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AMERICAN FICTIONS

If the novel is, in Steadhal's words, Ininur moving along a highway,
what b the fare t_.!f_ﬂ'ue novel j1:1__uur time, when highways are rning. . -
Yemart and electronic padgetry defines the Bbric of human commumi-.
ties? Diepicting our clusive reality iway prove impassible, but Svén Birk-

crts here laids the efforts of some of Aierica’s mare’ daring riovehsts: i

by Sven Birkerts

t has become a tiresome subijec,
and 1 feel mare than a litle perverse
bringing it up. Sdll, there ks more o
b said—much more—a let me be-
gin. American ion, L Eenre, is
in a muddle. I specif “genrc” be-
cause the orablem does oot ve 1w da so
nmch with the individual works, which are
various and cften excellent, buz with the
foem itself, And 1o contain the p:enm_uh-ur_nﬁ
impulse, if onky slighty, T will specify still
further: Tt is (e American movel that is in
state of muddle. ;
How czin [ say this? How can T al e
ond the same dme supgest that there is a0
shartage of wonrthy works and sxpress con:
cerm for the ait? In the same way, | sup-
Pb'si'., that ane can poind (o the large num-

ers of aflluent citizens in this mm:g] m';;l
e Tt

#tiil dssert that the exx rn-qjqn:,' 15 in} o

is & questiom of the big picture, the vemiler;
it involves the disoriéntation thar every seri
ous rovelist woed feel when he or she (e
to get 2 fix on the meaning or worth of the
novelist's enterprise, 5 s there is a per
vasive Bnd andetyinducing sense of drift)
an awareness oo the pard of reader and

WO SPRING 192
[[ir]

writer alike of an allernating communica-
tion. The reader no longer expests 1o en-
coumer & chal i vision of lite as it is
really expene . and the wriler s no
longer sure how to pr esenl an encompass-
Ing and relevant picture of thinps as fthey
are. The mk on' the old conlruc: i fading.
This is not 2 neve or sudden develop.

- ment. My scnse i that the eurrent copdi-

don has several decades o the mek:
ing. As for back ss the 1960s we hearg
that the American novel was ex-
hausie, fuished; that i had moved imto
minor and academic modes, hed divorced
itself from political s;.q’.l;mi:i:l rea!irioe_s,dmﬂ
50 o, Indeed, these plaints came 8t 8 fme
when other litéralures —Latin American
and Emstern Epropean; uqau:L'n_EIy-Twc_:t
ing. We heand Lhe same song with

slightly di t words during the 70 and
'80%, when minimalist modes & the
Eashiom. In o' famous 1978 essay, “Flastic
Fiction,” Gore Vidal lamented that novels
harl 1&1::;‘1{::: e i Iz, artifacts
Thtucuhninalim: this disaffection was
renched two years ago, when Tom Wolle
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launched hig witely discussed
broadsice, “Siulidng the -Rilkon-
Footed Regsp A, Lilerary -Mani-
testr for the Mew Soefal Moyel,
in the pages of Harper's Wolfe de. |
clared in 7o uncerisin terme fhat -
AmeTican fiction wiilers—he-
mainly “discusser nowelism—tid £
copitulated oo reality, that the (2
raugh and rowdy facts of 1he
world had diven them inip sk - [
mission, farcing 2 relreat inte self
reflexive, selfindulpenn, anl
crally sell defeating poslures, Our - M
wiilers had handed over their ap: .
thotdty o journalists and other
purveyors of the documentary g
maior mistake. And Wolfe urped
2t a solution a velum 1o the examn-
ple of the |9'|:1'|.'El:nrl.lr}' social |2
novel, There he had found itsp- [
raton for his pwm mkam#y suc- (!
cessful The Bosfire f the Vareties i
(lEE‘I{. and other writers could
help tiemselves o the same well, |-
Though hie was wrang ahout
the solubon—and T |y Y Ten
sums for eayieg so will em p
shortly—Weolfe was, 1 think, righ .
about the problem, which isa |:
problem uf}
o rencer inowonds 2 camvincing
picture of reality? The answer,
akis, i5 not to call far THCTe repTCSErybatin.
tis reality that has chenged. And the prok-
lemn iy that to' this day the ashetic identiny
vl the Amesican nevel 1emains largely teth-
ered o the basic premise of 19th-cenmry
realism, Though 3 Few hrave soule have
made & go at fncowporating. modermis; ap-
proaches—including frapmented ar muli-
Ple narralives, foward monologes, ambi
tious .':I‘ﬁr:mia]it}', and :Ig: like—the
majority have stayed with the staple ari.
entalions of realisrm. Whether this is owing
to some peculiar warp in the collectve cre-
ative disposition or is simply a reflection of
the demands of the mar{: ace—give
rem‘swlmthq.rhmurr;f!fuﬂtw—is
hard to say. But the fer Temaing that even
new, in the early 1990x, our fictivn; is over.
whe Ly realistic in approach. Whatever
ather ambition & novel inay have, its prirci.
Pal meens are a development of credibly
mended charsciers A narrative that

restesenmtion, How (7.5 -

AMERICAM

FICTIONS

would simulate 2 seemingly coberent exte

rior ordar.

his ie no, in itself, & problem. There
i nothing inh i'r.wiscar};omung with
hapds the resuli can il be persuasive,

lsewhere. It lies in (he

Bict that owr common realiry has prachoa|hy
grown out of the- rench of tie realists jo.
struments. We bve cur latecentury Jives
less and less i thee foursguare world of
strrfaces and ounded events that reslism
evolved 1o depiet, Our business is increas.
ingly with a new =xperiential pyvboid. We
live among s:gnals and impulses and pro-
cesiess that our language has o hard fime
capturing. Our consciosness is mapped g

& new field, and e
are determyne] by the

contours of that feld

wiry we spend our

&]’I. We don' alk over the fonce ng aver
the phone—urorm, we leays messames on
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mau':him;.q and check in 1o see of our mes:
sages have been returned, Oar professional
lives are likewiss shorn of chear hoonc-

writer who would represent the world and
de 2o with some artislic tension’ has be-

come all bat ‘insurmeuntakble.. 1t wall only

Irying Io pin them down. We should note,
by the way, the difference between the v
porized minimalism of an Arin Deattie and

arena of represesitation,
_But by and largs we are back with the
fions ms sed oul by Stanley Kapffmann in

anies——mast Of us intersct more with but- ‘ntensify as we march deeper inte late-mo 5 the lecomic' repressions of a Hemingway.  the: early 1350s, Most serous American
tons and digits than with people. We drive,  detnity (or wherever it is. that we_are 3 For the latter, the unsmated wes s solid pris-  nowels il finto one (ar several) of a very
park, drive mguin, surrounding our e ves ing). Very [ew writers have the nerrm ence, & specific emotion: or complexsof  Few categoties. Of course, each categary is

during bubhle time with 2 distracting ewi-
urment of music or talkshow barking.

live gifx and perceptual resources to make
rﬂdglbbcﬁutinnm of the real stuff of wur

emations to be avoided ‘He knew, and we
Imnow, what was beinglef out For Bearttie

wilal incits own way, bat sach also -
sents a str‘El.I.L“p.E WY of ‘arvonding h::f;;

Dinner? Often as not we ruke if in the mi-  daily experience. John Updi is one of the and her éehars, howeves, minimmlism be-  confrontation with ‘the presenr, with the
crowave, before kicking hack for & well-de- very frw, snd i is precisely for this that Hab came = way of ot dealing with that which  World'as it has become How—and I jump
served night in front of the VOR. -~ kit it Rast (1990) s impociont: Tt is a kind of could not be dealt with—~the thousand 'and  in“ahead of myseli—I do nof mean to sug

“limit texd™ for Uhe comte realist one grades of anocmie’ that midy. not he gest thal el on smalldown settings are

1 1 present o caricature, #t's o drive
home & point: that the mbient drift of our
dailinees is not exectly fodder for the povel-
ist. We fight traffic, rot duels. An accurax

iction of our doings would imvolve inor
dinately extensive descriptions of down-
time—gutwardly dull and rourinieed move
ments, And I don't know bear much more
dramafic inlerest a ::um'.hR view of our ine
ner lives would provide The spread shecl,
worrics shout the MASTERCARD bill, a bit
of Rirtation at the deli counter... ..

Wha! T'm saying is rol new or Tevolu-
Tirmary, I don't hear it verbelized all
that oiten. Way hack in 1963, in an essay
crbitled “Mams Society and Fost-Modern
Fiction " Irving Howe quoted the crine
Stanley Kautfmanin:

When Vit de Sica was ssked why 50

This was wrilterr nearky 30 years npo. U
banization &d suitu:hm‘mu_n hawe bmc&
e FAmpartt Incairsions
mﬂng b:v;xrmuhgim and electrumic
communications. The problem of the

And the others, those whn lack Updike's
special alchemizing gis? Maost-of [he vest
have taken one of the available paths indi-
caied by Emsffmanm. have sleered m
one side or anothes-of| the great chal-

o find a shape for the experences

eenations of vur historical moment—

in order 1o fnd a way to tell o stisfying
story, And while many have succeeded al
fhin, it is fiction lself that hos peid 2 price.
Fiction is mow just an adunet to the cul-
izl life, an emgrmmnent or 3 private
vige, It is no lonper the powerful medinm
of exploradion mnd refleiion that it used to
be. And this is a shame.

be much-maligned movement ai
eainimalism wexy have been the st

jerial, Tt seems clear now that this was a
Jagical first respanse w the elusive and ran-
dom-esling meterials of modem lifc. The

wirs, to hint 8t the presence of these
great zones of the in VECATIM=
and anzicus spells of distraction—without

Suwen Birkerts it a critic whage essmss appear in The Atlantie, Harper's. The Mew qubm' anid The-
Hew York Times He is dhe author of An Astificial Wilderness [I%87),

the fortheserting American Energhes: By o Fiction fe be publiched by Morew in June.
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existed 50 or 10 years ago. - e
Minimzlizm, for. all the. exciterment - it
srated in the workshop communides af

e 19705 and 1980, failed with readers. Al-
thowgh it did catch something of the “feel”
of contemporary experience, itoffored no

urchase, It did ool clurly life v the least
it simiply added i impressummaﬁmu.[dlr
to the maddle we alrewdy were living in.

t the opposile pole, we have the
much-honered conchson of the
“Rabhit'' tetralogy. Updike ap-

eared ta exult in the challenge he had set
imself 1o netke the unremarkable mareri-
als of our culmral prescol mesomale with
signifiennce, And to a remarkable degree,
he rucceeded, though lhe power and
ﬁi@muuﬁ. of Rahlbi o Rest arjse k‘-ﬁ il:- THTL
evocations of the present and much

ey Christmas those atherwordly dis
p'r.a&n of cireling trains and nodding doils
and twirkling stars in the cormer windows
as if God Himsclt put them thers io lgght
the darkest time ot the year

The mow las been annexed, but from an
angle. We sec it always against Rabbil's pri
vate rue at what is gone: The ol Eaa
not bean carned, for s vwn suke, into the

ot part of the here and now or thal Ty
redatinns are not univessally sonteroporary
But'I do beliewe that (here are other enesr-
gies and currents that we all understand ps
miore cssentally of o rrewment. These in-
tanpible and elutive componcnts of our
irgeist are whal poee the problem. They
Thave everything 1o do with our present situ-
ation and wihwt is likely oo arise from it
Trey are what is lv missing from e
novels of our owed distinguis) Writers.,

5 _'Kau‘.fmann suprested. the menu
of opdons 1= foally guite lioded.

Moed of cur best renelists are writ-
ing abot efther &) rurel o snelliown life,

b) the neso past {the last 50 vears, say), ©)
Bmiliezs, or d) the hiswwical or n1)mj.n-
]

g pasi. Obviously the categenes wil
combine and crussierfilize, with farnily

: seamy o his Gl deal with sdubtery, e is ; cay have b : \ -
i said o have replied, "But if you ke adul- real signal of the coses in the genre. mwre from their constant, ofien mw nowvels having rural semings, and so on.
H tery b of the [ves of the bourgeoisie, What wes, o is, distinctive about - mini- i contrast to the way (hings used to be. Kal Mow conswler this lis of Amecican nov-
i ¥ 1 B
¢ whnt diama is Bf7 . 1 i e consdng- malism, apart from i felishisdc atention i lit's anpetits for nostalgia is mighty; it s elists: Reynolds Price, Russeli Eupks, Anne
i ing, problem of the conlerparazy writer 1o the brand-name specifics of vur social : whait makes him @ poes e Tyler, Tom: Morrison, Wallace Siegnor
i whes l\ﬁ fer F"*q_‘,r:““-‘“""“l m.'; enviranment (a5 if these, properdy decoded, : : . : Larmy Wobwode, Joyer Carol Uoles, Toulse
¥ s umnrwm =l ol 10 keep his might tell o s iy of their own) s the use of H Fakbit feels betrayed, He'wes resnad inoa Erdrich, T Covaghessan Boyie, E. L
] ;i“'"’: o inded iis possiislities the, gap, Minimalists such as Ann Beethe, i world where wor was nol srange but Doctorow, Sue Miller, Andre b, Wik
i ¥ :: u::’ﬁln ‘ale. The writer wha Ravmond Carver, Frederick Barthelme, ':hwf wast the world sioed sill sa you liem Kennedy, Johm Darth, Saul Beollow,
i wants 0 "ot pot lus Gparatvely m bave Dobbic Ann Mason have a way af ceuld grow up in . Hf kamws when the Marilvane Robinson, Alwe Walke:, Jane
g the urban and suburban and cither g0 sbruplly cutting from one rendered ‘mo- " Keoll's E’E,,',!,"}’,L“E[E;j"?’ f,‘:;““‘?a*-"- Smiley, Mana Simpson, Pete Dexter, Jubr:
§ bread, g ink the past, or go into thase ment of sitmtion to some completely i Brower ol (hose w:‘hg e Perer Matthissn, William Styron,
: few pockets of ::Fme:ml emoticnal life ferent scene, in arher 1o nr_:rdr.r elequence d-.un.-l-;, aleler thitr the w.;g:.:&u. right Times Sa_.lu:r, Evan 5. Connclll, Lynne
bef: m this countey. or liveness 16 absent or urslated ma- at the luad of YWeiser Square there, with Sharon Schwari:, Gaill Godwin, David

Bradley, Amy Tan, Joan Chase, Navid
Leswiit . ..

.1 eould po on for et least a (ew mare
pamemphs, and with every writer I men-
ton I could cvoke for myssll @ particular
densily and richness of world: Russell
Banks’s rough end [inly Mew Hampshire
towms, Louise Erdrieh's myth-haunted uyr
per Midwesl, Toni Momrison's small-aown
Chio, and s on. Bul [ have W say that

Wiy SPRIND 1

s




i

A R e

AMERICAN FICTIOMS

weienr boan disturbed ane baftled by e
alien sTucrares i glin Fooaiw the cor wir-
derw, o the picture u: e 1 zssemble Eom
the cuvening news, these are wol the wiiters
1 barn to bor undersiaaling. Eack presents a
world, bul nonc—at me—jnesenls the
world as Isense it has become or i bt
teeconnig, This lamer s a waorld of sereens
and inforvoation v, with 8 papuation
ever nine dhsireered from ite cullaml
o, over moore ala med abour chme. dis-
eate, and Aecanirny, 8nd uncerain aboat 1
mganing of an individsl exisence inoa fa-
wre that pecanices 1 be wyjed by the spririls
uf colwotntsm and bureate micy

o Inoa very resl sense, then, our hofion s
in redreet, and we have ey reason i
wonder iF awthers con, or will, Tind ways 12
vonneel the readsr with e dominan:
torces of dhe ape most of which threaten
uur public and private myihe of coherence

In e Eml growpisg are the noveliay 1.
\:.-'I“. call, wih no pejoralive inteni, the'
“parsnads” Pargnoia, they used 1o say i’

the lare 1960x, is josl & heightened stabe of

avwareness  These wyiters had oot oy a-

propLsive enerpy but alse 2 principle of
caretim, Of oTganization, in their visiog
of & cpnegaled and dangermus other arder
They sex behind the random shiconer of
surfaces and events o sl of vested mperests

wh B arvinoe tisdr ence consmiar

wliy, through political aod eronomic ehan-
nels They see the deeper exchanges of our
hody pouitic a8 conbiallesd by the machina-
tone of an elite; the web extends to, aml at
fnes emmraces, the conunal subculure,
And much o the tengion in the work of
these writers—! am thicking mainly of
Robert Sione, Thamas Prochoa, oo
Delallz and Movan Muiler - anses feom
the cantexi berween the baaal drift of 1he
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usually deploped more for mmpressacistic
than investgative or didacuc encs. In now
els Lke White Noize (1983 mud Moo {7, twa
of his mewre: realized works, the boal con
necsions are e danglng; ihe idea of a kid-
den onder presivied cver by govemment ca-
Lals and mysieriously emploged free
lamoers is ibere mainky w0 lmpaeT cogy omL-
anuETYeSS Lo Ine narralives

Thern aras . Lbudie needng 1rowegh G
mizhy Hecimoss sl as £ne wes begioning
ol wud fear wnd mipdmadbiorn she
woepped wus of the van on 2 cloud-maneed
vy and theee mwn detached them
setves frome a plavgrocnd wall and op
proached, twe strangers And her b fog
cosia Bick, a taathal. plaver with a clecn
e head escopt Bor one wasy ek
vight on 1ap, dyod venow fike ot
FEEn. The OLRET Prres woire suifh ang
slomved & senair wenTy el

absurd, often tmancated subplots thal semve
the funstion of Bieahise et They aug
men: the overall impressian of cealiny held
ek on Hee VEIY eddge of ballscination.
Morcover, Pynchon—again like
[hel le—is funny. Indeed, he i= more will-
ing then any af his cohons w ez pedeetly
pinmiive seene make a sudden L an
pecome preposterous. We con call tus e
pueinmelen payfulness or ar uncanay in-
sight into Ene Fadder “iogic” of smeaaons
This determination to have it both ways 1=
Eynchon's wademark. Though s Lral ven
milicw nay well be to penetrase the Londer
side of modermiy and expose s Jeirkesd
tendencies, he consistently breaks cp his
hyperreahstic sccranus wilk mesges ol
comic-boak excess:

He wigyst e the Clpmee Thoee W,
o Thaneg, (hon Hsaben aonl Diw Kb,
will cis Bioe Fazal Blowe, as well as L

S0 lung as twy du not—or do so only in urdmary and the aperation, af o ¥, i . i : 3
sl pambers—-our litesaiore must ssand To exloil s particular EMDEPII?E.{'._ i ] DieLills is s poamd at capuring & muliples i'_‘;'l:'"')[‘”;]:?f;':_l‘lg‘; ";I_";l't‘;"' e fm
removed Bua dhe conter ol relevance 0 povelsts mus ereate orobs wists whe 3 cultare wansector by vhuanely meaniaghal bicant attacks without cl:en ,;,.Eh'{.-_ﬁ;m
inws! be covnsed minoe somehow enoonler the wdder svstem sigrds (a foathall player with s clean: ko 10 pet them o fal! frome hegh places
twinch iz viswalized diferenatls :h,.r." eech shaven hizad cxoep {iar rHLE WAy leck on anid heoow tromerh the Cloads ef Guill sech-
- writery. Thus Rober] Stone, in 4 ."-";r;l,'!' Far top 0, and so Eﬁl;i;i:ucn oV e COnkeTn nigue i make them conumi seomdbar and
. Sunrrse {115, kas Frank Holliwell, at i platicn, that one begin- 0 suspact that the vwink it was theiradee...
. (H I4.'|.I COUMEG [Aele an: excepilons, oned an die faeler and a reluctant opec- i LEaTIga sy clements of the narmatre: ey N .
which, when considered 1opether,  ative v Tocan, # hetitious Latin Amen- ! have been woven in minky to shape what A cunous amealgam, tun i works Ve
' giwe US Spme warmant for ihsgeiting can sountoy that is the ste of aj) the faroil- ; teatens o0 besorne & spred of guekdy  aewdes s aschoved inothe kodwn waosle
¢ different h_;rur\.g.jﬁr 1 s {i|;-1-_'|r_|;|-_|__I Brensmec i sovis of covert intervension, Thel b, tn 5 PC-'H'I'LI:I.'] ohsEr . through Pychon's exgueite depaciusns o
conneiarlne,s .j__,':cg.r_' a2 number of wr Maa I {1991, ives o Bill Grev, s :cclus'ivc [ Fyvachon, espc:;aﬁk' m Fowlerd [Tos 1hie late-mweden {or posimodde) s ace—
ore \:”h":‘ have taken the 11}”'”!"!@‘-‘ af TTPrg- werider whin ;l.gri:i_-g wmke ]‘Jkl'l-:il'l a i'"_-n_‘_u,.,. B first nowe! afier & Jecade-anda-balt hiarus). tee mells, e awfeds and eplaech e
sentng corlEmparary CXperiencs more o relemse ofon, HETing dyr o sl of lE-_T‘E.f.-iﬁ- iz lkewise mesmcrizod oy the |k|i!}- STl poriums=—and then pulied away inwe coop-
|:“!'5!El_. ard whose an ponts tosad (he fo- ANC antite: orist mingue. Muchon's e i) isme ol oar culture, But be is
e i ways e tha of their no-lossgifted  fuad (1990 feptures 2 whale pailery of ver ] bz, a: much as or dven
3 pees does nol. crans from the conmcercaliore wars of the i more e Teliila, gripped
! The problem a1 bave suggesied isnot -+ 136y who, working one side of he fence ! by 2 visicn of G ullipue
et the Jratures of presevt<loy ceslity  or the other are still wey much eaught up i enlwosemnent of capital, ids-
oG toe pag.:—ll_::-. MUMITaisis acsom- i lendogical struggles, And Maile:s Mar i wlogy, teehnalog, anpd fonee
plisheat dim m their way—inre o animaie  lor's Ghast (19900, of cories, has the whele i fi trae paranodd, one might
£ a0 I':-.'d.l'l.l.'\qﬁ and give lhem some greasare LIA Family {ree shaldng in the winds af e H 5&}'—'3'!-“- crly o upe Lad
el thenate necessity, 1o defeat the cenrifi cent history: Each of these writers, it would lived in Blisshul ignorance of
gel izndency of our postindosinal order seem, has answered [T provlem of appa { the daiky s, Titavestingly,

The scatten unel dhismacaon of aur age are
such tha: evan “the anpaish of the advertis-
g execulive stogphng o keep his job™ be-
s 1o book like a viable subject (or af least
one with clesdy defined conwurs). The
nowehsts 1 have in mind have adogtec sey
eral different stiatepies [ur gebeanizing the
vlmas amund us AL are ambiticus. Aad
they e, with sorme flourishbes of the pro-
crustsan knife, e doviled imo peo Eroups,

ent dsorder by pushing past the ghot of ser-
face sigmals 1o cla thal whether we know
it ur m, our fates are signifcantly con-
walled by these networks which are, in a
seigher, fhwe deeper reality of the present

Bur these are. nanuslly, very differem
kinds of writers, witk Zifferent. aims anid
wehmques. DeLille's sense of comsprmey,
fer ingtance—excepl fov Libra (1988), his
veweriling af the Roennedy azzasginalion— s

‘v does not, at least 1 e
tand, moke conspizacy his
ceniral subject. He use il
ke, i pensrale sibsations
and 1o activale the subtiv du
}1|.i1:i:' us interactions be-
weeery his mam i:l!jl:r'L‘:“.‘.. Dt
lie & abways ready 1o sorike
away fron the dominang
fing of the piot amd 10 insed
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tioiws psychologically when confised, com-  certain comrmonalities, these' writers ars 2 i s T thasd
or in seme other way t=stedd o diverse as cani be in their intercsts as well Jscmtnfa mmﬂhimwm
rh: limil. Srone, i'w.h.id say,is more inlent as rm-rm-glmlq;iu, ?mhﬂng “the  densities r:-f - Tarsthugtra, or Ah, a report Foomn the inte
di T}um; i Y ek ke othir distineton, and 3 lunqn.ugthcmugﬂlnh“ e el T
l\!l‘&}!ﬂl"‘ﬂ'ﬂﬂlﬁ Inr to o i B ] , Proconsul.
I;:plu:mﬂmmmd: Mailer, though «hal is that the novel of idess can en X treats consciousness itsell as e subjoct, and
[ h:l:mwaarsantl.lts-pﬂ?-ntni:-‘atlv::-uel'mc::ntmlL gage with the nt withour necessar- % 1J:|.15 makis his sndeavor Tele- mwnammmnmm@
i ministration . i3 nonetheless more  ily having idesy . Orur thinking writ- = prezent. Here, from Jack the  iits sing is Africa, and it intedlewtual co-
H ambivalent. Hs finds in the coniplex decep-. + ers are thinking dilfecently from, zay, T m is West writing about the painter  hates aboul Marxism and u collectiv-
i tions and inhliralions of the CIA a subject  novelists like Saul Bellow and waak T Sickert, whose ambitions for erlisic — iwn are net central to aur situation is e
i worthy of his favored ] mlmﬂlmdmmtuimmbm ] sccess appear to be somewhat at odds 1990k in Americn, the idiom iseif i& 2 rew
[ but time nnd his fascination bleeds &= with his appetite for prostinges: clation. [t shows just how our hiterday
i i : . s intellectual ruovements have imprined
F % For soveral years now, fired boto emuls- sensibility. The narrator filters the world
" i tian h:.— hearing an Argentdoe gni.n-m through a sodim of post-Freudian, post-
b ) spenk io women after a performance, he Mardy:, apd posdeminis catmgories and
i o hﬂhﬂvﬂﬂﬁhlﬂamwﬂfﬁtﬂ his mmhsrmcmns:mhbcapm
£ o shills at. the he: sponmneons and
v ‘I'.-?\g' i :ni umphmml m paid 1o
] s with SOIDC PrEg-
-“! ; & mmpm intenl, bl most ‘obten, ¢ fimnd & similar focus upou love
. o the air to cmse n surpriscd . anong the brainy in ﬂ-ne novels of
e, = m’:-"hdltﬂlﬂl# in a worman's Rebeeca Goldstein—The Mind-
seenarios of our- %, THis B o had bean in a thesies 1hby,  Body Problem (1981) and The Late Summer
i While ot identified 100 axplicitly (the sys- . vital us ] i said more-for practice than for myfhing Passion of a Woman of Mind. (1989).
& tem's -complexity and reach’ ) -:'F@ﬁmhnnﬁon‘dh':. and : they £ else, although, Sickert, be always ex is a philosépher by training nnd
i they nevertheless Em—mfthe - backdrop © - how i ideas ared mental =) pected the unexpected and was ready m vocation, as are her female
i against which all s s and in: 7 - cansdll wﬂlp!m:mﬂlpmm -.% profit by it Long passages are Jarded with discissions
E terchanges take | i i ¢ : of language ar Spieem scholar-
i ,,% And on and on he goes, not so moch mak-  ship. But Goldstein has a way of linki
43 ing thoughts as discriminations of behaviar — more schelarly debates with the u ing
B and intention, creating mental  crises of fesling in the lives of her charac.
e systems. of language.  ters, 5o that tie nowels became pertinent
-_z_f_:i West's verbal runge and the demands  probings into the affective underside of the
3 P ndzﬁnwhmﬂnnbqum -2 intellectun] clags. She investigates the ways
- 5 wdl as cumilative pressure of sus-  in which mental apgression 15 linked to re-
3 T tﬂlﬁhlm. loasely, for ion apd studies how phil can
me:uegmynfln Eund.mn-duampe:mtm Ur pRra-
Morman Rmhfﬂ]shsm with a Ear lyzed emotional drives, The tensions In her
WO SPRING 1992
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mdlmmlu the incredible, swhich is gl pased of tose writers who do not ko much mdernist of and werbal -re Em&mdmwm.m

mrmdueduﬂtjmmgh poite’  seek to provide a-piciure of the present a3 source. West's intallectualily is nol'so much efially: au-courant to register.with-a

st The. polilical double-dealing -~ to<reftart'an und it thraugh deploved in the crestion ofcml:xﬂ shock ‘of-kn +His prand

nef “Brock Mend-and. Frenesi Gates are.  the crystal .of the. intellect = T OAT ar cersbral characters: Rather, i has mmum[lﬂl} featurey

out ‘st the fimitof the credible; bt on.this dfnmlriun&rchmpi ‘and what is put in the scrvice of his novelistic. “ @ unnamicd siwe strat-
35-nvod that -should exist but i :

:ld:.,hn"qmilnum of deaih-laving, -

ruok far avaryas [he cronw
flies, is monetheless on the.other side of the.
hx'ﬂﬂ'ﬂtumlmfmngmm:he]incbo-

TEam they

age piven over 1o abstract pursuits: Tl sad

fart is that Amarica; wunlike Burope, has had
shiding hesrilify ta, infellectual-

Fim at a whole, which hkiﬁi-cag‘zi;

rom Mazi ﬁmﬂlﬂ;‘m 7 Tonars
of Count: Hovw: Stafenberg {1 ,«m{pﬂ
war Paris in Ha? Mar: of Paris [1986), ta Vic-

to the Teader: [Vis an dpprenticeship. 2 deep and torian London dn . The Wbomer :of - Wiste- with
in gtudies. I oaaliic o e mine iy and Tt o serious acts reflect this o vhapel and Jack the Ripper (1991). His mmmwm:am
Smeuﬁl&nln':wlﬂlchlddmhi- less than ‘doey car mass clilnire. soings are not Hghtly garnished it ae 1o put forth her jons s
mrdnﬁ-fpﬂmmdﬂﬂﬂ}’ Onrmdrnmlfnmﬂmding, graspred and held from within. The fack tu R T T
more straightforwardly -realistic mlﬂ& Wﬂﬁﬂpﬂlﬂi I,hﬂ'd;l"wlpﬂf:m .Rmpﬂ‘a‘md,ﬁlrmn'pln,ua,mﬁm -Mmﬁlﬁqdum-uﬂ'liuurbmhbc-

Doth have a song grip -on  the concred:-
particulars of burescmtic process-and 2
shrewd .sense- of how the individial func

Ehmwﬂ_ll.abmttnuur ‘iclur.mmyof
them, mareover, . m {url young.: Bul

formation aboul surgical . ptw:m:. “¥ie-
torian . and prostitation

m]tl‘mmdmwﬂl‘l
‘h"i’esl’:rul M]mr_ﬂe

;Ing-pretty: wueich on' the senders
leguminesa, dietarily, o he puod i, 50 thai
there wis soms flatilence i denl with,
aim fimlence .. We drw]u'pl:d B
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cerebrating characters are strong encgh
i supporl-the "gray natle® daopedies,
and the readt duras that it = pusible for
lofty, even abstruse thought o elbow its
wey ino fction. .

A more demanding Integration of schol-
arship and narmative is found in Ricland
Fosvers's movel, The fold Hug Vrimiors
(1951}, where the suthor not anly gives the
reader a crash course in genetics and mi-
crobiology bul Bies, as it were, & reconmis-
sarwce rrinsmon over B oondr fl"l;ngﬁr_fr}[-
prrimental science, & heroie eflort to locae
the terms of its larger general relevance. its
place in the payche’s scheme of reference.
Fac all of Porwess's bris, however, and de
spite iz imvenine warys of making his data

reader-friendly, passage after pasgape ic
bound 12 slump lrl noniniiae, naira-
tor's micsing mgght trpically run as Followes:

“Might <certain codons chemically fi their
aminn ackd assdgnomnts? How lueralky
shumelil | tnke the tape analogy? Which ha
af the doubbe helix 15 ranscrbed tor read:
ng? Can lay in both directions?
H"E:m she udm%ﬂ?htht bi=ath, "l am
rmkie, a preechomn, o lenderdfoot in this
new coantry” we know how she feels——
and then some.

. The reader may have difficelies wath
this l‘iyet“.‘- of swiendific: speculption nnd with
the menial teflexes of the characiers, They

“ think differcnily rom, and more strems
characiers

cusly than, most we are apt lo
have escountered This pevenks, o sarkly
ns amy other esposure, how poorly our ba-

“sic | ummanism gerves us when we

come up apainst the concept-world of the
sciem'et [ winld that we will incrensingly
necapy an the hoere). The Variatons tis
raizes once again the question that was at
the heart of C. I~ Soow-F R Leavis de
Liale scmre dievales ag: Is there now an un-
brdgeable abyss berween the learning of
the humanities and that of the science?
Powers would appear 1o fund a mecting

Hl:uuml nEn E‘: irfen of structure jisell, and
the novel abounds in manpherical :
tions that sciences and arts, o »,;".‘EE.
intellsedore and aflections, all wldmasly
derive from the wiraidry. within the pat
terrrinaking cells. And from the dght pac
speclive the breakthroughs in pene ma
ping are as much art as science, while
Glenn Gould plaving the "Goldberg Varda
I.;l':bi'ﬁ." & ax nnech soemce ms ast,

mranmids” anc “Intelleciaals '—the
e i crudely cuc The <q ies are
obviously provisional and seleriive (1
lazk ¢ 10 discuss Leslie Marman Silke,
John Wideman, Bruce [Ty, Farl Auster,
Hiclhwolan: Haker, and others] and ase cer
Lain lar irritate some portion of the public of
independent-ininded readers. Nor am 1
even sure thal the pame-of labels ad
wrends has any uses, excepd o provoke nr
incite, Bul mayhe i does. Maybe an effon
s wmapy e gamie can in some way aflect the
%nl: itself, redirecting certain readers, of-
ng a slgh: encourageneEnt I swree 130
lated writer. T waomdd bike to think that could
happen. For | nm comvineed that we are, as
n cubture, what we belisve curselves ta be.,
And pur baliels are in crucial vays shagped
I:EA images and reynesentations. 5o long #s
these are mainly domestic or backward
lonsking, we risk & flawed connection 1 e
life of our times. The reader may some
umes feel—1 often do—that uor prrsenl s
not sdecuately plumbed by either the Para-
nuils or intcllecals. But they make a be-
ginning. It iy vital that we have these mark-
ers planted in differend parts of the G=kl 17
linee, we can hape, other writers will ven-
ture to set down this or that part of the pic.
fure, and e spaces between will sloruly be
colomized, T e dhay we will be able
b luck to the novel again in order 1o ses
oursehes. -
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Telk sbout nights has never been more

T

only herause last Decernber imewked the 200th aoni .
versary of the ratification of the VS, Bill of - - - |

Rights. Throughot the world, - . .-

Why a Bill of Rights

in the air, and not

among the many emorging demoe- * F
racles, lawmakets are strupaling 1o |
formdate new conesti utions, el
foremost emong their concerns is

the pratectian of citizens' fres-

dums. Even one of the world's old-
exl dermocracies, the United King-
o, i leday debating whether 1o
adopt a written constitution, 1n-
chuding a bill of rghts. Chisf jus-

tice William Fehnguist hete offers

a tisnely veminder that guamnlecs

of rights are meaningless—without

an .II'II'lI"‘!pE!rl"F.'I'Il j.'|,11,|j1_',ial|:]'_

by William H. Relmaquist

¢ who have lived
e r:luﬂt the recerd
fanfare surround-
ing the bicenlen-
nial of America’s -
Rill af Higghis iy
firmd # vkl thd the cemtennind of 189
wierl with virhmlly no ceremony and
ittle, if any, nition, Mewspapers
and periodicals, huding the Naw
Yook Temwts and the Washington Post,
made no mention of e annivesy




