiller, and their electronic colleagues; dope as ubiquilous as martinis at
faculty dinner parlies; polluted Lake Erie flushing over Miagara Falls [ the loilet
bowl of America," our Ontario friends called it); and, across the Peace Bridge,
andlass Canada, to which hosts of cur young men lled as their counterparts had
done in other of owr nalicnal comnvlsions, and from which Prolessor Mol uhan
expounded the limitations, indeed the obsolescenca, of the printed ward in our
electronic cullure.

The long novel Giles Goat-Boy done, | ook sabbatical leave from novelk
wriling and, inspirad by those lively new surroundings and by the remarkable
short fiction of the Argenline Jorge Luis Borges, which 1I'd recently come 1o
know, | spent two years happlly fiddling wilh sharl narrative: never my long suil.
In the salad of a wriler's malives, Iritling ingredients are tossed with more seri-
ous. Among my ambilions in wiiting The Sal-Weed Faclor was to perpeirate a
novel so thick thal ilx litle could be printed horizonlally across ils sping; among
my reasons for writing Lost in ihe Funhouse—a series of sho liclians for print,
tape, and live voice—was thal novelists aren'l easily included in anthologies of
ticticn.

Bul | was inlerasted also in exploring Iha oral narrative tradition from which
printed fiction evolved. Poelry readings became popular in The Sixlies, but ex-
cepl in the areas of folklales and oral history there was nol much inlerast in
"live”" narrative, in ficlion as a performing arl. For saveral weeks one summer,
the university's English Depariment leased the Music Department's slacironics
studio, complete with ils audio engincers, lor he use of any sludents or stafl in-
terested in exparimenling with elecionic means in verse or fiction. | ook he op-
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portunily to record (for use in My once-a-month lecture visits) the taped portions
of saveral tapa-and-live-voice pieces from Lost in the Funhouse.

In that time and place, experimantal was nol yel an adieclive of dismissal.
On Ihe contrary: As in the Eurapean Nineleen Teens, artistic experiment was in
the Buffalo air. Even our less sophisticated undergraduales, many trom the MNew
Yark Cily area, seemed to breathe it in with the other hydrocarbans, the per-
fumes of Lake Erie and the Love Canal. Unaware in many cases ol the histary
of, say, edible or sell-deslructing art, they had nevertheless a kind of media
slreel-zmarts; if their experiments {which, sure snough, included edible and
self-destructing narratives) most oflen lailed, they failed no more oflan than
non-"experimental’” apprentice work. For apprentices. all work is experimental,
as in another sense it is even for seasoned professionals. In my own lilarary
lemperamant. the mix of romantic and neoclassical is so mulable that | hald
na particular brief eilher for or against programmalic: aexperimentalism, Fassion
and virtuosity are what matter; where they are, they will shine through any
aesthatics. Bul | confess to missing, in apprentice seminars in the laler 1870s
and the 1980s, thal lively Make-Il-New spiril of the Buflalo Sixties. A roomful
of young traditionalisls can be as depressing as a roomiul of young Republi-
cans.

in 1967 | set down my mixed leelings about the avant-gardism of the lime
in Ihe following essay, first delivered as a Pelers Rushton Seminars Leclure at
the Universily of Virginia and subsequently published in the Atfantic. It has been
frequently reprinted and as Irequently misread as one more Death of the Novel
or Swan-Song of Lileralure piece. It isn't. Rereading it now, | snill traces of tear
gas in its margins; | hear an echo of disruption balween ils lines. Its urgencies
are dated; there are thin notes in it ul quackery and wisecrackery that displease
me row. But the main line of its argumeant | stand by: that virtuosily is a virtug,
and thal what artists feel about the state of the warld and the state of lheir art is
less important than whal they do with that feeling.

I want to discuss three things muore or less together: first, some old
questions raised by the new “intermedia™ arts; second, some aspects of
the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges, whose fiction I greatly admire;
third, some professional concerns of my own, related to these other mat-
ters and having to do with what I'm calling “the literature of exhausted
possibility"—or, more chicly, “the literature of exhaustion.™

By “exhaustion™ 1 don’t mean anything so tired as the sabject of
physical, moral, or intellectual decadence, only the used-upness of certain

forms or the felt exhaustion of certain possibilities—by no means neces-

sarily a cause for despair. That a greal many Western artists for a great
many years have quarreled with received definitions of artistic media,
genres, and forms goes without saying: Pop Art, dramatic and musical
“happenings,” the whole range of “intermedia” or “mixed-means™ art

THE FRIDAY BOOK 65

bear recentest witness to the romantic tradition of rebelling against Tra-
dition.

A catalogue I received some time ago in the mail, for example, ad-
verlises such items as Robert Filliow's Ample Food for Stupid Thought, a
box full of postcards on which are inscribed “apparently meaningless
questions,” to be mailed to whomever the purchaser judges them suited
for; also Ray Johnson's Paper Snake, a collection of whimsical writings,
“often pointed,” the catalogue assures us, and once mailed to various
friends (what the catalogue describes as The New York Correspondence
School of Literature); likewise Daniel Spoerri's Anecdared Typography of
Chance, “on the surface” a description of all the objects that happen to be
on the author's parlor table—"in fact, however . . . a cosmology of
Spoerri's existence.”

The document listing these items is—"on the surface,” at least—the
catalogue of The Something Else Press, a swinging outfit. “In fact, how-
ever,” il may bhe one of their offerings, for all T know: The New York Di-
rect-Mail-Advertising School of Literalure. In any case, their wares are
lively to read about, and make for interesting conversalion in fiction-
writing classes, for example, where we discuss Somebody-or-other’s un-
bound, unpaginated, randomly assembled novel-in-a-box and the desir-
ability of printing Finnegans Wuke on a very long roller-towel. It is easier
and more sociable to talk technique than it is to make art, and the area of
“happenings” and their kin is mainly a way of discussing aesthetics,
really; of illustrating more or less valid and interesting points about the
nature of art and the definition of its terms and genres.

One conspicuous thing, for example, about the “intermedia™ arts is
their tendency to eliminate not only the traditional audience—those who
apprehend the artist’s art (in “happenings” the audience is often the
“cast,” as in “environments,” and some of the new music isn’t intended to
be performed al all)—but also the most traditional notion of the arlist:
the Aristotelian conscious agent who achicves with lechnique and cun-
ning the aristic eflect; in other words, one endowed with uncommon tal-
ent, who has moreover developed and disciplined that endowment into
virtuosily. It iz an aristocratic notion on the face of it, which the demo-
cratic West seems eager to have done with; not only the “omniscient™ au-
thor of older fiction, bul the very idea of the controlling artist, has been
condemned as politically reactionary, authoritarian, even fascist.

Personally, being of the temper that chooses to rebel along traditional
lines, I'm inclined to prefer the kind of art that not many people can do:
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Our century is more than two-thirds done; it is dismaying to see so many
of our writers following Dostoevsky or Tolstoy or Balzac, when the ques-
tion seems lo me to be how to succeed not even Joyce and Kalka,
but those who succeeded Joyce and Kafka and are now in the cve-
nings of their own careers.* In the second category- technically up-to-
date non-artists—are such folk as a neighbor of mine in Bulfalo who
fashions dead Winnies-the-Pooh in sometimes monumental scale out of
oileloth stuffed with sand and impales them on stakes or hangz them by
the neck. In the third category belong the few people whose artistic think-
ing is as aw cowrant as any French New Novelist's, but who manage
nonetheless to speak eloquenily and memorably to our human hearts
and condilions, as the great arlists have always done, Of these, two of the
finest living specimens that I know of are Samuel Beckett and Jorge Luis
Borges—with Vladimir Nabokov, just aboul the only contemporaries
of my reading acquaintance mentionable with the “old masters” of
twentieth-century fiction. In the unexciting history of literary awards,
the 1961 International Publishers’ Prize, shared by Beckett and Borges,
is a happy exception indeed.

One of the modern things about these two writers is thal in an age of
ultimacies and “final solutions”—at least felt ultimacies, in everything
from weaponry to theclogy, the celebrated dehumanization of society,
and the history of the novel—their work in separale ways reflects and
deals with ultimacy, both technically and thematically, as for example
Finnegans Wake does in its different manner. One notices, for whatever
its symplomatic worth, that Joyce was virtually blind at the end, Borges is
literally so, and Beckett has become virtually mute, musewise, having
progressed from marvelously constructed English sentences through
terser and terser French ones to the unsyntactical, unpunctuated prose of
Comment C'est and “ultimately” to wordless mimes. One might extrapo-
late a theoretical course for Beckett: Language after all consists of silence
as well as sound, and mime is still communication (“that nineteenth-cen-
tury idea,” a Yale stodent unce snarled at me), but by the language of ac-
tion. But the language of action consists of rest as well as movement, and
50 in the context of Beckett's progress, immobile, silent figures still aren't
altogether ultimate. How about an empty, silent stage, then, or blank

* Author's nole, 1984: Did I really say this remarkably silly thing back in "677 Yup,
and [ believed it, too. What | hope are more reasonable formulations of the jdea may

be found in the Friday-pieces “The Spirit of Flace™ and “"The Literature of Replen-
ishmenl,” frther on.




68 JOHN BARTH

pages*—a “happening” where nothing happen:ﬁ, li.ke Cugel‘s #.;{; pctrl—-
formed in an empty hall? But dramatic communication mnmslf o ; a -
sence as well as the presence of the aclors; “we have our l::..its nnk l:::f
entrances™; and so even that would be impcrfr:.mly uiulmatc in B?c e ;
case. Nothing at all, then, L suppose; but Nolt_ungnms is neccssagl}r l.:er:l
inextricably the background against which Being, et cetera. F:]:rh e‘:"am,
at this point in his career, lo cease lo create a'l’tugl::lher would be tcm{
meaningful: his crowning work; his “last wnrd.l ‘-‘i‘hat 1 4.‘:m:l.f:r::nv::nlt cor
ner to paint yourself into! “And now I shall ﬁmih, the valnﬁ mar;‘{ d”g
in Wat, “and you will hear my voice m':l more.” Only the silence ¥
“of which the universe is made.” .
SP'-%H]:_I'::?W:FM, 1 add on behalf of the rest of us, i.t might be conceivable
to rediscover validly the artifices of language and llll::rau.lreT—such f?r;nrmt
notions as grammar, punctuation . .. even chnu.cten:r.aimu. Even p c;la ;
if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one’s predecessors
bmr;li:o..r L. Borges is perfectly aware of all these ll:lingr-. Ba.ck in the
great decades of literary experimentalism he was associated WIﬂ:l Pﬂs::;a:
a “muralist” magazine that published its pages ﬂ:n‘walls andrhlﬂ.lbcra s‘;
his later Lahyrinths and Ficciones nol only anumf.:ate the far ﬁzcm
ideas of The Something Else Press crowd —not a dllﬁcu!t tlur:g t{;- 0—
but, being excellent works of arl as well, t:he}r 1!]usll:ate in a simple way
the difference between Lhe jact of acsthetic ultimacies and t]:}mr aru.-r,lu.c
use. What il comes to is Lhat an artist doesn’t merely exemplify an ulli-
: loys it. o
m&q{'r‘:o]:;ifi?rpﬂgsrgﬁ's story “Pierre Menard, Author of the QUI;G]TS :
The hero, an utterly sophisticated turn-of-the-century Fren.-:h Sj"ll'n '.«0 m;,
by an astounding effort of imagination, pmdn;u:ea—nut copies or imitales,
but composes—several chapters of Cervanles's novel.

I is a revelation [Borges's narrator fclls us] to compare Menard's
Dan Quixote with Cervantes's. The latter, for caample, wrote (part
one, chapler nine):
truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of
ﬁ;ds witness of the past, cxemplar and adviser 10 the present,
the future's counselor.

imend i i by that avant-gardiste of Easl
imacy already atlained in the nineteenth century by
;‘:rli::a:urq Y. 'IJEIl;m Hubbard, in his Essay en Silence, and much repeated to the

jes L Johnsan, elc.
present day in such emply “navelties” as The Wil and Wisdom of Lyndon
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Wnitten in the seventeenth century, wrllen by the “lay penins” Cer-
vantes, Lhis cnumeration is a mere rhetorical praise of history. Men-
ard, on the other hand, wriles:

- .- truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of

deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present,
the future's counselor.

Histary, the moiher of truth: the idea is astounding. Menard, a con-
temparary of William James, docs not define history as an inquiry
into reality but as its origin.

Et cetera. Borges's story is of course a satire, but the idea has consid-
erable intellectual validity. I declared carlier that if Beethoven’s Sixth
were composed today, it might be an embarrassment; but clearly it
wouldn’t be, necessarily, if done with ironic intent by a composer quile
aware of where we've been and where we are, It would have then poten-
lially, for better or worse, the kind of significance of Warhol's Camphell’s
Soup cans, the difference being that in the former case a work of art is
being reproduced instead of a work of non-art, and the ironic comment
would therefore be more directly on the genre and history of the art than
on the state of the culture. In fact, of course, to make the valid intellectual
point one needn’l even recompose the Sixth Symphony, any more than
Menard really nceded to re-create the Quixote. Tt would have been suffi-
cient for Menard to attribute the novel to himself in order to have a new
work of art, from the intellectual point of view. Indeed, in several staries
Borges plays with this very idea, and I can readily imagine Beckett's nexl
novel, for example, as Tom Jones, just as Nabokov's recentest was his
multivolume annotated translation of Pushkin: I myself have always
aspired to write Burton's version of The /00! Nights, complete with ap-
pendices and the like, in ten volumes, and for intellectual purposes 1
needn’t even write it. What evenings we might spend discussing
Saarinen’s Parthenon, D. H. Lawrence’s Wuthering Heights, or the John-
son Administration by Robert Rauschenberg!

The idea, 1 say, is intellectually serious, as are Borges's other charac-
teristic ideas, most of a metaphysical rather than an aesthetic nature. But
the important thing to observe is that Borges doesn't attribute the Quixore
Lo himself, much less recompose it like Pierre Menand; instead, he writes a
remarkable and original work of literature, the implicit theme of which is
the difficulty, perhaps the unnecessity, of writing original works of litera-
ture. His artistic victory, if you like, is that he confronts an intellectual
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dead end and employs it against itself to accomplish new human work. i
this corresponds to what mystics do—"every moment leaping into the in-
finite,” Kierkegaard says, “and every moment falling surely back into the
finite"—it's only one more aspect of that old analogy. In homelier Lerms,
it's a matter of every moment throwing oul the bath water without for a
moment losing the baby.

Another way of describing Borges's accomplishment is with a pair of
his own terms, algebra and fire. In one of his most often anthologized
stories, T1dn, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, he imagines an entirely hypothetical
waorld, the invention of a secret society of scholars who elaborate its every
aspect in a surreptitious encyclopedia. This First Encyclopedia of Tldn
(whal fictionist would not wish to have dreamed up the Britannica’) de-
scribes a coherent alternative to this world complete in every respect from
its algebra to its fire, Borges Lells us, and of such imaginative power that,
once conceived, it begins to obtrude itself into and eventually to supplant
our prior reality. My point is that neither the algebra nor the fire, meta-
phorically speaking, could achieve this result without the other. Borges’s
algebra is what P'm considering here—algebra is easier to talk about than
fire —but any smart cookie could equal it. The imaginary authors of the
First Encyclopedia of Tlon itself are not artists, though their work is in &
manner of speaking fictional and would find a ready publisher in The
Something Else Press. The author of the story Tign, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius,
who merely alludes to the fascinating Encyclopedia, is an artist; what
makes him one, of the first rank, like Kafka, is the combination of that
intellectually serious vision with great human insight, poetic power, and
consummate mastery of his means—a definition which would have gone
without saying, I suppose, in any century but ours.

Not long ago, incidentally, in a footnote to a scholarly edition of Sir
Thomas Browne, T came upon a perfect Borges datum, reminiscent of
Tlin's self-realization: the actual case of a book called The Three Impos-
tors, alluded to in Browne's Religio Medici among other places. The Three
Impostors is a noncxistent blasphemous treatisc against Moses, Christ,
and Mohammed, which in the seventeenth century was widely held to
exist, or to have once existed. Commentators attributed it variously to
Boccaccio, Pietro Aretino, Giordano Bruno, and Tommaso Campanella,
and though no one, Browne included, had ever seen a copy of it, it was
frequently cited, refuted, railed against, and generally discussed as il ev-
eryone had read it—until, sure enough, in the eighteenth century a spuri-
ous work appeared with a forged date of 1598 and the tille De Tribus
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Imposteribus. It's a wonder that Borges doesn’t mention this work, as he
seems to have read ahsolutely cuerj-ihing, inc]uding all the hooks that
don’t exist, and Browne is a particular favorite of his. In facl, the narrator
ol Tlin, Ugbar, Orbis Tertiur declares at the end:

- .. English and French and mere Spanish will disappear frum the

globe. The world will be Tln. 1 pay no attention to all this and go on

revising, in the still days at the Adrogue Hotel, an unceriain Queve-

g::l' 1.’Ill'l.'&|ﬂli(}l'l {which | da not intend to publish) of Browne's &im-
al.*

This “contamination of reality by dream,” as Borges calls it, is one of
his pet themes, and commenting upon such contaminations is one of his
favorite ficlional devices. Like many of the best such devices, it turns the
arlist’s mode or form into a metaphor for his concerns, as does the diary-
ending of Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or the cyclical construc-
tion of Finnegans Wake. In Borges's case, the story Tidn, etc., for exam-
Ple, is a real piece of imagined realily in our world, analogous to those
Tlbnian artifacts called hrinir, which imagine themselves into existence.
In short, it’s a paradigm of or metaphor for itself; not just the form of the
story but the fact of the story is symbolic; the medium is (pari of) the
message.

Moreover, like all of Borges’s work, it illustrates in other of its aspects
my subject: how an arlist may paradoxically turn the felt ultimacies of
our time inlo material and means for his work—paradoxically, because
by doing so he Lranscends what had appeared to be his refutation, in the
same way Lhat the mystic who transcends finitude is said to be enabled to
live, spiritually and physically, in the finite world. Suppose you're a
wriler hy vocation—a “print-oriented bastard,” as the McLuhanites call
us—and you feel, for example, that the novel, if not narrative literalure
generally, if not the printed word altogether, has by this hour of the world

just about shot its boll, as Leslie Fiedler and others maintain. {I'm in-
clined to agree, with reservations and hedges. Literary forms certainly
have histories and historical contingencics, and it may well be that the
novel's lime as a major art form is up, as the “times™ of classical Lragedy,
ltalian and German grand opera, or the sonnet-sequence came Lo he. No
necessary cause for alarm in this at all, except perhaps to certain novel-

* Morcover, on r:re:ld.ing ??_r':'n, etc., [ find mow a remark I'd swear wasn'l in if last
year: ﬂrnal the eccentric American millionaire who endows the Encyclapedia does su on
enndition that “The work will make no pact with the imposior Jesus Christ.”
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ists, and one way to handle such a feeling might be to write a novel about
it. Whether historically the novel expires or persisls as a major art form
seems immaterial to me; if enough writers and critics feel apocalyptical
about it, their feeling hecomes a considerable cultural fact, like the feeling
that Western civilization, or the world, is going to end rather soun. If you
tuok a bunch of people out into the desert and the world didn’t end, you'd
come home shamefaced, I imaging, bul the persistence of an arl form
doesn’l invalidate work created in the comparable apocalyplic ambience.
Thal is one of the fringe benefits of being an artist instead of a prophet.
There are others.) If you happened to be Viadimir Nabokov, you might
address that felt ultimacy by writing Pale Fire: a fine novel by a learned
pedant, in the form of a pedantic commentary on a poem invented for the
purpose. If you were Borges you might wrile Lahyrinths: fictions by a
learned librarian in the form of footnotes, as he describes them, lo imagi-
nary or hypothetical books. And I'll add that if you were the author of
this paper, you'd have written something like The Sot-Weed Factor ot
Giles Goat-Bay: novels which imitate the form of the Novel, by an author
who imitates the role of Author.

If this sort of thing sounds unpleasantly decadent, neveriheless it’s
about where the genre began, with Quixote imitaling Amadis of Gaul,
Cervanles pretending to be the Cid Hamete Benengeli (and Alonso Qui-
jano pretending to be Don Quixate), or Fielding paredying Richardson.
“Hislory repeats itself as farce”"—meaning, of course, in the form or mode
of farce, not that history is farcical. The imilation, like the Dadaist echoes
in the work of the “intermedia™ types, is something new and may be quite
serious and passionate despite its farcical aspecl.

This is the difference between a proper, “naive™ novel and a deliber-
ate imitation of a novel, or a novel imitative of other kinds of documents.
The first sort attempts (has been historically inclined Lo attempt) to imi-
tate actions more or less directly, and its conventional devices—cause
and effect, lincar anecdote, characterization, authorial selection, arrange-
ment, and inlerpretation—have been objected to as obsolete noticns, or
metaphors for obsolete notions: Alain Robbe-Grillet's essays For a New
Novel come to mind. There are replies 1o these objeclions, not Lo the point
here, but one can see that in any case they're obvialed by imitations-of-
novels, for instance, which attempt to represent not life directly but a rep-
resentation of life. Tn fact such works are no more removed from “life”
than Richardson’s or Goethe's epistolary novels are; both imitate “real”
documents, and the subject of both, ultimately, is life, not the documents.
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A novel is as much a piece of the real world as a letter, and the letiers in
The Sorrows of Young Werther are, after all, fictitious.

One might imaginably compound this imitation, and though Borges
doesn’t, he's fascinated with the idea. One of his more frequent literary
allusions is to the 602nd night in a certain edition of The 1007 Nights,
when, owing to a copyist’s error, Scheherazade begins to tell the King the
story of the 1001 nights, from the beginning. Happily. the King inter-
rupts; if he didn'l, there'd be no 603rd night cver, and while this would
solve Scheherazade's problem, il would put the “oulside™ author in a
bind. (I suspect that Borges dreamed thisz whuole thing up; the business he
mentions isn’t in any edition of The 100! Nights I've been able to consult.
Not yet, anyhow: After reading Tldn, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, one is inclined
to recheck every semester or 50.)

Borges is interested in the 602nd night because it's an instance of the
story-within-the-story turned back upon itself, and his interest in such
instances is threefold. Firsl, as he himself declares, they disturb us meta-
physically: When the characters in a work of fiction become readers or
authors of the fiction they're in, we're reminded of the fictitious aspect of
our own existence—uone of Borges's cardinal themes, as it was of Shake-
speare, Calderén, Unamuna, and other folk. Second, the 602nd night is a
literary illustration of the regressus in infinitum, as are many other of
Borges's principal images and motifs. Third, Scheherazade’s accidental
gambit, like Borges's other versions of the regressur fn infininem, is an
image of the exhaustion, or attempied exhanstion, of possibilities— in this
case literary possibilities—and so we return to our main subject.

What makes Borges's stance, if you like, more interesting to me even
than, say, Nabokov's or Beckett's, is the premise with which he ap-
proaches literature. In the words of one of his editors “For [Borges] no
one has claim to originality in literature; all writers are more or less faith-
ful amanuenses of the spirit, translators and annotalors of pre-existing ar-
chetypes.” Thus his inclination to wrile briel comments on imaginary
buoks: For one to attempt to add overtly to the sum of “original” litera-
ture by even so much as a conventional short story, not to mention a
novel, would be too presumptuocus, oo naive; literature has been done
long since. A librarian’s point of view! And it would itsell be too pre-
sumpluous if it weren't parl of a lively, relevant metaphysical vision, slyly
employed against itsell precisely to make new and original literature,
Borges defines the Barogue as “that style which deliberately exhausts (or
tries to exhaust) its possibilities and borders upon ils own caricature.”
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While his own work is not Baroque, except intellectually (the Baroque
was never so lerse, laconic, economical), il suggests the view that intellec-
tual and literary history has been Baroque, and has pretty well exhausted
the possibilitics of novelty. His ficciones are not only footnotes to imagi-
nary texts, but posiscripts to the real corpus of literature.*

This premise gives resonance and relation o all his principal images.
The facing mirrors that recur in his stories are a dual regressus. The dou-
bles that his characters, like Nabokov's, run afoul of supgesl dizzying
multiples and remind one of Browne's remark that “every man is not only
himself . .. men are lived over again.” (It would please Borges, and illus-
trale Browne's point, to call Browne a precursor of Borges. “Every
writer,” Borges says in his essay on Kafka, “creates his own precursors.™)
Borges's favorite third-century heretical sect is the Histriones —I think
and hope he invented them—who believe that repetition is impossible in
history and who therefore live viciously in order to purge the future of the
vices they commit; to exhaust the possibilitics of the world in order to
bring its end nearer. The writer he most often menlions, after Cervantes,
is Shakespeare; in one piece he imagines the playwright on his deathbed

asking God to permit him to be one and himself, having been everyone

and no one; God replies from the whirlwind that He is no one either: He
has dreamed the world like Shakespeare, and including Shakespeare.
Homer’s story in Book TV of the Odyssey, of Menelaus on the beach at
Pharos, tackling Protcus, appeals profoundly to Borges: Proteus is he who
“exhausts the guiscs of reality” while Menelans—who, onc recalls, dis-
guised his own identity in order to ambush him—holds fast. Zeno's para-
dox of Achilles and the Tortoise embodies a regressus in infinitum which
Borges carries through philosophical history, pointing out that Aristotle
uses it to refute Plato’s theory of forms, Hume to refute the possibility of
cause and effect, Lewis Carroll to refute syllogistic deduction, William
Tames to refute the notion of temporal passage, and Bradley to refute the
general possibility of logical relations. Borges himself uses it, citing Scho-
penhauer, as evidence that the world is our dream, our idea, in which
“tenuous and eternal crevices of unreason™ can be found to remind us

* [1 is true that he asserts in another place that the possibilities of literalure can never
be exhausted, since it is impossible to exhaust even a single book. However, his remark
about the Barogue includes the arrempr to exhaust as well as the hypothetical achieve-
ment of cxhauslion. What's more, his cardinal themes and images rather contradict
that passing oplimism—a state of affairs reminiscent of the aesthetics of T18n, where
no book is regarded as complete which doesn’t contain its counterbook, or refulation.
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that our creation is false, or at least fictive. The infinite library of one of
his most popular slories is an image particularly pertinent to the literature
of exhaustion: The “Library of Babel™ houses every possible combination
of alphabetical characters and spaces, and thus every possible book and
statemenl, including your and my refutations and vindications, the his-
tory of the actual future, the history of every possible fulure, and, though
he doesn’t mention it, the encyclopedia not enly of Tlin but of every
imaginable other world—since, as in Lucrelius's universe, the number of
elements and so of combinations is finile (though very large), and the
number of instances of each element and combination of elements is infi-
nite, like the library itsell.

That brings us Lo his favorite image of all, the labyrinth, and to my
point. Lahyrinths is the name of his most substantial translated volume,
and the only current full-length study of Borges in English, by Ana Maria
Rarrenechea, is called Borges the Labyrinth-Maker. A labyrinth, after all,
is a place in which, ideally, all the possibilities of choice (of direction, in
this case) are embodied, and—barring special dispensation like The-
seus's—must be exhausted before one reaches the hearl. Where, mind,
the Minotaur waits with two final possibilities: defeat and death or vic-
tory and freedom. The legendary Theseus is non-Baroque; thanks to
Ariadne's thread he can take a shortcul through the labyrinth at Knossos.
But Menelaus on the beach at Pharos, for example, is genuinely Barogque
in the Borgesian spirit, and illustrales a positive artistic morality in the lit-
erature of exhaustion. He is not there, after all, for kicks; Menelaus is Jost,
in the larger labyrinth of the world. and has got to hold fast while the Old
Man of the Sea exhausts reality’s frightening guises so that he may extort
direction from him when Proteus returns to his “true” self. It is a heroic
enterprise, with salvation as its ohjecl—one recalls that the aim of the
Histriones is 1o get history done wilh so that Jesus may come again the
sooner, and that Shakespeare’s hervic metamorphoses culminate not
merely in a theophany but in an apotheosis.

Mow, not just any old body is equipped for this labor; Theseus in the
Cretan labyrinth becomes in the end the aptest image for Borges after all.
Distressing as the fact is 1o us liberal democrats, the commonalty, alas,
will always lose their way and their soul; it is the chosen remnant, the vir-
tuoso, the Thesean here, who, confronted with Baroque reality, Barogue
history, the Baroque state of his art, need not rehearse its possibilities to
exhaustion, any more than Borges needs actually 1o write the Encyelope-
dia af Tlén or the books in the Library of Babel. He need only be aware of
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their existence or possibility, acknowledge them, and with the aid of very
special gifls—as extraordinary as saint- or herohood and not likely to be
found in The New York Correspondence School of Lilerature—go
straight through the maze to the accomplishment of his work.

T

More Troll Than Cabbage

INTRODUCTION FOR
TAPE-AND-LIVE-VOICE PERFORMANCES
FROM THE SERIES LOST IN THE FUNHOUSE

AS A BOY experimenting with sin, | once hollowed oul 2 book—il was callad
465 Oedtime Storles—to hide a pack of Cheslertield cigareltes in, he way Be-
naissance princes sometimes packed pistols in evisceraled praysr-books. | had
been my thought while wriling the series Last in the Funhouse to publish the fin-
ished book with a tape cassette enclosed in Thal same fashion. | have howeaver a
daimon like Socrales's, who seldom tells me what to da, bul (less dependably
than Socrales's) somelimes whispers “For pity's sake, don't do thet” Dis-
linclly, when the lime came, it announced Ihat the tape-in-a-book idea was an
egregious gimmick; that even 1o prinl the tape-and-live-voice pisces in reading-
ecript format would be tirescme, unbecoming. In 1968 the book appearsd
therefore by my own decision in ordinary left-loight roman lypa as it composed
for print alone like any other book, at cosl of part of the sense and mosl of Ihe
entertainment of the lape pieces, which to Ihe eyr alone may be wearisomely
self-reflexive exercises in hyperselfconseiousness. Thal's show business: and
far writers as writers, show business is no business,

As show business, on the other hand, those lillle sxperiments worked well
for a s=asan or two on lhe campus circuil, until my nay-saying daiman whis-
pered that il was time to close a run Ihat began al Ihe Library of Congress on
Mayday, 1967. -

Why should a mere inlroduction to a program of readings be herm collected
and printed? Because this Friday Book i also a rasumé of my Stories Thus Far
and an account of what | believe myself 1o have been up Io in writing them.

Ihave a program of readings from my novels that I've given here and
there on universily campuses in the last year. 1C's called “The Heroical
Curriculum™; what it consists of is a series of excerpts from The Floating
Opera, The End of the Road, The Sot- Weed Fuctor, and Gifes Goat-Boy,
selected ostensibly Lo illustrate some of their common themes—that self-
knowledge-is generally bad news, for example; or that if you don't look
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On rare pccasions it may even be mainly about itself, though it is almost
never exclusively about itself, even when it seems to be. And the sn::le bj{:ml_‘,'
go for such remarks as these, even when they claim to be aboul “about-

ness.”

183

The Literature of Replenishment
POSTMODERNIST FICTION

ANOTHER Friday-piece fram 1979, meant as a companion and comaclive to
my 1967 essay ''The Lilerature of Exhaustion' and published in The Atlantic in
January, 1980 In 1982 tha Lord John Fress of Norltidge, California, brought
out the twin essays in a slim, handsome valums lor which | wrote the foliowing
headnale:

Nol every storyteller is afllicted with the itch to understand and explain,
lo himself and othars, why he tells the slories he lells the way he falls them,
ralher then some other sort of staries some other way. It is well that this s 5o,
The gifts of doing and explaining are notoricusty nol 1he same: An sloquent
artist may sound like a mumbler. 3 crank, a soullzss pedant- may ba thase
unadmirable things —when he sels about accounling for what he has per
haps brilliarly done. And firsl-rate crilics may wrile lillh-rate ficlion.

But there are those who are this afflicled: who for balter ar worse want
avery dazen years or so nol only fo get a wenking perspactive on what they
and thelr conlempararies are up ta, But to publish thair ruminations. | am of
that number, The two essays which constitule this book wara written in that
spiril and published Iess i share my convictions Ihan o sharae My specula-
tions, so that others maore experl in the matters dealt with could improve my
working perspective. In this respect they have succeeded quite

"The Literature o Cxhaustion'’ was writlen in 1967 in Buffalo, New
York, during the troubles at the slale university thers and in our land. (508 mry
headnele 1o it earlier in this F riday Book ) ''The Literalure of Repienishment”
was written lwelve vears lsler in 3 calmer place and fime- —Johns | lepking,
Jimmy Carter—and has a mora tenured, middie-aged air aboul it. My pur-
pose was o define to my satisfaction the term postmodernism, which in
1978 was everywherz in the air. Almost no ane agrees with my definition, byt
| remain satisfied with il

Both essays appeared originally In The ANantic; cach has bewn several
times raprinted and Iranslated, Readers in countries like Romania and main-
tand China find such pieces lascinaling less for hair argumenis, which may
strike them as unintelligible or hopelessly luxurous, than for the particular art-
isls and Artworks mentioned in passing, unavailable 1o them but possibly
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touchstones ameng us——just as thelr interest In American lilms may be less in
the stars and slores than In details of dress, furniture, the passing scene. It is
sad, for a storyleller, to see his opinions read where his stories cannol be.

But it is pleasing 1o have Inese essays, separated since birth, hare for the
first time reunited. May thair two-part harmony make clear their song: that
what matters is nol the exhaustion ar the replenishment, both of which may
be illusory, bul the literature, which is not.

The word is not yet in our standard dictionaries and encyclopedias,
but since the end of World War 11, and especially in the Uniled Stales in
the latter 1960s and the 1970s, “postmodernism™ has enjoyed a very con-
siderable currency, particularly with regard o our contemporary fiction.
There are university courses in the American postmodernist novel; at
least one quarterly journal is devoted exclusively to the discussion of
postmodernist literature; at the University of Titbingen last June (1979),
the annual meeting of the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Amerikastudien
took as its theme “America in the 19705, with particular emphasis on
American postmodernist writing. Three alleged practitioners of that
mode—William Grass, John Hawkes, and myself—were even there as live
exhibits. The December annual convention of the Modern Language As-
sociation, just held in San Francisco, likewise scheduled a symposium on
“the selfl in postmodernist fiction,” a subtopic that takes the larger topic
for granted.

From all this, one might innocently suppose that such a crealure as
postmodernism, with defined characteristics, is truly at large in our land.
So I mysell imagined when, in preparation for the Tiibingen conference,
and in respunse to being frequently labeled a postmodernist writer, 1 set
about (o learn what postmodernism is. 1 had a sense of déjd vu: About my
very first published fiction, a 1950 undergraduate effort published in my
universily's quarterly magazine, a graduale-student crilic wrote: “Mr.
Barth alters that modernist dictum, “the plain reader be damned”: He re-
moves the adjective.”” Could thal, T wondered now, be postmodernism?

What I quickly discovered is that while some of the wrilers labeled as
postmodernists, myself included, may happen to lake the label with some
seriousness, a principal activity of postmodernist crilics (also called
*metacritics” and “paracritics”), writing in postmodernist journals or
speaking at postmodernist symposia, consists in disagreeing about what
postmodernism is or ought to be, and thus about who should be admitted
to the club—or clubbed into admission, depending upon the ecritic’s view
of the phenomenon and of particular writers.
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Whao are the postmodernists? By my count, the American fictionists
most commonly included in the canon, besides the three of us at Tiibin-
gen, are Donald Barthelme, Robert Coover, Stanley Elkin, Thomas Pyn-
chon, and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. Several of the critics I read widen the net to
include Saul Bellow and Norman Mailer, different as those two writers
would appear to be. Others look beyond the United States to Samuel
Beckett, Jorge Luis Borges, and the late Vladimir Nabokov as engen-
dering spirits of the “movement”; others yet insist upon including the late
Raymond Quencau, the French “new novelists" Nathalie Sarraute, Mi-
chel Bulor, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Robert Pinget, Claude Simon, and
Claude Mauriac, the even newer French writers of the Tel Quel group,
the Englishman John Fowles, and the expatriate Argentine Julio
Cortazar. Some assert that such filmmakers as Michelangelo Antonioni,
Federico Fellini, Jean-Luc Godard, and Alain Resnais are postmodern-
ists. [ myself will not join any literary club that doesn't include the expa-
triate Colombian Gabriel Garcia Marquez and the semi-expatriate
Italian ltalo Calvino, of both of whom more presently. Anticipations of
the “postmodernist literary acsthetic” have duly heen traced through the
greal modernists of the first half of the twentieth century- T. S. Eliot,
William Faulkner, André Gide, James Joyce, Franz Katka, Thomas
Mann, Robert Musil, Ezra Pound, Marcel Proust, Gertrude Stein, Miguel
de Unamuno, Virginia Woolf—through their nineteenth-century prede-
cessors—Alfred Jarry, Gustave Flaubert, Charles Baudelaire, Siéphane
Mallamé, and E. T. A. Hoffmann—back to Laurence Sterne's Trisrram
Shandy (1767) and Miguel de Cervantes's Don Quixate (1615).

On the other hand, among certain commentators the sifling gets
exceedingly fine. Professor Jerome Klinkowitz of Northern lowa, for
example, hails Barthelme and Vonnegut as the exemplary “postconterm-
poraries” of the American 1970s and consigns Pynchon and myself to
some 1960ish outer darkness. I regard the novels of John Hawkes as ex-
amples of fine late modernism rather than of postmodernism (and 1 ad-
mire them no less for that). Others might regard most of Bellow, and
Mailer's The Naked and the Dead, as comparatively premodernist, along
with the works of such more consistently traditionalist American writers
as John Cheever, Wallace Stegner, William Styron, or John Updike, for
example (the last of whom, however, lhab Hassan calls a modernist), or
those of most of the leading British writers of this century (as contrasted
with the Irish), or those of many of our contemporary American women
writers of fiction, whose main literary concern, for better or worse, re-
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touchstones among us——just as their interest In American films may be less in
the stars and stories than In details of dress, furniture, the passing scene. It is
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But it is pleasing 1o have Ihese essays, separated since birth, hare for the
first time reunited. May theair two-part harmony make clear their song: that
what matters is nol the exhaustion or the replenishment, both of which may
be illusory, bul the literature, which is not.

The word is not yet in our standard dictionaries and encyclopedias,
but since the end of World War 11, and especially in the Uniled Stales in
the latter 1960s and the 1970s, “postmodernism™ has enjoyed a very con-
siderable currency, particularly with regard Lo our contemporary fiction.
There are university courses in the American postmodernist novel; at
least one quarterly journal is devoted exclusively to the discussion of
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the annual meeting of the Deutsche Gesellschafi fiir Amerikastudien
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mode—William Gass, John Hawkes, and myself—were even there as live
exhibits. The December annual convention of the Modern Language As-
sociation, just held in San Francisco, likewise scheduled a symposium on
“the selfl in postmodernist fiction,” a subtopic that takes the larger topic
for granted.

From all this, one might innocently suppose that such a crealure as
postmodernism, with defined characteristics, is truly at large in our land.
So I mysell imagined when, in preparation for the Tiibingen conference,
and in response to being frequently labeled a postmodernist writer, 1 set
about to learn what postmodernism is. 1 had a sense of déjd vu: About my
very first published fiction, a 1950 undergraduate effort published in my
university’s quarterly magazine, a graduate-student crilic wrote: “Mr.
Barth alters that modernist dictum, ‘the plain reader be damned”: He re-
moves the adjective.” Could that, T wondered now, be postmodernism?

What I quickly discovered is that while some of the wrilers labeled as
postmodernists, myself included, may happen to take the label with some
seriousness, a principal activity of postmodernist crilics (also called
“metacritics” and “paracrilics”), writing in postmodernist journals or
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to the club—or clubbed into admission, depending upon the critic’s view
of the phenomenon and of particular writers.
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Whao are the postmodernists? By my count, the American fictionists
most commonly included in the canon, besides the three of us at Tiibin-
gen, are Donald Barthelme, Robert Coover, Stanley Elkin, Thomas Pyn-
chon, and Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. Several of the critics I read widen the net to
include Saul Bellow and Norman Mailer, different as those two writers
would appear to be. Others look beyond the United States fo Samuel
Beckett, Jorge Luis Borges, and the late Vladimir Nabokov as engen-
dering spirits of the “movement”; others yet insist upon including the late
Raymond Quencau, the French “new novelists" Nathalie Sarraute, Mi-
chel Bulor, Alain Robbe-Grillet, Robert Pinget, Claude Simon, and
Claude Mauriac, the even newer French writers of the Tel Quel group,
the Englishman John Fowles, and the expatriate Argentine Julio
Corthzar, Some assert that such filmmakers as Michelangelo Antonion,
Federico Fellini, Jean-Luc Godard, and Alain Resnais are postmodern-
ists. [ myself will not join any literary club that doesn't include the expa-
triate Colombian Gabriel Garcia Marquez and the semi-expatriate
Italian Italo Calvino, of both of whom more presently. Anticipations of
the “postmodernist literary acsthetic” have duly bheen traced through the
greal modernists of the first half of the twenlieth century-—T. S. Eliot,
William Faulkner, André Gide, James Joyce, Franz Kafka, Thomas
Mann, Roberl Musil, Ezra Pound, Marcel Proust, Gertrude Stein, Miguel
de Unamuno, Virginia Woolf —through their nineteenth-century prede-
cessors—Alfred Jarry, Gustave Flaubert, Charles Baudelaire, Stéphane
Mallamé, and E. T. A. Hofmann—back to Laurence Sterne's Tristram
Shandy (1767) and Miguel de Cervantes's Dan Quixate (1615).

On the other hand, among certain commentators the sifling gets
exceedingly fine. Professor Jerome Klinkowitz of Northern lowa, for
example, hails Barthelme and Vonnegut as the exemplary “postcontem-
porarics™ of the American 1970s and consigns Pynchon and myself to
some 1960ish outer darkness. I regard the novels of John Hawkes as ex-
amples of fine late modernism rather than of postmodemnism (and I ad-
mire them no less for that). Others might regard most of Bellow, and
Mailer's The Naked and the Dead, as comparatively premodernist, along
with the works of such more consistently traditionalist American writers
as John Cheever, Wallace Stegner, William Styron, or John Updike, for
example (the last of whom, however, Thab Hassan calls a modernist), or
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with the Irish), or those of many of our contemporary American women
writers of fiction, whose main literary concern, for better or worse, re-
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mains the eloquent issuance of what the crilic Richard Locke has called
“secular news reports.” Even among the productions of a given writer,
distinctions can be and often are invoked. Joyce Carol Oates writes all
over the aesthetical map. John Gardner’s first two published novels I
would call distinctly modemnist works; his short stories dabble in postmo-
dernism; his polemical nonfictivn is aggressively reactionary. Italo Cal-
vina, on the other hand, began as an Italian new-realist (in The Path ro
the Nest of Spiders, 1947) and matured into an exemplary postmodernist
{with e.g.. Cosmicomics, 1965, and The Castle of Crossed Destinies, 1969)
whao on occasion rises, sinks, or merely shifts to modernism (e.g., Invisible
Cities, 1972). My own novels and stories seem {0 me 1o have both mod-
ernist and postmodernist attributes, even occasional premodernist attrib-
ules.

One certainly does have a sense of having been through this before.
Indeed, some of us who have been publishing fiction since the 1950s have
had the interesting expericnce of being praised or damned in that decade
as existentialists and in the early 1960s as black humorists. Had our pro-
fessional careers antedated the Sceond World War, we would no doubi
have been praised or damned as modemnists, in the distinguished com-
pany listed above. Now we are praised or damned as postmodernists.

Well, but what is postmodernism? When one leaves off the mere reci-
tation of proper names, and makes duc allowance for the differences
among any given author’s works, do the writers most often called post-
muodernist share any aesthetic principles or practices as significant as the
differences between them? The term ilsell, like “post-impressionism,” is
awkward and faintly epigonic, suggestive less ol a vigorous or even inter-
esting new direction in the old art of storytelling than of something anti-
climactic, feebly following a very hard act to follow. One is reminded of
the early James Joyce's fascination with the word gnomon in its negative
geometrical sense: the figure that remains when a parallelogram has been
removed from a similar but larger parallelogram with which it shares a
COMMON COrner.

My Johns Hopkins colleague Professor Hugh Kenner, though he
does not use the term postmodernist, clearly fecls that way in his study of
American modernist writers (4 Homemade World, 1975): After a chapter
on William Faulkner entitled “The Last Novelist,” he dismisses Nabo-
kov, Pynchon, and Barth with a sort of sigh. The later John Gardner goes
even farther in his tract On Meral Fiction (1978), an exercise in literary
kneecapping that lumps modernists and postmodernists logether without
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distinction and consigns vs all 1o Hell with the indiscriminate fervor char-
acteristic of late converts to the right. Trving Howe (The Decline of the
New, 1970) and George P. Elliott (The Modernist Deviation, 1971) would
applaud—Professor Howe perhaps less enthusiastically than Professor
Elliott. Professor Gerald Grafl of Northwestern University, writing in

- Tri-Quarterly in 1975, takes a position somewhat similar to Kenner's, as

the titles of two of his admirable essays make clear “The Myth of the
Postmodernist Breakthrough™ (Tr-Quarterly 26) and “Babbitt at the
Abyss" (Tri-Quarterly 33). Professor Robert Alter of Berkeley, in the
same magazine, subtitles Ais essay on pustmodernist fiction “reflections
on the aflermath of modernism.” Both critics proceed to a qualified sym-
pathy for whal they take to be the postmodernist program (as does Pro-
fessor Thab Hassan of the Univemsily of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in his 1971
study The Dismemberment of Orpheus: towards a postmadern literature),
and both rightly proceed from the premise that that program is in some
respects an extension of the program of modernism, in other respects a re-
action against it. The term postmodernism clearly suggests both; any dis-
cussion of it must therefore either presume that modernism in ils turn, at
this hour of the world, needs no definition—surely everybudy knows
what modernism isl—or else must attempt after all to define -.:-rdrcdeﬁnn
that predominant aesthetic of Western lilerature (and music, painting,
sculpture, archilccture, and the rest) in the first half of this century.

Professor Alter takes the former course: His aforementioned essay
opens with the words “Over the past two decades, as the high tide of mod-
ernism ebbed and its masters died ofl . . ." and proceeds without further
definition to the author’s reflections upon the ensuing low tide. Professor
Grafl, on the other hand, borrowing from Professor Huowe, makes a use-
ful quick review of the conventions of literary modernism before discuss-
ing the mode of fiction which, in his words, “departs not only from
realistic conventions but from modemist ones as well,”

Itis good that he does, for it is not only pestmodernism that lacks def-
inition in our standard reference books, My Oxford English Dictionary
atlests modernism to 1737 (Jonathan Swilt, in a letter to Alexander Pope)
and Modernist to 1588, bul neither term in the sense we mean. My
American Heritage Dictionary (1973) gives as its fourth and last definition
of modernism “the theory and practice of modern arl,” a definition which
does not take us very far into our American Heritage. My Columbia En-
-:';vf:.!opedr‘a (1975) discusses modernism only in the theological sense —the
reinterpretafion of Christian doctrine in the light of modern psychologi-
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cal and scientific discoveries—and follows this with an exemplary entry
on el modernismo, a nineteenth-century Spanish literary movement which
influenced the “Generation of "98" and inspired the ulrraismo of which
Jorge Luis Borges was a youthful exponenl. Neither my Reader’s Ency-
clopedia (1950) nor my Reader's Guide to Literary Terms (1960) enters
modernism by any definition whatever, much less postmodernism,

Now, as a working writer who cut his literary teeth on Eliot, Joyce,
Kafka, and the other great modernists, and who is currently branded as a
postmodernist, and who in fact has certain notions, no doubt naive, about
what that term might conceivably mean if it is to describe anything very
good very well, 1 am grateful to the likes of Professor Grafl for not re-
parding his categories as self-defining. It is quite one thing lo compare a
line of Verdi or Tennyson or Tolstoy with & line of Stravinsky or Eliot or
Joyce and 1o recognize that you have put the nineteenth century behind

you:

Heppy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unheppy in its
own way. (Leo Talstoy, Anna Karenfna, tr. Constance Garneil)

riverrun, past Eve's and Adam's, from swerve of shore in bend of
bay, brings us by & commodius vicus of recirculation back to Howth
Castle and Environs. {James Joyce, Finnegans Wake)

It is quite another thing to characterize the differences between those two
famous opening sentences, to ilemize the aesthetic principles—premod-
ernist and modemist—rom which cach issues, and then to proceed to a
greal postmodemist opening sentence and show where ils aesthetics re-
semble and differ from those of its parents, so to speak, and those of its
grandparents, respectively:

Many years laler, as he (aced the fring syuad, Colonel Aureliano
Buendia was to remember that distant afternoon when his father
took him Lo discover ice. (Gabriel Garcla Marquez, One Hundred
Years af Salitude, tr. Gregory Rabassa)

Professor Graff does not do this, exactly, though no doubt he counld if
pressed. But I shall borrow his useful checklist of the characteristics of
modernist fiction, add a few items to it, summarize as typical his and
Professor Alter's differing characterizations of postmodernist fiction, dis-
agree with them respectfully in some particulars, and then fall silent, ex-
cept as a storyteller.
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The giound motive of modernism, Graff asserts, was criticism of the
nineteenth-century bourgeois social order and its world view. Its artistic
strategy was the sell-conscious overturning of the conventions of bour-
geois realism by such tactics and devices as the substitution of a “mythi-
cal” for a “realistic” method and the “manipulation of conscious parallels
between contemporaneity and antiquity” (Graff is here quoting T. 8.
Eliot on James Joyce's Ulpsses); also the radical disruption of the lincar
flow of narrative, the frustration of conventional expectations concerning
unity and coherence of plot and characler and the cause-and-cffect “de-
velopment" thereof, the deployment of ironic and ambiguous juxtaposi-
tions to call into question the moral and philosophical “meaning” of
literary action, the adoption of a tone of epistemological self-mockery
aimed at the naive pretensions of bourgeois rationality, the opposition of
inward consciousness to rational, public, objective discourse, and an in-
clination to subjective distortion o point up the evanescence of the ob-
jective social world of the nincteenth-century bourgeoisie.

This checklist strikes me as reasonable, if somewhat depressing from
our historical perspective. 1 would add to it the modernists™ insislence,
borrowed from their romantic forebears, on the special, usually alienaled
role of the artist in his society, or outside it: James Joyce's pricstly, self-
exiled artist-hero; Thomas Mann’s artist as charlatan, or mountebank;
Franz Kafka's artist as anorexic, or bug. I would add too, what is no
doubt implicit in Grafi’s catalogue, the modernists® foregrounding of
language and technique as opposed Lo straightforward traditional “con-
tent”: We remember Thomas Mann’s remark (in Tomie Krdger, 1903),
“... what an artist talks about is never the main point™; a remark which
echoes Gustave Flaubert’s 1o Louise Colet in 1852 *. .. what T could
like to do .. . is wrile a book aboul nothing . .. -and which anticipates
Alain Robbe-Grillel's obiter dictum of 1957: *. | the genuine wriler has
nothing to say . .. He has only a way of speaking " Roland Barthes sums
up this fall from innocence and ordinary content on the part of modemist
literature in Writing Degree Zero (1951):

- - - lhe whole of literature, from Flanbert to the present day, became
the problematics of language,

This is French hyperbole: I is enough to say that one cardinal prevc-
cupation of the modemnists was the problematics, not simply of language,
but of the medium of literature.
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Mow, for Professor Alter, Professor Hassan, and olhers, pasrmodem-
ist fiction merely emphasizes the “performing” self-consciousness and
sell-reflexiveness of modernism, in a spirit of cultural subversiveness and
anarchy. With varying results, they maintain, postmodernist writers write
a fiction that is more and more about itself and ils processes, less and less
about objective reality and life in the world. For Grafl, too, postmoedern
fiction simply carries to its logical and questionable extremes the anlira-
lionalist, antirealist, antibourgeois program of modernism, but with nei-
ther a solid adversary (the bourgeois having now everywhere co-opted
the trappings of modernism and turned its defiant principles into mass-
media kitsch) nor solid moorings in the quotidian realism it defines itself
against. From this serious charge Graff exempts certain postmodernist
salire, in particular the fiction of Donald Barthelme, Saul Bellow, and
Stanley Elkin, as managing lo be vilalized by the same Kilschy society
that is its target.

I must say that all this sounds persuasive o me—until T examine
more closely what I'm so inclined 1o nod my head yes Lo

It goes without saying that critical calegories are as more or less fishy
as they are less or more useful. I happen to believe that just as an excel-
lent teacher is likely to teach well no matter what pedagogical theory he
suffers from, so a gifted writer is likely to rise above what he takes to be
his aesthetic principles, not to mention what arhers take to be his aesthetic
principles. Indeed, 1 believe that a truly splendid specimen in whatever
aesthetic mode will pull critical ideology along behind it, like an ocean
liner trailing seagulls. Actual artists, actual texts, are seldom more than
more or less modernist, postmodernist, formalist, symbolist, realist, surre-
alist, politically committed, aesthetically “pure,” “‘experimental,” region-
alist, internationalist, what have you. The particular work ought always
to lake primacy over contexts and categories. On the other hand, art lives
in human time and history, and general changes in its modes and materi-
als and concerns, even when not obviously related to changes in technol-
ogy, arc doubtless as significant as the changes in a culture’s general
attitudes, which its arts may both inspire and reflect. Some are more or
less trendy and superficial, some may be indicative of more or less deep
malaises, some perhaps healthy correctives of or reactions against such

malaises. In any case, we can’t readily discuss what artists aspire to do
and what they end up doing except in terms of aesthetic categories, and so
we should look further at this approximately shared impulse called post-

modermnism,
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In my view, if it has no other and larger possibilities than those noted
by, for example, Professors Alter, Graff, and Hassan, then postmodernist
writing is indeed a kind of pallid, last-ditch decadence, of no more than
minor symptomatic interest. There is no lack of actual texts illustrative of
this view of the “postmodernist breakthrough™; but that is only to remind
us that what Paul Valéry remarked of an earlier generalion applies to
ours as well: “Many ape the postures of modernity, without understand-
ing their necessity.” In my view, the proper program for postmodemism
is neither a mere extension of the modernist program as described above,
nor a mere intensification of certain aspects of modernism, nor on the
contrary a wholesale subversion or repudiation of either modernism of
what ’'m calling premodernism: “traditional” bourgeois realism.

To go back a moment to our catalogue of the field-identification
marks of modernist writing: Two other conspicuous ones are not yet there
acknowledged, except by implication. On the one hand, James Joyce and
the other great modernists set very high standards of artistry, no douht
implicit in their preoccupation with the special remove of the artist from
his or her society. On the other hand, we have their famous relatjve
difficulty of access, inherent in their antilinearity, their aversion to con-
ventional characterization and cause-and-effect dramaturgy, their cele-
bration of private, subjective experience over public expericnce, their
general inclination to “metaphoric” as against “metonymic” means. (But
this difficulty is nor inherent, it is important to note, in their high stan-
dards of crafismanship.)

From this relative difficulty of access, what Hassan calls their aristo-
cratic cultural spirit, comes of course the relative unpopularity of mod-
ernist fiction, outside of intellectual cireles and universily curricula, by
contrast with the fiction of, say, Dickens, Twain, Hugo, Dostoevsky, Tol-
stoy. From it comes also and notoriously the engendermeni of a necessary

priestly industry of explicators, annotators, allusion-chasers, to mediate
between the text and the reader. If we need a guide, or a guidebook, 1o
steer us through Homer or Aeschylus, it is because the world of the text is
so distant from our own, as it presumably was not from Aeschylus's and
Homer's original audiences, But with Finnegans Wake or Ezra Pound’s
Cantas we need a guide because of the inherent and immediate difficulty
of the text. We are told that Bertolt Brecht, out of socialist conviction,
kept on his writing desk a toy donkey bhearing the sign Even § must un-
derstand it; the high modernists might aptly have pul on their desks a
professor-of-literature doll bearing, unless its specialty happened to be
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the literature of high modemnism, the sign Not even I can undersiand il

I do not say this in deprecation of these great writers and their some-
times brilliant explicators. If modernist works are often forbidding and
require a fair amount of help and training to appreciate, il does not fol-
low that they are not superbly rewarding, as climbing Mount Matterhorn
must be, or sailing a small boat around the world. To return to our sub-
ject: Let us agree with the commonplace that the rigidities and other limi-
tations of nineteenth-century bourgeois realism, in the light of turn-of-
the-century theories and discoveries in physics, psychology, anthropol-
ogy, lechnology, etc., prompted or fueled the great adversary reaction
called modernist art—which came to terms with our new ways of think-
ing aboul the world al the frequent expense of democratic access, of im-
mediate or at least ready delight, and oflen of political responsibility (Lhe
politics of Eliot, Joyce, Pound, Nabokov, and Borges, for cxample, are
notoriously inclined either to nonexistence or to the far right). Bul in
Morth America, in western and northern Europe, in the United Kingdom,
in Japan, and in some of Central and South America, at least, these nine-
teenth-century rigidities are virtually no more. The modernist aesthetic is
in my opinion unguestionably the characteristic aesthetic of the first half
of our century—and in my opinion it elongs to the first half of our cen-
tury. The present reaction against it is perfectly understandable and to be
sympathized with, both because the modernist coinages are by now more
or less debased commeon currency and because we really don't need more
Finnegans Wakes and Pisan Cantos, each with its stalf of tenured profes-
sors lo explain it to us.

But I deplore the artistic and critical cast of mind that repudiates the
whaole modernist enterprise as an aberration and sets to work as if it
hadn't happened; that rushes back into the arms of nineleenth-century
middle-class realism as if the first hall of the twentieth century hadn’t
happened. It did happen: Freud and Einstein and two world wars and the
Russian and sexual revolutions and aulomobiles and airplanes and tele-
phones and radios and movies and urbanization, and now nuclear weap-
onry and television and microchip lechnology and the new feminism and
the rest, and excepl as readers Lhere’s no going back Lo Tolstoy and
Dickens. As the Russian wriler Evgeny Zamyalin was already saying in
the 1920s (in his essay On Literature, Revolution, and Entropy): “Euclid’s
world is very simple, and Einstein’s world is very difficult; nevertheless, it
is now impossible Lo return to Euclid’s.”

On the other hand, it is no longer necessary, if it ever was, to repudi-
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ate rhem, either: the great premodemists. If the modernists, carrying the
torch of romanlicism, taught us that linearity, rationality, consciousness,
cause and effect, naive illusionism, transparent language, innocent anec-
dote, and middle-class moral conventions are not the whole story, then
from the perspective of these closing decades of our cenlury wc may ap-
preciate that the contraries of those things are not the whole story either.
Disjunction, simultaneity, irrationalism, anti-illusionism, self-reflexjve-
ness, medium-as-message, political olympianism, and a moral pluralism
appruaching moral entropy—these are not the whole story either,

‘ A worthy program for postmodernist fiction, 1 believe, is the synthe-
518 Of transcension of these antitheses, which may be summed up as pre-
modernist and mudernist modes of writing. My ideal postmodernist
a_uthﬂr neither merely repudiates nor merely imitates either his lwen-
tieth-century muodernist parents or his nineteenth-century premodernist
grandparents. He has the first half of our century under his belt, bul not
on his back. Without lapsing into moral or artistic simplism, shoddy
craftsmanship, Madison Avenue venality, or either false or real naivets,
he nevertheless aspires to a fiction more democratic in jts appeal than
such late-mudernist marvels (hy my definition) as Beckel's Texts for
Nothing or Nabokov's Pale Fire. He may not hope to reach and move the
devotees of James Michencr and Irving Wallace -not to mention the
great mass of television-addicted non-readers. But he should hope to
reach and delight, at least part of the time, beyond the circle of what
Mann used to call the Early Christians: professional devotces of high arL.

I feel this in particular for practitioners of the novel, a penre whose
historical roots are famously and honorably in middle-class popular cul-
ture. The ideal postmodernist novel will somehow rise above the quarre]
between realism and irrealism, formalism and “contentism,” purc and
committed literature, coterie fiction and junk fiction. Alas for professors
of literature, it may not need as much teaching as Joyce's or Nabokuov's or
!"ynchon's books, ur some of my own. On the other hand, it will not wear
its heart on its sleeve, either; at least not its whole heart. (In a recent pub-
lished exchange between William Gass and John Gaardner, Gardner de-
clarcs that he wants everybody 10 love his books; Gass replies that he
would no more want his books to be loved by everybody than he'd want
his daughter to be loved by everybody, and suggests that Garduner is con-
fusing love with promiscuity.) My own analogy would be with goud jazz
or classical music: One finds much on successive listenings or close exam-
ination of the score that one didn't catch the first time through; bul the
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first time through should be so ravishing—and not just to specialists—
that one delights in the replay.

Lest this postmodern synthesis sound both sentimental and impossi-
ble of attainment, I offer two quite different examples of works which 1
believe approach it, as perhaps such giants as Dickens and Cervanles
may be said to anticipate it. The first and more tentative example (it is not
meant to be a blockbuster) is Italo Calvino's Cosmicomics (1965): beauti-
fully written, enormously appealing space-age fables—"perfect dreams,”
John Updike has called them—whose materials are as modern as the new
cosmology and as ancient as folktales, but whose themes are love and
loss, change and permanence, illusion and reality, including a good deal
of specifically Italian reality. Like all fine fantasists, Calvino grounds his
flights in local, palpable detail: Along with the nebulae and the black
holes and the lyricism, there is a nourishing supply of pasta, bambini, and
good-looking women sharply glimpsed and gone forever. A true
postmodernist, Calvino keeps one foot always in the narrative past—
characteristically the Italian narrative past of Boccaccio, Marco Polo, or
Italian fairy tales —and one fool in, one mighl say, the Parisian structur-
alist present; one foot in fantasy, one in nhjeclive realily, ete. It is appro-
priate that he has, 1 understand, been chastized from the left by the
Italian communist critics and from the right by the Tialian Catholic crit-
ics; it is symplomatic that he has been praised by fellow authors as diver-
gent as John Updike, Gore Vidal, and myself. [ urge everyone to read
Calvino at once, beginning with Cosmicomics and going right on, not
only because he exemplifies my postmodernist program, but because his
fiction is buth delicious and high in protein.

An even better example is Gabriel Garcla Marquez's One Hundred
Years of Solitude (1967): as impressive a novel as has been writlen su far
in the second half of our century and one of the splendid specimens of
that splendid genre from any century. Here the synthesis of straightfor-
wardness and artifice, realism and magic and myth, political passion and
nonpolitical artistry, characterization and caricature, humor and terrur,
are so remarkahly sustained that one recognizes with exhilaration very
early on, as with Don Quixote and Great Expectations and Huckleberry
Finn, that one is in the presence of a masterpiece not only artistically ad-
mirable, but humanly wise, lovable, literally marvelous. One had almost
forgotten that new fiction could be so wonderfid as well as so merely im-
portant. And the question whether my program for postmodernism is
achicvable goes happily out the window, like one of Garcia Mirquez's
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characters on flying carpels. Praise be to the Spanish language and imagi- -
nation! As Cervanles stands as an exemplar of premodernism and a great
precursor of much to come, and Jorge Luis Borges as an exemplar of der-
nier cri modernism and at the same time as a bridge between the end of
the nineteenth century and the end of the twentieth, so Gahricl Garcia
Marquez is in that enviable succession: an exemplary postmodernist and
a master of the storyteller's art.

A dozen years ago I published in these pages a much-misread essay
called “The Literature of Exhaustion,” occasioned by my admiratiom for
the stories of Sciior Borges and by my concern, in that somewhat apoca-
lyptic place and time, for the ongoing health of narrative fiction. (The
time was the latter 1960s; the place Buffalo, N.Y., on a university campus
embattled by tear-gassing riol pulice and tear-gassed Victnam War pro-
testers, while from across the Peace Bridge in Canada came Professor
Marshall McLuhan's siren song that we “print-oriented bastards” were
obsolete.) The simple burden of my essay was that the forms and modes
of art live in human history and are therefore subject to used-upness, at
least in the minds of significant numbers of artists in particular times and
places: in other words, that artistic conventions are liable to be relired,
subverted, transcended, transformed, or cven deployed against them-
selves lo gencrate new and lively work. T would have thought that point
unexceplionable. But a great many people—among them, T fear, Sefior
Borges himself —mistook me to mean that literature, al least fiction. is
kaput; thal it has all been done already; that there is nothing left for cﬁn-
temporary writers but to parody and travesty our great predecessors in
our exhausted medium -exactly what some critics deplore as postmod-
ernisim.

Thal is not what 1 meant at all. Leaving aside the celcbrated fact that,
with Don Quixote, the novel may be said to begin in self-transcendent
parody and has often returned to that mode for its refreshment, let me say
at once and plainly that [ agree with Borges that literature can never be
exhausted, if only because no single literary text can ever be exhansted—
its “meaning” residing as it docs in its transactions with individual read-
ers over time, space, and language. 1 like to remind misreaders of my ear-
lier essay that wrilten literalurc is in fact about 4,500 years old (give or
take a few centuries depending on one’s definition of literature), but that
we have no way of knowing whether 4,500 years conslilules senility, ma-
turity, youth, or mere infancy. The number of splendid sayable things—
metaphors for the dawn or the sea, for example—is doubtless finite: it is
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also doubtless very large, perhaps virtually infinite. In some moods we
writers may feel that Homer had it easier than we, getting there early with
his rosy-fingered dawn and his wine-dark sea. We should console our-
selves that one of the earlies! extant lilerary texis (an Egyptian papyrus of
ca. 2000 B.C., cited by Walter Jackson Bate in his 1970 study The Burden
of the Past and the English Poet) is a complaint by the scribe Khakheper-
resenb that he has arrived on the scene too late:

Would 1 had phrases thal are not known, ullerances thal are slrange,
in new language that has nol been used, (ree from repetition, not an
ullerance that has grown stale, which men of old have spoken.

What my essay “The Literature of Exhaustion” was really about, so
il seems to me now, was the effective “exhaustion” not of language or of
literature, but of the aesthetic of high modernism: that admirable, not-to-
he-repudiated, but essentially completed “program™ of what Hugh Ken-
ner has dubbed “the Pound era.” In 1966/67 we scarcely had the term
postmodernism in its current literary-critical usage—at least I hadn't
heard it yel—hut a number of us, in quite dilerent ways and with varying
combinations of intoitive response and conscious deliberation, were al-
ready well inlo the working out, not of the next-best thing after mod-
ernism, bul of the hest next thing: what is gropingly now called
postmodernist fiction; what T hope might also be thought of one day asa
literature of replenishment.
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The Self in Fiction,
or,
“That Ain’t No Matter.
That Is Nothing.”

THE FRECELING Friday-piece menlions a Modern Language Assccialion sym-
posium in San Francisce on Ihe subject **The Self in Postmedernist Fiction. By
the time the symposium was held—December 27, 1973—Iha topic had been
broadened 1o *The Sell in Ficlion,” a subjsct too gereral for meamngful dis-
course. The symposium was, therefore, like many analher, no symposium at all:
However individually interesting 1he presenialions, they had lillls 1o do wilh one
anclher. Therr most apparent common ground was their authors® wish o spend
a tew days in San Francisco )

That was a wish | shared, and so like my fellow symposiasts—the res| of
them high-lech scholars indeed — rode my hobiby-horse of Ihe moment. Mor-
man Halland, of SUNY /Bulfalo. spoke of psychoanalysis and tairy tales. My
Johns Hopkins colleagus Stanley Fish spake of the act of reading. J. Hillis
Miller, of Yale, spoke of Hegel and Niclzsche. Benjamin DeMotl, of Amhersl
:j;stg}nrmﬂd ot both rarcissism and incest. | spoke as best | cauld of the self in
| .

Qur topic is The Self in Fiction. In order to speak to it from the only
competence I can bring to the subject—as a self myself who in fact writes
fiction in the second half of the twentieth century —I shall sct three limi-
tations upon my remarks.

First, I'll consider only one calegory of the self in fiction: namely, the
authorial self: the self of the wriler him- or herself, participating in his or
her own inventions,

Second, I'll consider only ome aspect of the authorial self in fiction:
namely, authorial self-consciousness, often manifested as narrative self-
reflexiveness and usually condemned as the last-ditch decadence of mod-
em self-consciousness in general.




